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in the very early days of the Marist Sisters in Australia 
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Foreword 
rruwards the end of the Napoleonic era in France a group of 
1. young seminarians in Lyons were drawn by an inspiration of 

one of their group to found a Society dedicated to Mary. In this 
Society they would do her work in a France ravaged by revolution, 
war and huge obstacles to the profession of their faith . The 
seminarians' project was only a dream while they were still in the 
seminary, yet the first day after their ordination to the priesthood 
they made a solemn pledge to begin such a Society. All the odds 
were against them yet one of their group, lean-Claude Colin, who 
had been appointed as curate to his brother Pierre at Cerdon, 
took up the task of writing a set of rules for such a Society which 
would have four branches, priests, brothers, sisters and lay people. 
This Society was to be characterised by the determination of its 
members to carry out their ministry as Mary would, in gentleness 
and compassion. 

To begin a Society of priests alone was a big enough challenge 
but to begin a women's branch a much greater one. Colin's brother, 
Pierre, had spent time at Coutouvre where Jeanne-Marie Chavoin 
lived. She had already rejected many invitations to join established 
orders, each time she realised that that was not to be her way. 
When asked to co-operate with Fr lean-Claude Colin she did not 
hesitate, knowing that this was what God was asking of her. Thus, 
in 1817 Jeanne-Marie Chavoin, foundress of the Marist Sisters, left 
her village of Coutouvre to accept such an invitation from Fr Jean
Claude Colin, curate to his brother, Pierre. This involved going 
to another French village, Cerdon, in the BLlgey mountains, to 
found the women's branch of the proposed new Society of Mary. 
In doing this she was leaving the familiar to go into the unknown, 
ill-equipped and knowing almost nothing of the proposed new 
Society. What she did have was a great spirit of faith. 

In similar strain Mother MeJanie, Sf Cyrille and Sr Odilon 
set out from Fiji and France to begin a new mission in Australia . 
Mother Melanie had already spent sixteen years in Fiji and was 
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sixty-eight years of age. These sisters also left the familiar to come 
to the unknown. They soon found that they too, were ill-equipped 
for the task necessity demanded of them, and especially in the 
early years exhibited much fragility in carrying out their mission. 
Nevertheless, they were imbued with a great spirit of faith. The title 
of this book, "When we are weak, then we are strong", is taken from 
the words of St Paul (2 Corinthians 12:10) and can be applied 
readily to the situation of these first sisters and those who followed 
them. It is a book that attempts to tell the story of their lives in 
Australia, a story which like any human endeavour, has its times 
of difficulty and its less edifying aspects. Yet constant throughout 
is the sisters' determination to live their Marist vocation fully. 
For the most part this work is based on original documents in the 
Marist Sisters' archives of the Province of Australia, but also those 
of the General Administration in Rome. I should like to thank Sr 
Vivienne, Secretary General, for finding and sending me copies of 
documents which I needed. The records of the Marist Sisters in 
the Archdiocesan Archives of Suva, Fiji, were made available to me 
some years ago by Archbishop Petero Mataca, for which I am still 
grateful. In addition, Fr Peter McMurrich, sm, archivistofthe Marist 
Fathers in Australia, has been most generous in making available 
relevant material. I have had assistance also from Pauline Garland, 
archivist of the Sydney Archdiocesan Archives in giving me access 
to records of the Marist Sisters in the archdiocesan archives. The 
support of the staff of the Mitchell Library, Sydney, has been much 
appreciated. I should also like to acknowledge the help given by 
Rosie Payn, librarian of the Marist Fathers' "Colin " library at Villa 
Maria, Hunters Hill. To her nothing is too much bother, which 
made my research considerably easier. 

The assistance of a number of Marist Sisters in Australia as 
readers of the text has done much to improve the standard of my 
original script. My thanks are due to Srs Carmel Conran , Clare 
Francis, Gail Reneker and Marie Berise Nash who read each chapter 
as it was written. Sisters Gr(lce Ellul, Carmel Murray, M(lrgaret 
Purcell, Veronica Taylor and Elizabeth McTaggart as well as Mrs 
Patricia Jacobsen, friend and historian, read groups of six to eight 
chapters. It has been truly a combined Marist effort and certainly 
not mine alone. Special thanks are due also to Fr Jim Esler, sm, who 
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guided me on some aspects of Canon Law as well as translating 
Latin documents. I have had invaluable support from Fr Gaston 

Lessard, sm, source of knowledge of all that is Marist and always 

most generous in sharing this knowledge. 
In 2003 I was asked by the Provincial of Australia, Sr Julie Brand, 

to undertake writing this history of the Marist Sisters in Austral ia. 

Sr Grace, who has replaced Sr Ju lie in administration has given full 
support to this project. Though this has been a provincial enterprise 
I have also had much support from Sr Monica O'Brien, Superior 

General of the Marist Sisters Congregation for which I have been 
deeply gratefu l. It is my hope that the next generation of Marist 
Sisters in what is now the Asia-Pacific Region of the Marist Sisters, 

w h ich includes Australia, who will be living in a very different 
world from that of our early sisters, will learn nevertheless to 

find much strength from those who have gone before them, and 
be filled with courage to take on whatever Marist mission may 

demand of them. 
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Joan C. McBride, s.m. 
29th August, 2006. 
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ONE 

Oceania - At Last! 

About an hour's drive from Lyons, France, in the Department 
of Ain, is the small town of Belley, nestled close to the Bugey 

Mountains. It was here in Belley that the Marist Sisters lived and 
heard stories of the missions of Oceania after the Marist Fathers, 
whom they knew well, left for this destination in 1836. It is not 
surprising that the sisters soon became aware of the needs of the 
people in Oceania through correspondence from these missionary 
trailblazers. 

Mother St Joseph was persuaded that the parishes around 
Coutouvre and Jarnosse were fertile in vocations, particularly for 
the foreign missions, where the sisters ardently desired to work 
under the direction of the Marist Fathers in Ocean ia ... there was a 
lot of Lalk about these countries1 

This dream in 1844 of Mother SL Joseph, (Jeanne-Ma rie 
Chavoin), Foundress of th e Marist Sisters, that the sisters work in 
the Oceanian missions, was finally realised in 1892. In that year 
MOLher Melanie, Sr Sebastian and Sr Marthe2 set off on thei r way to 
found such a mission in Fiji. These three pioneers arrived in Sydney 
o n the "Armand Behic" after the long journey from Marseilles, on 
the 8th March 1892. It must have given them great joy to see some 
of the MarisL Fathers, who had established a base in Sydney to 
send needed supplies to their missionaries. 

Mother Melanie described the city in this way when writing 
home to her family: 

Sydney is beautifuL but the view from the entrance of the harbour 
is one of beauty not to be met with anywhere. It is studded with 
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islands covered with rich foliage, and the lovely white vi ll~ s, 

churches, convents &c. make up a picture hard to imagine if 
one had not seen it. Our Fath ers are in great repute, they have 3 
churches. I visited two, and had the privilege of sleeping in the 
room which was the sanctuary of the fi rst church in Sydney.' (Sic) 

There is adequate evidence to show that this "first church ", in 
whose sanctuary Mother Melanie slept, was that of St Brigid's at 
Miller's Point. 4 She was co rrect in referring to the "sanctuary of 
the first church in Sydney". When the Marist Fathers were given 
responsibility for St Patrick's Chu rch Ilill, St Brigid's also came 
under their jurisdiction. It is the same church that still stands in 
Kent Street close to the wharves where the ship bringing the first 
sisters travelling to Fij i most probably would have docked . 

The "Armand Behic" left wi thin a few days to continue the 
journey to Noumea, so the sisters would have had to re-embark 
following a very short stay. After a week in the French colony of 
Noumea, they took another boat to Suva.s Bishop Vidal and two 
Marist Fathers, probably Frs Bousquet and Rideau, both destined 
for Fiji, had accompanied them on their long journey from 
France.6 

Little did Mother Melanie kn ow that sixteen yea rs later she would 
be coming back to Sydney in very different circumstances and that 
the Woolwich Peninsula, jutting into "Sydney Harbour with its 
many islands", would be ho me for four years. It became apparent 
very soon after the sisters' arrival in Fiji that there was need to open 
a house in Sydney. 

I ndeed, it was the Superior General in France, Mother Ildefonse7
, 

who seemed the first to recognize this need . Perhaps she had been 
prodded to this conclusion by correspondence with Vidal, Bishop 
of Fiji, tho ugh that is speculation. What we do know is that on the 
5th August, 1892, she wrote to Vidal: 

If later divine providence blesses us and gives us enough subjects 
to have a convent in Sydney, we will try to be fa ith ful to the second 
ca ll as we have been to the first and will continue the work among 
the white peopleS 

In 1901 on the 9th September, Mother Melanie wrote to Mother 
SI Joseph (Bizalion), who had been elected as Superior General 
after the death of Mother Ildefonse in 1899, that 
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I am back to speak to you about Sydney, requested by Rev. Fr 
Marion, ~ Rev. Fr Olier and Mons. Vidal. .. 1 have seen [or Olier (then 
Provincial of the Marist Fathers) and he told me to tell you he will 
do all he can to help you to begin a house there. (Sydney) .lo 

In 1902 Mother Melanie again wrote to Mother St Joseph that 

Mons. (Vidal) is very desirous we start a house in Sydney and ... 
says the Marist Fathers and Marist Sisters must work together. The 
main thing is to begin . Mons. wants LO see some houses for he 
is counting on getting subjects for the Fiji missions from these 
houses, rather than asking for them from Europe, for the cost is 
too high. It will be necessary to have a novitiate later. ll 

In the same letter to the superior general she also had this to say: 

I would have replied earlier in order LO hasten this important 
business about Sydney ... it pains me to tell you that your letters 
are not very clear. Mons. Vidal, Rev. Fr Marion and I find that. by 
the LOne of your letters, you do not seem to see the necessiry of 
stating clearly how much you want our Society to be established in 
Australia. Have you written to V.R. Fr Olier at Villa Maria, Hunter's 
Hill. Sydney, as Fr Marion advised you to? 12 

Some further advice to the Superior General concerned 

the qualifications the sisters would need to teach in schools in 

Austra lia . Their ability needed to be the same as those sisters who 

were teaching in London and a pre-requisite in each house was 

to have at least one sister who could play the piano. If the sisters 

were able to manage a class it was not necessary to worry about 

diplomas. Mother Melanie adds the need to send some lay sisters 

w ho would be able to care for the material needs of the house. 

In March, 1902, Sr Sebastian wrote to Mother St Joseph about 

the Sydney foundation: 

You ask me when it will be. All depends on you. You will never 
have it until YOll write yourself to Sydney, to Rev. Fr Olier and ask 
him to help YOll find a place in Sydney. If YOll wait too long YOll 
may lose YOllr chance. I , 

She also observes that Sydney is ],200 miles from Fiji, that 

Sydney is to Fiji as Am erica is to France. Perhaps this is a reminder 

of a more equable climate in Australia, perhaps an indication 

that movement between Sydney and Fiji could not be undertaken 

lightly. 
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The anxiety on the part of the sisters in Fiji seems to have 
reached a climax in 1902. The letters regarding Sydney are much 
more numerous and pressing for this new foundation to be 
established. What was prompting such an early move? This was 
not clearly stated at the time but cogent reasons emerge later. It 
may be presumed that financial reasons were to the fore, as was the 
need of having a source of missionary vocations within reasonable 
distance of Fiji. A further reason was soon to show itself. 

In 1905 Sr Sebastian again wrote from Fiji to Mother St Joseph 
on the very day that Sr Marie-Joseph, who had been stationed at 
Cawaci, about four miles from Levuka, had died. She had come to 
Levuka to be looked after by Sr Sebastian. Her illness, tuberculosis, 
had gone too far and she died within a relatively short time. 

there have been three very sick people Levuka has taken care of, 
Srs Angela and Scholastica for almost two years, and Sr Marie
Joseph .I' 

Having just experienced the first death among the sisters, 
they knew now how fragile their whole situation was. The sisters 
mentioned by Sr Sebastian had been very sick for prolonged periods 
but there were others who frequently fell ill due to the heat and 
their inability to eat the local food and most probably, by a certain 
level of homesickness. There was always someone who required 
constant nursing and replacement in the classroom. Typhoid fever 
was also prevalent and Sr Philibert was to succumb to that in 1911. 
Sr Sebastian was a tower of strength during this time but even she 
was urgent in her request to move quickly on the whole question 
of establishing a house in Sydney. It is not surprising that from 
the viewpoint of the Bishop as well as the sisters the need for a 
house in Sydney became imperative and the letters to the Superior 
General become more and more urgent. It was from Sydney that 
the Bishop hoped to obtain further missionaries and with much 
cheaper boat travel, be burdened with fewer financial problems. 

On the 5th Ma rch, 1907, Fe Marion, now the Provincial of 
the Marist Fathers, having replaced Mgr Olier, recently ordained 
Bishop, wrote to Mother St Joseph from his residence in Hunters 
Ifill, Sydney. He relayed the news that Cardinal Moran had given 
consent to admit sisters to his diocese of Sydney, and to found 
a school in the Parish of Villa Maria near the church of Blessed 
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Chane!. He had obtained this in formation from MgT Olier, a friend 
of Cardinal Moran, who had consecrated Olier as Bishop. He 
advises that she prepare sisters to come to Sydney, fully expecting 
that th ey would come from Europe. I , 

Cood news finally came to Fiji from the Superior General, with 
her letter of the 22nd Apri l, 1907, saying that permission to start a 
foundation in Sydney had been requested by Mgr Olier and given 
by Cardinal Moran. As there was some delay in its implementation, 
pressure on the Superior General was kept up until on the 12th 
October 1907 Mother St Joseph finally wrote to Bishop Vidal that 
she was sending Mother Melanie, Sr Cyrille (who had been in 
Fiji only ten months) and Sr Odilon (from France) to make the 
Woolwich foundation. Sr Ilelen was to travel with Sr Odilon and 
replace Sr Cyrille in Fiji. 16 When the Bishop received this news he 
must have experienced some shock and some relief. The shock was 
that he was to lose personnel from the Fiji mission and relief that 
at last the foundation was to be made in Sydney. 

We must ask why there had been such a delay in making this 
foundation, so urgently desired by the Bishop, priests and sisters 
of Fiji. Was Mother St Joseph unsympathetic to the plight of these 
missionaries? Was it a case of out of sight, out of mind? 

Problems in France 

Mother St Joseph (Bizalion) was elected Superior General of the 
Congregation after the death of Mother lIdefonse in 1899. Her 
term of office was a long one, 1899 to 1926, the reasons for which 
will unfold in this account. As well as concern for the sisters in 
Oceania, she had to weave her way through a minefield of canonical 
instructions concerning the approval of constitutions of women 
religious with simple vows applicable at the time, approval for 
which was finally given in 1932. This was an ongoing problem for 
the entire period of her time in office. Mother St Joseph was not to 

witness their final approval as she died in1928 . 17 

That, however, was only one of the problems facing Mother St 
Joseph. A much more frightening one in France at this time was 
experiencing the vicissitudes of a Republican Government smarting 
under the Prussian defeat at Sedan in the Franco-Prussian War in 
1870. The gains of the Revolution of 1789 were to be protected 
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at all costs and their diminution during the monarchies which 
followed the Revolution had to be recovered in all their entirety. 
Responsibility for this decline was seen by this new Republican 
Government to Iieat the feet of conservative and royalist clericalism. 
Hence, much resentment was still harboured towards it. 

During the 1870's in France the anti-clerical movementgathered 
momentum. Theirfirst moves were against male congregations, with 
heavy taxes and expulsion of non authorised congregations from 
their houses. It became law in France that religious congregations 
had to be authorised by the state before they could act as a legal 
body. The Marist Sisters had received formal authorisation signed 
by Napoleon III in 1858 at "Bon Repos", Belley. Prior to that they 
had been unable to buy property, etc, which always had had to be 
done by a recognized group of individual sisters. 

On 1st July, 1901, the Associations Law regarding associations 
was proposed by the republican minister, Waldeck-Rousseau. This 
stated that non-authorised religious congregations had to seek 
authorisation within three months under pain of dissolution. JR At 
that time Mother St Joseph, superior general, was administering 
the congregation from Montee des Genovefains, Lyon, but as a 
precautionary measure moved back to the original house of "Bon 
Repos ", at Belley, where authorisation had been given. It was the 
first administrative house of the Marist Sisters. She requested 
authorisation for seven houses of the Marist Sisters which had 
schools or a providence (orphanage). 

In the French elections of April/May 1902 Waldeck-Rousseau 
resigned as president of the Council and was replaced by Emile 
Combes whose decree of 27th January, 1902, closed l35 of the 
schools which had opened since July 1901, without requesting 
a decree of approbation. On the 15th July 1902 he ordered the 
closure of schools run by authorised congregations. 

On the 16th March, 1903, the Marist Sisters at Collonges, 
Meximieux and Montanay, were ordered to abandon their houses 
within one month . In August it was the turn of those at St Etienne 
and Iarnosse; in 1904 that of Ntmes, 1908 Ste Foy and Montee des 
Genovefains. It is not surprising that in 1903 Mother St Joseph 
opened a house for the Marist Sisters at Manelange, Belgium. 
With the closure of all these houses in France, where did the 
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sisters g07 Canonically, they had the option of revoking their vows 
and becoming completely secularised or keeping their vows but 
dressing in secular clothes. For the most part these valiant women 
kept their vows and continued teaching and working in many of 
their previous locations. Some did move to Switzerland with the 
promise of employment but this was to prove unsatisfactory and 
they had to leave, reduced to penUlY, seeking refuge in Belgium. 

On the 7th July, 1904, all teaching congregations were 
suppressed, with their assets to be sold off. However, those 
congregations which carried out a nursing apostolate as well 
as a teaching one were not liable to total suppression. On the 
9th July, 1904, the Marist Sisters were suppressed as a purely 
teaching congregation with an order that the house of "Bon 
Repos" was to be closed by the 1st October. On the 13th Iuly the 
po lice came to the house to formalise the ban. In the scheme of 
things, a liquidator was appointed to cover all assets of the 
congregation. It was his job to draw up an inventory of assets, 
including buildings and furniture, which he would administer 
and then sell. 

On the 28th July, 1904, the Tribunal of Belley declared the 
Congregation of Marist Sisters dissolved. On the19th August, 
Mother St Joseph indicated she was opposing this judgement - and 
held that the congregation was not only a teaching order but some 
sisters were also engaged in caring for the sick and disadvantaged 
children, in what was called a Providence, or orphanage, as well as 
running a hospital in Ireland and being involved in care of the sick 
in the mission of Fiji. 

On the 17th September, the liquidator came to draw up an 
inventolY and on the 18th October the commissioner of police 
came to verify that teaching had ceased. The superior general 
claimed the congregation was a mixed one and would not comply 
with this direction. On the 25th November there was a big 
judicial visit to Bon Repos which included the public prosecutor 
of the Republic, the examining judge, the clerk of the court, the 
commissioner of police. They called thewholecom munity together, 
taking the names of each sister, as well as those of their father and 
mother, with their date and place of birth. The sisters were told 
they belonged to an illicit congregation and must disperse. To the 
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further distress of the sisters, the magistrates examined the whole 
house to see if anyone was hiding. 

On the 2nd December, the superior general and her assistant, 
Mother Elisabeth (Boyer), were convoked by the examining judge 
and interrogated. On the 9th January he went to "Bon Repos" 
and interrogated each sister separately. On the 1st February, ] 90S, 
both the sisters and the liquidator were told to take the case from 
Belley to the State Council to decide if the congregation was 
purely a teaching one or mixed as claimed. On the 8th March the 
superior general modified the statutes and cut out the references to 

teaching. The Minister said the congregation was purely teaching. 
the superior general. with great courage, said he was in error and 
that the congregation was in fact mixed. 

On the 15th May the case was taken to the State Council. 
They took some time to deliberate on this thorny problem, the 
consequence being that the sisters had relative peace during 1906. 
It was not to last. On 26th July 1907, the State Council declared 
the congregation was a purely teaching one. On the 31st January, 
1908, the Belley Tribunal declared the congregation dissolved and 
confirmed the position of the previous liquidator, Lecouturier. 

The novitiate was moved from "Bon Repos", Belley, to 
Richmond, England, on the 28th April. 1908, and the sisters in 
France were allowed to retain one house for the sicl< and elderly 
sisters. Gobillot describes this by saying they had to be moved 
from Belley to Montanay in a "motorised" ambulance. 

The liquidator made an inventory of furniture on the 16th July, 
1908. The sisters were compelled to give him the dowry books, 
account books of the congregation and a list of personnel. On 
the 30th December, 1908, Bon Repos and a small block of land 
the sisters owned which they called "Loreto", where their cows 
could graze, were sold. The property of "Bon Repos", Belley, was 
acquired by a Dr Robin, who bought the land for the Bishop whose 
residence had also been acquired by these regulations. Fortunately 
for the sisters, the Bishop was able eventually to buy back his own 
residence and handed "Bon Repos" back to the sisters in ] 935. 

When Mother St Joseph indicated her willingness for a house to 
be founded in Sydney and obtained the requisite permission from 
Cardinal Moran, the sisters in Fiji presumed that personnel would 
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be sent from Europe to begin this new house, having little idea of 
what was happening in France at the time. The congregation was 
in such a state of crisis that that was barely possible. 

In spite of so much political turmoil and her involvement in so 
many terrifying situations with the authorities, Mother St Joseph 
maintained her vision on both the obtain ing of approval of the 
Constitu ti ons as well as th e plight of the sisters in the new mission 
of Oceania in Fiji. She also had to move the Cenera l Administration 
located at Belley, France, to Belgium and not long afterwards to 
Richmond, England, when her own and the lives of the sisters in 
Belgium, were threatened in World War I. She proved herself a 
valiant and extremely capable woman, unafraid to tackle the most 
daunting situations. 

It is quite astonishing that in the midst of all this turmoiL 
Mother St Joseph still managed to establish a new mission in 
Sydney, Australia, though Fiji was to feel the cost. 
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Australia (1907-1908) 

O n the 30th December, 1907, two ships arrived in Sydney 
Harbour within a very short space of time. One, the "Navua" 

had come from Fiji, the other, the "Australien, " from Marseilles. 
These two ships brought into Sydney Harbour the pioneers of the 
Marist Sisters in Australia. On board the "Navua" were Mother 
Melanie and Sr Cyrille, and on the "Australien" Sr Helen and Sr 
Odilon, 19 who was to be the third member of the new house to 

be set up in Sydney. Sr Helen was to continue her journey to Fiji 
to replace Sr Cyrille in Levuka, Fi ji. Mother Melanie was English, 
Sr Cyrille had a background of English, Irish and French and Sr 
Odilon, French.1o 

Fragile Beginnings 

What preparations had been made for this pioneering task of 
establishing a new community of Marist Sisters in a completely 
foreign land, with a huge task to accomplish? They knew that task 
involved setting up a school which would make them financially 
viable, providing for the recuperation of the sisters from Fiji who 
were sick, and ultimately establishing a novitiate, from which 
personnel would go to the Fiji mission. It would seem, from 
Mother Melanie's correspondence a week after their arrival, there 
had not been very much preparation. This was understandable in 
light of the situation of the congregation in France but it did not 
make it any easier for Mother Melanie. Before the sisters moved 
into their own home they stayed for a short time at "Villa Maria", 
residence of the Marist Fathers and of the Missionary Sisters of 
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the Third Order Regular21. From there she wrote to the superior 
general , Mother StJoseph 22 , before the sisters moved into their own 
residence which was a semi-detached house named "Kamona ", 48 
Alexandra Street, Hunters Hill. Mother Melanie described it in her 
letter to the Superior General of the 12th January, 1908. "OUT little 

home of 5 rooms and a little hitchen and bachyard is about 15 minutes 

from the church and the small school". 23 

Though thei r goals were clear the three pioneers fou nd the 
attainment of these goals fraught with difficulti es. As Sr Melanie 
wrote in her first letter from "Ka mona" to the Superior General: 

I received your letter which indicated your desire to set out for 
the long awaited foundation in Sydney which the day before my 
departure, four days after Mons. Vidal told me about it, I found 
the task above my strength, but I could not refuse it, and now, 
even if I ca n't do it, at least I have obeyed. I thank you for this 
confidence that you have in me, and I shall try to do my best for 
this foundation - may it be good in every sense. You did not tell 
me that you had given some money to help, so when I read these 
words (buy your things before the other sisters arrive) I really 
laughed, saying 'with what ', fo r I had nothing at all except my 
trunks and it was only this morni ng that the Father Procurator said 
you had sent 80 pounds. 

The letter continues that finding and furnishing a house will 
not be easy, that the area is very respectable, rather like Richmond 
(England) and that already they have visited the school, a "stone's 
throw fro m the church". The school has little equipment or 
furniture but she says that will come. Regarding the pupils, not 
many children are expected, which is a good thing, as neither Sr 
Cyrille nor herself is strong. They have been promised a stipend 
of one pound a month from Rev. father Superior. She says quite 
bluntly neither herself nor Sr Cyrille is up to the physical demands 
of developing this new foundation . 

As part of the above letter, MotherMelan iewrote of the wonderful 
memori es she had of her departure from Levuka, Fiji. Seem ingly, 
the residents th ere showed great appreciation of all she had done 
for the school. Protestants, Jews and nearly everyone "have acted 
in a splendid manner with regard to me. Imagine! The Magistrate, 
with many ladies and gentlemen came along to say goodbye, etc, 
with flattering speeches and with a purse co ntaining 35 pounds .... 
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Mons Vidal gave me two guineas and was happy to see the people 
of Levuka appreciated the good teaching in the convent. "2. 

When Mother Melanie and her two companions went to Fiji 
they had expected to work with the indigenous people and to 
experience many hardships. Things had not quite worked out like 
that. Their first task at Levuka was to educate, for the most part, the 
Europeans of this erstwhile capital of Fiji . Yet they had done that 
with an evident measure of success as well as quite soon moving out 
into more remote areas, where their mission was directly with the 
indigenous people. Hunters Ilill , however, was to prove a different 
matter. Up to this point it was Bishop Vidal, Bishop of Fiji, who 
was making most of the administrative decisions for them, due to 
the delay and sometimes impossibility of direct communication 
with the superior general in France. 

How well equipped were Mother Melanie, Sr Cyrille and Sr 
Odilon to carry out their mission? This is where the fragility of the 
whole situation becomes clear. The fulcrum on which the whole 
enterprise rested was the concept of a school, from which the sisters 
would receive a living and in time, vocations to the religious life 
of young women who would be committed to spend their lives on 
the Fiji mission. It became obvious very early that the little school 
to which the sisters were assigned, Blessed Peter Chanel's, would 
never be able to furnish such an outcome. What they would have 
to do would be not only to carry on the Blessed Chanel's school, 
established by the Sisters ofSt Joseph, in J 883 ,2 ' but also to begin a 
secondary school as soon as possible. Within the first week of their 
arrival in Sydney Mother Melanie wrote to the superior general of 
the need to establish such a school. 

If we have some good teachers, no doubt we will succeed, but not 
without them . As I have no t taught for a long time (except the 
piano), I will only teach the little ones. I am happy that Sr Cyrille 
is trained, for that is necessary for High School here; you should 
aim at finding solid and clever sisters'>" 

In spite of this urgency to begin a secondary school it was only 
at Blessed Chanel's that the sisters taught for the whole of 1908 
and the likelihood of beginning a secondary school appeared 
more and more remote. Financially, Blessed Chanel 's did not prove 
a source of great remuneration. In the course of three weeks the 
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income from the school had been five shillings and nine pence for 
the first week, eight shillings and sixpence for the second and eight 
shillings and threepence for the third, with the children paying six 
pence or threepence a week, and a few, nothing27 Educationally, 
the school seems to have outpaced the expectations of the Marist 
Fathers in whose parish it was situated. Fr Marion, now the 
Provincial, whom the sisters knew well from their time in Levuka, 
Fiji, wrote to the Mother Superior General of the Marist Sisters on 
the 24th February, 1908: 

The success of the school is beyond all our hopes; they a I ready have 
34 pupils. Classes began four weeks ago and are to everybody's 
satisfaction.28 

The "inside" view of the sisters was somewhat different. Apan 
from Mother Melanie's own deterioration in health from her time 
in Fiji, Sr Cyrille, who had spent only a shon time in Fiji prior 
to coming to Australia, was in her nineteenth year of religious 
profession, but proved a source of endless concern, with almost 
continual illness and the need to remain in bed for considerable 
periods of time. As early as February in this first year Sr Cyrille had 
been "confined to bed" with the doctor telling her to remain there 
another eight days. Fr Marion, in his letter to Mother St Joseph, 
gives an explanation for Sr Cyrille's infirmity. "I suspect that Sr 
CyriUe's illness is somewhat caused by some antipathy towards 
Mother Melanie". 29 All Mother Melan ie could do was to seek the 
help of lay teachers which she did to keep the school going. 

Thus began a pattern of being "confined to bed " on several 
occasions throughout the year. At one time Mother Melanie sent 
her to the Blue Mountains to recover, at another to stay with some 
parishioners.3o "I have been obliged to do a number of things 
against our usual customs", she wrote to the superior general. It is 
interesting that in these times of quite strict enclosure for the Marist 
Sisters, Mother Melanie exercised her common sense. All of this 
compounded the problems attached to running the school. In spite 
of the d ifficulties Mother Melanie continued to keep the school 
going by taking extra classes herself, for which she felt ill prepared, 
and by employing a young lay woman, Miss Muriel McNeil. 

Another of the goals unattainable in the beginning was the 
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ability to take prospective candidates due to a lack of room in the 
little house the sisters were renting in Alexandra Street. Very early 
in the piece, in February 1908 Mother Melanie wrote to Mother St 
Joseph that: 

There are two or three young ladies who want to join us, but that is 
impossibl e at present without a house to place them ill or without 
resources. There is one who wants to come quickly; she is very well 
known by the Fathers, well educated and has been very devoted 
to us." 

What of Sr Odilon, the third member of the group? Why did 
all this burden of the school appear to fallon Mother Melanie 
and Sr Cyrille? Cobillot, in his Histoire des Religieuses Maristes in 
the chapter relating to Australia, gives quite a long account of her 
life. Born in the French village of VauLx (Haute-Savoie) on the 
1st October 1855, he tells us that she was vety intelligent and 
tenacious. As a child, at the age of nine she wished to make her 
First Communion rather than wait till the customary age of 12 or 
13 but was told by her parish priest she could not do that until 
she knew the whole Catechism. Within a very short time she had 
accompl ished that task and no matter what question she was asked 
she was able to answer correctly. At the age of 14 she attempted to 
enter the novitiate of the Marist Sisters at Bon Repos but was put 
off for a year. 

She made it clear that, in spite of her outstanding intelligence, 
she wished to become a lay sister rather than a choir sister32 and 
took her vows on the 3rd of December, 1873. Cobillot writes that 
she knew she had a domineering manner and wished to overcome 
that in humble tasks. He saw her as a saintly religious, though not 
a "ready made" one as she set about overcoming this difficulty in 
her character. For her, sanctity lay in being joyful. 

As a lay sister she was not able to teach in Blessed Chanel 's 
school but she did give great support in manual tasks to Mother 
Melanie and Sr Cyrille. A further problem was that when she first 
arrived though she spoke some English, having worked previously 
in the house of the Marist Sisters at Richmond, England, she 
was becoming deaf. With her companions she had no difficulty. 
They were both nuent in the French language having made their 
novitiate in France. 
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It seemed that each of the purposes for the sisters coming to 
Australia became impossible to achieve for one reason or another. 
Finances were meagre, keeping the school going was extremely 
difficult and, due to a lack of living space, they were unable to 
take possible candidates. it was hoped some candidates would be 
prepared to make their novitiate as future Marist Sisters, willing to 
undertake work on the Fiji mission, which in turn would give much 
needed support to those who had been there for many years. 

With such fragile beginnings it would seem inevitable that the 
whole enterprise would fail. But that was not to be the case and 
this was due in no small part to the support given by the Marist 
Fathers. It was very fortunate for the sisters that Lhey already knew 
Fr Marion who had been at Levuka, Fiji, while they were there. He 
had always been extremely kind to them. He could assess their 
situation impartially and support them in their difficulties. As well 
as that Fr Placide Huault33, hoped to pay their rent for them though 
he was unable to as he had to pay for a new classroom to be built. 
presumably that of the Sisters ofSt Joseph in Gladesville Road. He 
had in mind to pay the money back to them later, to which Mother 
Melanie added Hi hope!" 

On the 12th July, 1908,34 Mother Melanie wrote to Mother 
St Joseph: 

How is everything for you, my dear V.R. Mother? I often think of 
your big cross (persecutions in France) and I am not able to make 
it any easier for you. Basically, I am a real Jeremiah, but perhaps 
the springtime of prosperity will come for you and for us sooner 
than we think. 

To augment their income Mother Melanie gave music lessons 
after school and Sr Cyrille, French lessons, at a guinea a quarter. Fr 
Ginisty from St Patrick's, Church Hill, Sydney, gave them a cheque 
for forty pounds with the promise of one pound a month. Their 
provisions were augmented through the kindness of Sr Chantal. 
of the Third Order Regulars, sending cheese, milk and fruit quite 
often. The Fathers gave the sisters wine. 35 

Until August, 1908, the sisters were courageously carrying on 
with their work, in spite of many great difficulties. Mother Melanie 
herself suffered great periods of depression feeling she could not 
possibly carry on with this task which seemed just too big for her 
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in her physical condition . She wrote a confidential note to Bishop 

Vidal, in Fiji , her great friend and who knew her well, begging him 

to enable her to return to her home country, England. She actually 

begins the lette r quite cheerfully describing how good people have 

been to the sisters. She tells him the Cardinal received them well 

but "seemed to think three was a small number". She points out 

the need for a larger house. Then she opens her heart to him: 

Now dear Mgr I must tell you as my long time good friend that I am 
vel)', vel)' sorl)' that our Rev. Mother General obliged me to come, 
for I cannot do what is required. I am too old and quite unable to 

walk so much - first 15 minutes to Mass, back to breakfast, then 
back to school. We cannot come to dinner and back in one hour, 
so we have a little lunch at half-past twelve and dinner at 5. Sr 
Cyril also finds it hard and so we are both vel)' much fatigued, but 
she is young compared to me. Besides, if she is ill and cannot go 
to school I cannot replace her as I am ignorant of many necessal)' 
things to be taught. I tell you the pure truth . My legs are so weak 
that sometimes I cannot go to Mass. I implore you Mgr to write 
soon to YR. Mother and ask her to let me go home to England 
now that I am old and weak. It is only charity to do so. I shall hope 
in you that as you brought me out, you will extend your kindness 
to the end. My Levuka present would pay my voyage. 

I must tell you that my fears about living in peace with the one 
appointed to come with me have proved true alas! It is evident 
that I am most unpleasant to her. Now remember she complained 
to you at Levuka. It is the same here. I am quite unhappy. She finds 
fault and admonishes as if I were a child. I wish I had not come. 
I told you it would not do. A much younger superior strong and 
more clever in the present school is required here and one also 
that my compan ion would have some respect for. 

I am sure you will not be pleased at this letter and I am truly sorl)', 
but I look to you as my protector and friend and I trust you will 
deliver me and vel)' soon. I beg you to please keep my troubles 
secret except to V. Rev. Mother and 

I remain 
Your humble 

Sr Melanie s.m.36 (sic) 

Th ere is no record of a reply to this letter but what we do know 

is that Mother Melanie remained in Sydney until 1912. Yet, within 
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a few months of writing this letter to Vidal such an extremely 
difficult period for Mother Melanie was lightened by the arrival of 
two new sisters from France. On the 10th August, 1908, Sr Bernard 
and Sr Benedict, the former Irish and the latter French arrived on 
the "1£ Dumbia"37 from Marseilles. At last the implementation of 
the original goals could begin to be set in place. Both were young 
and very capable. In fact, in time, Sr Bernard was to make a huge 
impact in Australia, Fiji and New Zealand. Until the end of the 
year these sisters gave great help in Blessed Chanel 's school. 

Without thesupportofthe Marist Fathers and their knowledge of 
the parishioners of the "Villa Maria" parish, anychanceofobtaining 
a new residence would have been almost out of the question, the 
sisters having no knowledge at all of business negotiations in 
Sydney. Yet, as early as July 1908 Fr Placide I-Iuault was looking 
for better accommodation for the sisters. He had in mind that 
the sisters begin a secondary school with provision for boarders, 
there being no provision for secondary education for girls in the 
area . This time it would be necessary for the sisters to purchase a 
property if any long term goals were to be accomplished. 

By November he had found what he considered to be a suitable 
purchase. It was a property located in the Woolwich tip of the 
peninsula. The owner, Mr Usher, had paid £7,000 when he bought 
it two years previously. He was obviously seeking the best price he 
could get and had already refused a buyer who offered him £4 ,000. 
Fr J luault offered £3000 which was rejected. He was then advised 
by Judge Heydon, who was a member of the State Parliament, to 
offer £3500 and that he, himself. would pay the interest on the 
£500 as well. The owner consented to this. Another parishioner, 
Lettie Hazeldon, offered to lend the £3500 at 4% interest, without 
a mortgage. On the 5th November, 1908, the transaction was 
completed and the sisters moved into their new home during 
the Christmas holidays. Later Miss Hazeldon, in her generosity, 
abandoned the capital advance.38 

Location of the first permanent residence 

Hunters Hill and Woolwich, suburbs of Sydney, are situated on a 
peninsula jutting into Sydney Harbour, with the Parramatta River 
on the southern side and the Lane Cove on tbe northern. Here the 
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first steps towards the establ ishment of the Province of Australia 
of the Marist Sisters were taken. The two rivers determined to a 
large extent the type of locality in which the first houses of the 
Marist Sisters were established and the horizons of the harbour 
and islands Mother Melanie had seen in 1892 were extended. 

The 19th century Governors had soon learnt the value of 
Sydney's deep foreshores and Sydney Harbour had become a busy 
"working" harbour. frequented by merchant. passenger and naval 
shipping. This in turn demanded dockyards with highly skilled 
artisans. There were two ideal situations for such dockyards. one 
of which was built even before the turn of the 20th century by 
convict labour on Cockatoo Island. opposite Woolwich. under 
the direction of Governor Gipps in 1846. The island was used 
also as a location for a reformatory for girls and later for boys. 
This too. not surprisingly. proved unsatisfactory and these young 
people were moved to areas more remote from each other. and the 
island became a regular prison until 1908.19 It is interesting that Fr 
Monnier, s.m ., first parish priest of St Patrick's, Church Hill. gave 
some retreats to these prison inmates as well as the free inhabitants 
of Cockatoo Island.40 

Increased shipping posed the need for a larger dry dock. This 
was built in 1927 and became, at the time. the largest dry dock in 
the world.4! Many of the men working at Cockatoo Island were 
from Woolwich and Hunters Hill and the wharf at Margaret Street, 
Woolwich. was a ferry stop for them to cross to Cockatoo, as was 
Valentia Street, at the Point of the peninsula. 

In 1902, another dry dock had been built at the tip of the 
Woolwich peninsula where ships could be repaired, as well as 
cleaned and painted 42 The area became an important industrial 
centre concerned also with the manufacture of engineering goods 
unrelated to shipbuilding. Workers from Mort's Dockyard, as it 
was known. also lived in the environs of Woolwich and the sailors 
who manned the ships were for the most part Indians. frequently 
seen walking in the area in the evenings and referred to by the 
locals as the "Lascars". 

On the banks of the Parramatla River side of the peninsula in 
Woolwich, almost exactly opposite the convent, was a tin smelting 
works, though not visible to the sisters as there was a steep incline 
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of land behind it. The Lane Cove River had only one industrial 
site, the Clifford Love Starch Milling Company and for a number 
of years the company used the river for transportY All of these 
industries were dependent on the estuaries of the harbour and 
contributed to its "working" character. The Woolwich foundation 
was thus established in an industrial area, though it has since 
changed character. 

Such was the site of the first Marist Convent in Australia. 
Situated on a magnificent harbour, between two beautiful rivers, it 
was nevertheless a relatively remote area from the city centre and 
was located in the hub of industries dependent on the Parramatta 
River. Ceographically, they were now on the fringe of the harbour. 
To reach the city they had a lengthy trip on a ferry. Mother Melanie 
had this to say about the trams and ferries in a letter to Bishop 
Vidal: 

The change from quiet Fiji to this busy place has been great for 
me and the terribly quick noisy electric trams are anything but 
agreeable to me when I have been obliged to go to big Sydney. Here 
at Hunter's Hill there are no trams, and the nice ferry steamers are 
pleasant'4 (sic) 

Now, the sisters could begin in earnest to bring to fruition their 
original goals in coming to Australia from Fiji. 
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Early Days At Woolwich 
( 1909 -1912) 

M Uch had changed for the pioneer Marist Sisters in Australia 
by the 30th December, 1908, the anniversary of their arrival 

in Sydney. For the first few months the accomplishment of the tasks 
that had been set for them in coming to Australia had appeared 
hopeless. With the arrival of Sisters Bernard and Benedict in 
August, 1908, the first rays of hope bega n to shine through. Unlike 
Sr Cyrille and Mother Melanie herself, these two new arrivals were 
young, capable and strong. The little school at Blessed Chanel's 
was no longer such a burden. 

Nevertheless, plunging into debt in November of that first year 
by purchasing a new residence at Woolwich must have seemed to 
be bordering on lunacy when their income to that point had been 
so meagre. It is worth noting that their whole financial situation 
was now markedly different from that in Fiji where they had been 
supported by the mission under Bishop Vidal, who in turn received 
some support from the Propagation of the Faith. In Australia there 
was no such help and they now had to Supp0rlthemselves.45 As Fr 
Marion wrote to Bishop Vidal on the 17th April, 1908: 

The sisters set themselves up here at their own expense, satisfied 
with having the Cardinal's permission"" 

And again, to the Superior General: 

This foundation is not like that in Fiji where the Treasury t~kes 
care of the lodging and keep of the sisters. Th is one is autonomous 
in the same way as your houses in England or elsewhere4

' 

20 



CHAPTER 3 - EARLY DAYS AT WOOLWICH (1909-1912) 

In spite of such odds being against them, once they had made 
the decision to buy the Woolwich property, at the urging of Fr 
Placide Huault, s.m., and with the permission of the Superior 
General, Providence came to their help. As previously mentioned, 
in November, 1908, some influential and generous people offered 
them support in managing a debt of £3,500. Settlement of this 
transaction by Fr Placide Huault was one of his last gestures of 
foresight and kindness to the Marist Sisters. He died within a few 
months of its completion. 

Now that they were more firmly established in this new land 
it is worthwhile to remember that major changes had taken place 
in Australia within the previous ten years, both politically and 
educationally. To place this in focus it will help to go back to the 
very beginnings of European settlement. 

Political Developments 

In 1788 Captain Phillip began a British settlement in Sydney, 
with a fleet bringing convicts, Britain's overflow, and the necessary 
marines to maintain order in this new colony. Several such 
transports were to follow that one until 1840 when transportation 
finished in the colony of what was now called New South Wales. 
Within a short time of the first arriva ls, convicts were being 
brought to other locations in this "Southern Land of the Holy 
Spirit" as it was called by the explorer De Quiros, such as Tasmania 
and Norfolk Island, which were islands off rhe coast of the 
mainland. They were to become the nucleus of other settlements 
around the continent except Adelaide, which began and remained 
a free settlement. Eventually, transportation of convicts stopped 
and freesettlers began to outnumber the felons. Those who were 
enterprising had already begun settlements which became the 
various colonies of Australia each being independent of the others 
with its own governor and legislation. By the early 1880s a union 
of all these colonies had been proposed when "the designs of 
the French and Germans in the South-West Pacific alarmed the 
colonies".48 This movement waxed and waned until the impetus for 
Federation became strong enough to be accepted by all the former 
colonies. New South Wales, Victoria, Queensland, Tasmania, 
South Australia and Western Australia became independent states 

21 



WHEN WE ARE WEAK, THEN WE ARE STRONG 
-----

with elected premiers, while the Northern Territory was dependent 
on South Australia. The new Federal Government was led by a 
Prime Minister with Federal responsibilities and there was to be a 
Governor General representing the Queen of England as Australia 
was still part of the British Empire. The actual date of Federation, 
bringing about a union of all the colonies was on the 1st January, 
1901. 

Mother Melanie's first visit on her way to Fiji in 1892 was to the 
colony of New South Wales. When she returned sixteen years later 
it was to the newly established nation of Australia. 

Educational Developments 

Bishop Polding was the first Bishop appointed to the new colonies 
in 1835 and was resident in Sydney. Later, Bishops were appointed 
to the other pre-Federation colonies. The First Plenary Council 
which these Bishops held was not until 1885, though they were in 
communication with each other. This became the strength of the 
Bishops, an advantage not held by the State Premiers who lacked 
a common goal. 

One of the big issues in Catholic Education in all the colonies 
was financial support by the government. For many years the 
denominational schools, for example those run by the Church of 
England, the Wesleyans or the Catholics did receive such SuppOI1 
from the colonial governments, a system which worked well for a 
number of years. Butthen, with some good reason, thegovernments 
began to reduce the support and to demand certain conditions 
to obtain it. Various aberrations were occurring, seemingly from 
sectarian prejudices. In time, more and more conditions were 
imposed by the governments and the Bishops could see they 
would have to sacrifice specific theological teachings in their 
schools if they were to continue to be subsidised. This could mean 
the closure of Catholic schools. 

[n Adelaide, Fr Tenison Woods, the Director of Education, 
saw the answer to this by using the members of a congregation 
of religious women, founded by him and Blessed Mother Mary 
McKillop, who were to be called the Sisters of St Joseph. They 
were to undertake teaching in the primary Catholic schools, but 
essentially for poor children in rural areas. This project flourished, 
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due largely to the dedication and almost total penury of these 
sisters. The other Bishops were encouraged to follow this pattern 
and seek European Congregations of women and men who would 
be prepared to come to the Antipodes to further such work. It was 
not long before sisters and some brothers came and supplanted 
the previous lay teachers who had been working in the Catholic 
schools49 These teachers for the most part were happy to move to 
State run schools where their wages would be better. The women 
religious on the other hand were often paid a pittance or nothing 
at all, as were many of the male religious, and relied on the charity 
of the Catholic communities for support. Thus Adelaide Diocese 
was in the forefront of establishing a Catholic system of education 
since the South Australian government withdrew its financial 
support in 1851 .50 

In 1869 Bishops from all the colonies met and issued what 
might be called "The Charter of Catholic Education in Australia", 51 
taking into account simi lar documents in other parts of the world 
at this time and especially the "Syllabus of Errors" of Pope Pius 
IX in 1864, "denouncing materialist liberalism and stressi ng the 
right of the Church to educate".52 This document also recognized 
the links between Catholi c education and the preservation of 
the faith. Of all the colonies to move on this question of the 
Church and education New South Wales was one of the slowest. 
Bishop Polding's o riginal dream of establishing a "Benedictine" 
co lony with all its ramifications did not advert to what was 
happening in the other colonies. It was up to Bishop Vaughan, 
also a Benedictine who succeeded Polding in 1877, to take up the 
issue and follow it through, which he ultimately did in quite an 
inflammatory statement thus incurring the wrath of the members 
of the government, especially Henry Parkess3 

Because the Bishops had been meeting in groups before 
Federation they were able to draw together their previous 
deliberations on Catholic Education. The First Plenary Council 
of all the Bishops from the various colonies was held in 1885, 

as mentioned above, in Sydney, at that time the see of Cardinal 
Moran, who had succeeded Bishop Vaughan in 1884. This Plenary 
Council followed on the Public Instruction Act of 1880 of New 
South Wales, which abolished financia l aid to denominational 
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education and was put into effect in 1882. The provisions of the 
Bishops' Plenary Council concerned Primary and Elementary Edu
cation, Intermediate and University Education. In this way they: 

Laid down the legislatiol1that was to guide the future develo pment 
of Catholic Education ill Australia. The Second and Third Plenary 
Councils in 1895 and 1905 respectively . .. repealed the decrees 
of the First Council. The synodal decrees of the various dioceses 
- Sydney, Melbourne, Coulburn, Bathurst and the rest - did little 
more than interpret the decrees of the Plenary Council and adapt 
them more effectively to the exigencies of local needs.54 (sic) 

Thus it was only three years after the Bishops' Plenary Council 
had re-enforced their Decree of 1885, that the Marist Sisters 
undertook the administration of Blessed Chanel's parochial school 
in 1908. 

What had become common fee paying practice by this time 
in parochial primary schools was that minimal weekly fees 
were charged. There was another dimension to the involvement 
of religious in education and that was in "High" schools. These 
schools had never attracted any kind of government subsidy but had 
been in existence in the colony since the middle of the nineteenth 
century and had always been fee paying. Their high standards are 
evidenced by the outstanding results of their students, many of 
whom proceeded, as early as 1879, to present candidates for the 
public examinations conducted by the University of Sydney in 
order to gain matriculation to that University. For most religious 
congregations this was the source of support that enabled them to 
undertake teaching in so many parochial schools. The term "High" 
meant selective, in the sense of fee paying, and often had students 
ranging from infants to Matriculation. It is worth noting that in 
almost every case, be it parochial or "High School", the income of 
the congregation concerned was augmented by giving individual 
pupils music lessons for which they paid. 55 As seen above, almost 
as soon as she began at Blessed Chanel's school , Mother Melanie 
hurried home in the afternoon to give piano lessons at a charge of 
f 1/ 1/- per term . 

Very early, also, she set her sights on the establishment of a 
"High " school , and within a year had realised this with the purchase 
of the Woolwich property and the establishment of such a "High " 
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school in February, 1909, which they named "Mt St Mary's". As 
was customary its students ranged from primary to secondary and 
provision was made also for it to be a boarding school. As good 
fortune would have it, there was a boarding school for boys in 
the district (St Joseph's Coll ege, run by the Marist Brothers and 
founded in 1879), but no such school for girls. 

Educationally, what was the situation endorsed by the Bishops 
for these schools in the State of New South Wales? With the 
withdrawal of all support by the government a number of issues 
presented th emselves for decision. One of the most important 
of these decisions concerned the curriculum of the schools. 
Catho lic schools already had an Inspector of Schools in place 
who recommended to the Bishops that "the standards in Catholic 
schools shou ld be in no way inferior to those of the state in 
Covernment schools". He added that the Sydney Diocesan Synod 
of 1891 had already directed it be strictly fo ll owed in the Sydney 
Archdiocese. Bishop Carr insisted that the Catholic schools not 
only follow the programme of studies set by the Covernment 
Schools but also the Method of Inspection.56 

The curriculum core for girls was grammar, history, geography, 
astronomy, writing, arithmetic - others included could be 
foreign languages, needlework, also possibly handicrafts, o il and 
water painting, music and dancing. 57 It is not surprising that the 
advertised curriculum for Mt St Mary's, Woolwich, in a Prospectus 
printed on or about 19] 7, included: 

A religious and moral training which embraces all branches of a 
superior English education, with the usual foreign languages, Music 
(practical and theoretical), Singing, Painting, Elocution, Wood
carving, Commercial Subjects, Plain and Fancy Needlework. 

Students are prepared for the usual Examinations and the most 
up-to-date methods are employed in the daily work. 

NOTE: The advantages offered for the study of the French language 
are equal to those available in Europe. French is spoken with as 
much ease and grace as Engl ish . 

With the assista nce o f various records, including a no tebook of 
Mother Bernard , it is possib le to obtain a reasonably clear idea of 
the Woolwich community in 1909. [t will be seen that there are 
some additions to those of 1908. On the 2nd February, 1909, the 
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first Australian postulant, Catherine Carey, joined the community, 
and for a few months in the middle of the year, Sr Sebastian from 
Levuka, Fiji, came to recuperate from an illness apparently not 
diagnosed in Fiji.58 It is good to see that the first sister from Fiji 
to come to Australia for health reasons was Sr Sebastian, as she 
herself had nursed all those sisters in Fiji who had been so ill in 
the years since 1892. It is typical of her, that after she had been 
diagnosed with a chronic dyspepsia affecting the inner membranes 
of the oesophagus and stomach, she wrote to Bishop Vidal telling 
him that she might as well be in Fiji as she was not going to be 
cured in Sydney. 

The Woolwich community now had seven members - Mother 
Melanie, Sr Cyrille, Sr Odilon, Sr Bernard, Sr Benedict, Catherine 
Carey and, for a time, Sr Sebastian. There is insufficient evidence to 
indicate who taught in each of the schools, though Sr Bernard writes 
that Sr Cyrille was the first Principal of Mt St Mary's, Woolwich. It 
seems most likely that the postulant Catherine Carey, who was 
well educated and had been teaching prior to joining the Marist 
Sisters, assisted Sr Cyrille in the "High" school.59 This left Srs 
Bernard and Benedict to teadl in the parochial school. Perhaps 
they were helped by Mother Melanie though she had now to take 
on the task of Novice Mistress. From Fr Marion's correspondence 
with the superior general of the Marist Sisters it seems that 1909 
was an extremely difficult year for this fledgling community. Again, 
the main factor seems to have been the difficult temperament ofSr 
Cyrille who, Fr Marion indicates, belittled Mother Melanie in the 
eyes of the new postulanl.60 

The following year, 1910, Sr Cyrille returned to Fiji and Sr 
Sophie61 arrived from Europe and was appointed principal in her 
place. As she became ill it was necessary to withdraw her from this 
position after a few months. Who took her place is not clear but 
we do know that Sr Bernard was appointed Principal in 1911 and 
remained in that position until the end of 1924 when she was 
posted to Fiji. Again, Fr Marion, who had been such a great friend 
of the Marist Sisters since their earliest days in Fiji and knew all the 
sisters there, suggested that Sr Marthe come from Levuka to replace 
Sr Cyrille in the Woolwich community. Fr Marion later wrote to 
the superior general that he: 
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made Sr Marthe in your name bursar and superior. She took 
over the directory of the house with complete responsibility ... 
Mother Melanie remained superior but.. .she no longer had the 
responsibility. '" 

In a further letter he tells Mother St Joseph "contentment and 
peace reign at Mt St Mary's". He does, however, in spite of his great 
regard for Mother Melanie, point out that she "has become old" 
with her memory going and that "she is becoming fanatical". His 
biggest doubt, however, is about her ability to train the novi ces 
and recommends to the superior general that she send out the 
necessary manuals for formation in the novitiate. 63 Fr Marion 
could see at this time that the whole problem of the novitiate was 
becoming critical and indeed it did become a "running sore" for 
some years to co me, with Archbishop Kelly questioning almost 
everything concerning the novitiate. 

A further physical burden fell on the shoulders of Mother 
Melanie in 1911 which had nothing to do with Woolwich but 
was centred in Fiji. In 1902 one of the Marist Sisters in Fiji, Sr 
Angela, had been cured miraculously of tuberculosis on the last 
day of a Novena to Fr Colin, founder of th e Marist Society. The 
Marist Fathers then took this up as possibly a step in the hoped
for eventual beatification and canonization of Fr Colin. In 1904 

a formal tribunal was held by Bishop Vidal at Cawaci, Fiji, at 
which were assembled the Marist Bishops of the Pacific and some 
canonists. It was before this tribunal that many of the sisters who 
had witnessed the miracle had to give testimony, on oath, of what 
they had seen. This same tribunal met again in 1911 and it was 
to that tribunal that Mother Melanie was sum moned once more 
to give evidence of the incident. G4 She came back to Woolwich 
after this meeting but finally returned to Fiji in 1912, going first 
to Delailagi on the west coast of the main island of Viti Levu for 
a few months and then to Levuka, where she spent the rest of her 
life, not able to do very much, but was always seen with a crochet 
needle in her hand. She died in Levuka in 1929, aged 89. She is 
one of the true heroines of the pioneering days of Marist Sisters in 
Oceania, both in Fiji and Australia. Her departure signalled these 
days were coming to an end. 

It was time now to build on the foundations she and the early 
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sisters with her had laid. True to their task they had taken up work 
in a parochial school and founded a new "lligh" school, providing 
for boarders. Sick sisters were able to come from Fiji and by the 
end of 19]] there were three candidates for entry to the novitiate, 
Catherine Carey (Aloysia), Frozine Fletcher (Francis) and Margaret 
Rea (Lucy). Steps had been taken to ensure an income, some of 
which could be diverted to the Fiji mission. 

The great stumbling block they had experienced was the absence 
of any immediate administrative authority within their own ranks. 
Up till now they had followed the directions of Bishop Vidal in Fiji 
or Fr Marion, the Marist Fathers' Provincial resident in Sydney, who 
acted on behalf of the sisters' Superior General, Mother St Joseph. 
Apart from the obvious difficulties of distance from Europe the 
whole situation was complicated by the religious persecution in 
France, which persisted in its severity until about 1912. 

In November, 1912, however, administrative relief came at last 
with the arrival of Mother Elisabeth Boyer65 who held the position 
of Assistant General of the Marist Sisters' Congregation. She was 
able to make most decisions without recourse to either Bishop 
Vidal or the Provincial of the Marist Fathers. It was her initial 
intention to remain in Oceania for a relatively shon space of time 
but circumstances changed drastically with the outbreak of World 
War I and she had to remain until 1919. She brought with her two 
sisters destined for the Fiji mission, Sr Amadeus and Sr Gerard. 
Though the "Polynesian" on which they travelled docked and 
also left Fremantle on the 18th October, when it was near Albany 
on the southern most tip of Western Australia, the intermediate 
shaft broke, disabling the ship. It was helped to Albany the next 
day but as repairs would take about twenty-five days, 66 twenty of 
the passengers from the "Polynesian", including Sisters Elisabeth , 
Cerard and Amadeus boarded the "SS Dimboola" and left for 
Sydney on the 26th October, arriving there on the 1st November, 
191 2.67 

Fiji was still seen to be the hub of the Marist Sisters in Oceania, 
so it is not surprising that Mother Elisabeth left quite soon after 
reaching Sydney, probably in December, to visit Bishop Vidal and 
the sisters of Fiji. She remained there approximately six months,C." 
arranging for Sr Beatrice, who was not well, to come to Sydney for 
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a rest. En route, Sr Beatrice came via New Zealand and met there a 
young woman who had expressed the desire to be a missionary.69 
This young woman was Kitty O'Neill who joined the Marist Sisters' 
novitiate in 1919 and was known later as Sr Marie Dolores. She 
spent most of her religious life working in the Fiji mission. Already 
the bond between Fiji, Australia and New Zealand was beginning 
to be formed. Prior to going to Fiji, Mother Elisabeth arranged for 
Sr St Anne to come to Sydney as novice mistress. 7o She had arrived 
at Woolwich by early November, 1912. 
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Firm Foundations 
(1912-1919) 

O n her return to Australia, what were to be the administrative 
priorities of Mother Elisabeth? The first seems to have been 

to regularise the novitiate. As we have seen Mother Melanie 
began such a programme in February 1909, even though she had 
no experience or prior knowledge of a formation programme. 
However, she took up the challenge and did the best she could. 
This was essentially how missionaries learnt to act, especially those 
from Europe, where help was not just around the corner. In spite 
of such a poor start, it is interesting that the three candidates with 
whom she was concerned were Sr Aloysia, Sr Francis and Sr Lucy, 
all of whom persevered. Sr Aloysia spent the greater part of her life 
in the Maori mission in New Zealand, dying at the age of 101, Sr 
Francis spent a lifetime at Woolwich, dying at age 96, and Sr Lucy, 
who spent most of her life in New Zealand and died aged 86. 

Mother Elisabeth, on the other hand, had had considerable 
experience in administration, especially during the worst period 
of the persecutions in France. As well, prior to coming to Australia, 
she was living in Belgium where she had been appointed superior 
and novice mistress. There should be no surprise then to see her 
later adopting a similar dual role in Sydney. The whole issue of 
formation in Australia was a pressing one and a main reason for 
establishing a house there. By 1912 some sisters in Fiji had spent 
20 yea rs on the Fiji mission and though some had not been there 
quite so long all had deteriorated in strength and health and had 
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very little hope of returning to Europe. This made the injection 
of newly professed comparatively young sisters urgent, as well 
as coping with the extension of mission in Fiji which the Marist 
Sisters had undertaken in the intervening time. There was also 
the advantage that these newly professed sisters, having lived in 
the Australian climate, would not find the heat in the tropics as 
extreme as did the European sisters. 

On Sr Elisabeth's arrival already three candidates had been 
accepted for novitiate, though separate induits had to be obtained 
for them from Rome. The erection of a formally approved 
permanent novitiate was imperative. Religious congregations 
do not operate in a vacuum, however, and all are subject to the 
rulings of Canon Law as set out by the Holy See in Rome. There 
is no doubt that in the early twentieth century, especially in ]902, 
when special Normae concerning religious life were introduced, 
and again when the Code of Canon Law was codified for the first 
time in 1917, with more Codicils added in 1922, anything to do 
with religious life was fraught with the difficulty of interpretation 
of numerous rulings. And who were the interpreters? For religious 
of Pontifical status, which was the case with the Marist Sisters, the 
final interpreter was the Holy See. Yet the Ordinaries or Bishops 
of the Dioceses in which religious were living, not surprisingly, 
felt strongly about their right to intervene in the interpretation 
of Canon Law as it applied to religious congregations. Such a 
situation existed in the Archdiocese of Sydney when attempts were 
made to set up an approved novitiate. 

One of the first things that Archbishop Kelly insisted on in the 
establishment of a novitiate was that the novices be housed in 
a separate building from the professed. The purchase of such a 
building was becoming a necessity anyway, due to less and less 
space being available for the sisters in community as the number 
of boarders increased. As good fortune would have it the house 
and piece of land adjacent to that of the sisters was up for sale early 
in 1913. Having obtained legal advice and that of a member of 
the Hunters I-Jill Council as well as the support of Fr Nicolas,s.m., 
Provincial of the Marist Fathers and permission from the Superior 
General and Archbishop Kelly, this property was purchased on 1st 
July 1913, for £2,000. 71 The Trustees were Sr Benedict, Sf Bernard 
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and Sf Aloysia. 72 In 1918 the mortgage was taken over once more 
by Lettie Hazeldonn 

This proved to be an ideal acquisition with a spacious area 
between the novitiate house and that of the community. The new 
property also had a considerable area on the western side of the 
novitiate house and that of the neighbouring boundary. Once the 
house had been purchased to be used as a novitiate, appli cation 
was made to the Holy See for formal approval of the establishment 
of a novitiate as required by Canon Law. Negotiations for this were 
made by the procurator of the Marist Fathers in Rome, Fr Copen~ 
on behalf of the sisters and formal approval was signed in Rome 
on 29th November, 1913. When advised of this Kelly wrote to 

Mother Elisabeth at Woolwich on 7th April, 1914, as follows: 

In regard to my views and duty aboullhe Novitiate, concern ing the 
establishment of which the Holy See has invoked my intention, I 
hereby, dear Mother Elisabeth, congratulate you on the beginning 
already made, but I reserve full and formal approval till experience 
shall have shown us a sure criterion of hopefulness. 74 

Why his efforts came to be so concentrated on the Woolwich 
Novitiate is not clear. Yet it became evident quite early that this 
was indeed the case beginning by the insistence that the novices 
must be housed in a separate building from the professed sisters. 

Strictly speaking, canonically, the office of superior and novice 
mistress could not be held at the same time, though in 1913 
this had not yet been codified in Canon Law, and the tenet does 
lend itself open to interpretation. Though the initial intention in 
bringing Sr Anne to Woolwich had been to take the office of novice 
mistress, it seems that without much delay she was appointed 
superior of the house instead. In the Fiji Marist sisters' records, 
housed in the Archdiocesan Archives, there are examples of some 
lack of judgement on the part of Sr Anne while still in Fiji and 
perhaps second thoughts suggested the office of superior would 
be more prudent. Mother Elisabeth undertook the role of novice 
mistress. It is not surprising that she did not see a clear defining 
line between being novice mistress and her rights as congregational 
Visitor. (This term refers to a sister commissioned by the General 
Administration to visit communities on their behalf to ensure that 
they are living according to the Constitutions of the Congregation). 
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Customarily, the Visitor did not remain for lengthy periods in any 

one place. Mother Elisabeth arrived in Australia towards the end 
of 1912 and had not completed her task of visiting the sisters in 
Fiji and Australia, and seeing to all the attendant needs before the 
outbreak of World War I. 

This prevented her return to France until 1919. It is this factor 
that contributes largely to what was to become an ongoing 
difficulty with Archbishop Kelly. It is good to remember that this 
was a period in Church history when Canon Law had not yet been 
codified as it was in 1917, but when local Ordinaries, who previously 
had had control of the religious in their diocese, now found the 
balance of power changing, with Pontifical congregations of sisters 
with simple vows, as were the Maris! Sisters, directly under the 
jurisdiction of the Holy See. There were areas of overlap, however, 
and Kelly appears to have been determined to exploit these in 
order to assert his authority. 

Apart from his conditions to establish the novitiate, the first 
evidence we have of his interest in the Woolwich novitiate is a letter 
written to him by Mother Elisabeth on the 3rd October, 1915/ 5 

advising him that she had received a letter from the Apostolic 
Delegate recalling the Decrees of Rome relative to the conditions 
of a valid novitiate and that the letter had been read that morning 
to all the professed sisters. She adds: 

As Your Grace has very much wanted this, I believe I can affirm in 
all sincerity that the Decrees have been observed in our novitiate 
of Sydney since its canonical establishment. 

As for the three novices who were here before the foundation, we 
ourselves applied to Rome for a special authorisation for each of 
them. 

Little did she know how long this tug-of-war concerning the 
novitiate would last! 

At the same time as the novitiate was in progress, Mt St Mary's, 
too, was in its early stages. It was fortunate that Sr Bernard remained 
principal of the College during this period. Developments there 
were really a consequence of her insight and determination to put 
the College on a firm foundation. Of most importance was gaining 
recognition of the College as the source of a good education. When 
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Woolwich began in 1909 the curriculum followed tended to be of 
a liberal and cultural type, which, by good luck was easier for the 
sisters to teach. 

In the first years of Mt St Mary's the only building, and therefore 
living and working area, for both sisters and students, was the 
original building purchased in 1908. The new building purchased 
in 1913 for the novitiate according to the directions of Archbishop 
Kelly, was to be used solely as a novitiate, therefore preventing the 
professed sisters from taking advantage of the extra room. Time 
and again correspondence from the sisters indicates the stress this 
lack of any privacy was causing. 

In 1912 the Bursary Endowment Act introduced the Bursary 
Endowment Scheme, which enabled the children of needy parents 
to complete their secondary education at certified State or non
State schools. The Catholic schools actively sought registration 
under the Act, not only to admit State bursars, but also because 
of the prestige associated with registration . To Sr Bernard's credit 
it seems she was alert to these opportunities and took hold of 
them as she could see the benefit this would be to the College. 
It is not surprising that she sought and obtained approbation of 
the Coll ege by the New South Wales Education Department. This 
was done by seeking Registration under the Bursary Endowment 
Board, involving a rigorous inspection by a member of the Board 
in 191 G who was prepared to offer registration then but Sr Bernard 
preferred to wait another year to be sure of fulfilling all the 
requirements. Certification followed this second inspection, also 
opening the door for admission to publicexaminations.76 The great 
benefit of this particular registration was that good students who 
might otherwise have been unable to attend Mt St Mary's would 
be financially supported by the government. One problem, most 
likely attributable to Sr Bernard, was the acceptance of boarders 
over and above the space required for them, hence lessening space 
for the sisters and causing the consequent stress described by Sr 
Francis in a later letter to Kelly. The reason for this acceptance of 
too many boarders for the space available was obviously financial 
as well as an increase in the total roll call. 

In 1913 the first New South Wales Intermediate Certificate 
Examination was introduced in New South Wales having a 
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Board of Examiners from the University of Sydney and the 
Department of Education. 77 In the early years this examination 
was taken after two years in secondary school and, in 1919, after 
three years. In September, 1916, the "Marist Sisters Collegiate" 
school was recognized as qualifying to prepare candidates for the 
Intermediate.78 The first students to sit the Intermediate in 1917 

from Woolwich were Kathleen Bondietti, Freda Heesh, Margaret 
Eva King Salter, Mary Wesley. [n 1913 the Leaving Certificate was 
introduced, conducted by a Board of Examiners and externally set 
and marked. This examination was taken after five years of High 
School. The first Woolwich student to sit the Leaving Certificate was 
Annie Payne in 1918.79 It is interesting to see that these openings 
to public recognition were introduced in these early days of the 
College, enabling it to move with the times. 

In spite of all this hard work on the part of Mother Bernard in 
building up the young College, something completely out of her 
control were the effects of World War T, especially on the economy 
of the country. Many parents had enlisted and were serving 
overseas while the country itself was committed to the support of 
these troops and the total war effort. This brought about a sudden 
drop in the ability to pay for such an education by parents affected 
by the general downturn of the economy, and meant a reduction 
in school enrolment. Among the records of this time there is an 
illustrated scroll presented to the superior with the following text, 
rather typical of the period, 

As this year, so fraught with grief and sorrow is drawing to a close, 
we as your own dear children - feel it is dependent on us to make 
a little sacrifice to relieve -if only in a slight way - the sufferings of 
the many poor people affected by this present war. 

Christmas has always been looked forward to as a time of great 
rejoicing and we have always hailed it, for then we received from 
your hands the prizes you considered we deserved. 

Now we wish to renounce this pleasure for the year 1915 and we 
know you will approve and be pleased with our decision. 

No matter what our destiny in life may be we shall always 
cherish tender recollections of our happy school days passed in 
the sweet seclusion of Mount 5t Mary's and under your gentle 
yet firm influence. Our only wish is that our lives may be a reflex 
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of yours thereby leading others to good and elevating mankind 
in general. 
December 10th 1915 80 I t is signed by 70 students. 

Meanwhile, Blessed Peter Chanel's parochial school , staffed 
by the sisters since 1908, was rebuilt in 1916. As recorded in the 
Freeman's Journal of the 16th November, 1916: 

Alongside the Blessed Peter Chanel Church, overlooking the 
picturesque Lane Cove River and immediately behind the Carrick 
wharf, the Archbishop of Sydney on Sunday afternoon blessed 
and opened a new building which had replaced the old wooden 
building of many years standing. 

The sisters were commended for the splendid work they had 
done in moulding the character of the children entrusted to their 
care. The roll had risen to 42, making apparent the necessity there 
was for doing away with the old wooden building. Judging from 
Diocesan Inspectors' reports from as early as 1909 the standard 
of teaching was varied but for the most part was praised by the 
inspectors who visited the school every year. From the log book 
containing Inspectors' Reports from 1909 to 1929 the impression 
is of a good little Sd1001, some years having more weaknesses 
than others, arithmetic at times getting the worst of it, other years 
perhaps writing. The last report of 9th April, 1929, indicates the 
roll call was 49 and the Inspector, Mr 1'.1. O 'Connor, found the 
knowledge of Christian Doctrine of a very high standard. He says 
little about secular subjects but adds that the general tone of the 
school , the discipline and knowledge of the Catechism, deserve 
praise. The sisters remained teaching in the school until the end of 
1936 when it was closed as the roll had decreased considerably, a 
possible effect of the depression years.B' 

As the only evidence available indicates, 1916 was also a difficult 
year for Mother Elisabeth and Sr Anne in the understanding of their 
respective roles. These difficulties seem to have been compounded 
by Sr Anne seeking support from Kelly in regard to her role as 
superior. In a letter to Sr Anne from the Archbishop of the 31st 
January, 1916, he tells her that: 

So far as I can judge, Mother Elisabeth is not superior of the 
community at Woolwich. As Visitor she is entitled to inquire into 
all , and to give you all directions: but you are not superseded 
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as superior. Owing to war conditions the Visitation of Mother 
Elisabeth is not prolonged. If she stays she stays as Mistress of 
Novices and she is well qualified for the part in any community 
where French is spoken and understood. She can't be efficient with 
subjects who can't readily speak to or understand her.82 

A little further on he advises that Sr Anne has the power to set 
up a council and should do so. Sr Anne follows this advice with 
the three members of council being Mother Elisabeth, Sr Bernard 
and herself. Their first meeting was on the 5th Februa'Y, 1916,83 

and from later remarks it does not seem to have resolved too many 
problems, rather creating others. Sr Anne indicates that Mother 
Elisabeth and Sr Bernard discussed issues before the council 
meeting so always maintained a majority! She also mentions that 
she has offered to relieve Mother Elisabeth in the novitiate for one 
hour a day but the offer was not accepted. There seems little point 
in elaborating on this dilemma save that it is a good reminder that 
in spite of the weaknesses each of these sisters betrayed, progress 
was being made, and both the novitiate and the college continued 
to develop to greater strength . 

There is another letter written to the Archbishop by Sr Anne, 
in her role as superior, concerning a conference he had given. 
Whether that was at Woolwich or in a larger group of religious is 
not clear, but Sr Anne does feel some obligation to respond to his 
remarks. The first of these concerned nuns' confessions in public 
churches of which he apparently disapproved . Sr Anne tells him 
she is not aware of any of the sisters having done this but if they 
had it was because they "felt justified on account of the decree 
which leaves great liberty". She adds that perhaps it could be done 
in extreme cases and "when lay folk are not about". His second 
point concerned nuns recreating in parks, etc. Her response is that 
she believes no one has done that though they may have used it as 
a "short cut " sometimes."4 

On the 1st July, 1918, Mother Elisabeth wrote to the Archbishop 
acknowledging receipt of a translation of the Code of Canon Law 
concerning religious congregations and advising him that it had 
been read the day before to t Ie community. This is just one more 
instance of his desire to comrol what was happening both in the 
community and novitiate at Woolwich."> 
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Finally, what must have been a great reliefto all the sisters was the 
determination to engage in a building programme for the school. 
The exact dates of these activities are not clear but it seems that the 
addition of two wings to the original building must have taken 
place about this time to provide refectories and dormitories for the 
students. Then in 1918 more money was borrowed86 to build what 
Sr Bernard said looked like a "factory" but was in fact the core of 
what was to become the well-known three-storey building with 
the famous arches. The reason it looked like a factory was because 
the verandahs at each level were made of wood. 

Though obtaining this new building was a blessing it inevitably 
meant that for a time, while building was in progress, the restriction 
for the sisters was even worse. It is at this time Sr Francis took it 
upon herself to write to the Archbishop in the following terms: 

The inconveniences and sacrifices necess itated by having the 
children amongst us so long, the sisters have endured generously ... 
Your Grace, I am a trained nurse and have been Infirmarian ever 
since I came here ... At times I have been heartbroken trying to 

get a few hours quietness and rest for sisters who were ill, and it 
has been impossible with the children around and beneath us. 
Often the sisters have come to me and even Rev. Mother St Anne 
herself lately, in tears, saying, "Sister, I must be crazy, my head 
aches and I cannot bear the children near me". Poor dear Mother 
and sisters, I knew perfectly well that half an hour's quiet rest was 
all that their tired nerves wanted but I could not te ll them so as 
there was no where to go. Rev. Mother is very kind to us, but does 
not understand the necessity of relaxation to the highly-strung 
nervous temperaments produced by our strenuous lives and uying 
c1imate87 

Though these difficulties were real enough in themselves all 
of this has to be seen in the context of a World War in which 
Australia was engaged, so times were difficult, with most of the 
public finance going to the war effort. Compounding this was an 
immediate post-war problem, the terrible epidemic of influenza 
forcing the cancellation of fund raising activities. There is no 
record of any of the students or sisters, except Sr Cyrille who was 
back in Sydney for a short time,SS being affected but it did prevent 
any fund raising activities which would be likely to draw a crowd 
such as a bazaar. In November, 1919, the Archbishop was asked 
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for permission to hold a bazaar, as there was some restriction on 
private schools raising funds in the Archdiocese, but in this case 
permission was granted. 

One of the last letters Mother Elisabeth wrote to Archbishop 
Kelly on the 9th January, 1919, was to assure him that she had 
already sent to the Superior General his advice concerning the 
novitiate and felt sure she wi 1\ do all in her power to realise 
his wishes. 8? She also assured him she had read his letter to the 
community. Mother St Joseph's reply came in March indicating 
her great concern about the novitiate. It appears her intention had 
been to bring the novices to the Mother House in France but that 
was impossible as it was being used by the army and still held 
300 soldiers .?O By December roles at Woolwich had changed again. 
Mother Elisabeth was superior (Visitor), Mother St Anne, superior 
of the community and Mother Benedict, Mistress of Novices. 

Mother Elisabeth's time in Oceania had been a difficult one for 
her in many ways. It seems obvious that Sr Anne sought support 
from the Archbishop rather than from her which led to a very 
complicated triangle of personalities. From her, however, there is no 
sign of complaint in spite of that situation, as well as the difficulties 
of climate and the need to speak another language, both of which 
she must have found stressful. Though we can get the impression 
that she was inclined to be rather severe in her administration, it 
must be remembered that she had been Mother St Joseph 's main 
support during the worst period of the persecutions in France 
and shown herself extremely brave. Oceania must have been so 
different from anything she had known before. 

There was another side to her character, however. In 1917, and 
perhaps at other times, she arranged for the sisters to go for a three 
weeks holiday to Katoomba, in the Blue Mountains, showing her 
sensitivity to the stresses they were feeling. She even postponed a 
profession ceremony so the novice would not be on retreat during 
the Christmas period which involved negotiating another suitable 
date with the Archbishop ."1 Hers had been a difficult task, expecting 
to come to Oceania for a few months and having to remain almost 
eight years and during the time of war no doubt experiencing great 
anxiety abollt her own famil y in France. 

On her departure in July 1919, the initial period of establishing 
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the novitiate, the Co llege and growth of Blessed Chanel's school 
had been achieved. The Marist Sisters had undertaken quite an 
extensive building programme, nine candidates had persevered in 
an established novitiate and in May, 1919, Sr Dominic92 was the 
first Australian Marist Sister to leave for the Fiji mission . 
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Further Dimensions of 
Growth (1919- 1931) 

Forthe interim period between the departure ofMothee Elisabeth 
and the arrival of Mother Marie-Joseph, Sr Beatrice had once 

more been brought from Fiji to act as superior. One of her first 
tasks, on the 10th August, 1919,9J was a letter to Archbishop Kelly 
asking to postpone the blessing of the new school building until 
three statues to be erected in the garden arrived which were to be 
included in the blessing. It is most likely that these are the statues 
so wel l known by all Woolwich students. That of the Sacred Heart 
which was located in the "Sacred I-Ieart Garden", "Our Lady of 
Lourdes", in the grotto on the same level as the school, and perhaps 
"Our Lady of Sorrows" to be placed on the lawn between the 
novitiate and the convent. It seems these plans did not eventuate. 
In a further letter from Sr Beatrice to Kelly94 advising him of the very 
big debt incurred by the erection of the new school, she adds that 
the opening, where it seems they expected some donations, had 
to be cancelled because of the influenza epidemic. The Founder of 
the Marist Sisters, Fe Colin, writes of a "holy courage "95 in the face 
of difficulties. No doubt they had much cause to follow his advice 
in these days. 

Mother Marie-Joseph , who replaced Mother Elisabeth, was to 
leave Europe in the early days of March, 1920, but was held up 
for a time by a shipping strike. She travelled with two other sisters 
destined for the Fiji mission, with the journey coming via Fiji. 
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It seems she arrived in Sydney in the latter half of the year, after 
visiting Bishop Vidal and the sisters in Fiji. She had been appointed 
novice mistress by the superior general of the Woolwich novitiate 
to replace Sr Benedict, who had held that post, but was "suffering 
too much to continue her charge"% 

Her arrival in Sydney made little difference to the level of 
interest Archbishop Kelly took in the Woolwich novitiate. [n 192], 
he once more paid a visit, seeing evelyone, beginning with the 
novices, community included. Mother Marie-Joseph had to tell 
him "hour by hour, day by day, month by month" the programme 
of the mistress of novices. Kelly appeared most satisfied, saying 
"you will give me great pleasure by sending me in writing, details 
of your work". To which Marie-Joseph added in her letter to the 
superior general describing the visit, "of course, I will send nothing 
unless he asks again "." 

Mother Marie-Joseph had her own reflections on the novitiate, 
considering it would be good to keep everyone at least a year 
after their profession, perhaps living in the novitiate and doing 
some work in the boarding school. She writes "I see each day 
more clearly that a solid formation would have solid results, for 
the Australians can give a great deal , but there has to be work for 
a solid foundation". She emphasises the need for proficiency in 
teaching for those going to the islands98 

In spite of so much concentration on Woolwich other areas 
were by no means excluded. Since 1913 Bishop Blanc, Bishop of 
Tonga, had been asking for Marist Sisters to work in the mission 
schools there, especially sisters who spoke English as this was a 
necessity in the schools. After much correspondence during the 
intervening years, in 1923 the superior general finally agreed to 
accept this mission and by March 1924 the first sisters had arrived 
there. These pioneers were Sr Adrien, who was French, Sr Cuthbert, 
English and Sisters Zita and Christopher, both of whom were 
Australians. They were to be followed by other European sisters and 
four more Australians, Srs Herman, Perpetua, Paula and Dosithee. 
Due to war conditions the Marist Sisters were forced later to leave 
this mission . 

Mother Marie-Joseph was to receive yet another visit from the 
Archbishop in August, 1923. At this time as part of the process 
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for final approval of the Marist Sisters' Constitutions, the Bishop 
in every Diocese in which the sisters worked was asked to write 
a letter of reference to the Holy See supporting their application. 
It was as a part of this process that the Archbishop came to 
Woolwich. However, when he had finished speaking to all the 
sisters who had gathered in the chapel about the constitutions, he 
visited the novitiate and found the building was now too small 
to house the novices adequately and told Mother Marie-Joseph 
to wait no longer. "Build, build, your novitiate is too small. " She 
then told him she had f 1200, which was fruit of the work of the 
novices, but would have to borrow £2000 if he would permit 
it. He had no hesitation in giving this permission telling her 
that if she had £1200 she would soon find the rest and to get 
on with it quickly. He then made a tour of the boarding school 
and advised Mother Marie-Joseph to speak to the architect when 
he came to see to the novitiate additions to make a general plan of 
the school, finishing the top floor and building a chapel! This time 
there was not a word about the superior or the novice mistress! "" 
The additions to the novitiate were completed in the middle of 
lune, 1924. '00 Those to the college, which included the famous 
arches and the replacement with brick of Sr Bernard's wooden 
verandahs which, she said, looked like a "furniture shop", were 
completed by April, 1926.101 This included better facilities for 
boarders and perhaps at this time also, the statue of Our Lady was 
placed on the roof, making it visible from the harbour. 

Steps were now taken towards appointing a new principal at Mt 
St Mary's College by the withdrawal of Sr Cuthbert from Tonga, 
where she had spent only one year. She left Fiji on the "Jervis Bay" 
on the 17th November, 1923, 102 and then apparently taught on 
the staff at Woolwich for one year. In Fiji from the early part of 
the century the Catholic mission had been anxious to establish a 
school in Lautoka as there was a sizeable population of Indians 
there. This town was dominated at the time by a large sugar mill 
and the residents of the area were bitterly opposed to a Catholic 
presence there. Finally, the Bishop was able to obtain some land 
on which to build a school but then desperately needed someone 
able to manage such a delicate situation. It was for this reason 
that in December, 1924, Sr Bernard left Woolwich where she had 
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been Principa l for fourteen years and had done a magnificent job 
in establishing the College on a firm footing. It is not surprising 
that, after a short time in Lautoka, she had won over the previously 
antagonistic residents. In fact, when she tried to raise some money 
they allowed her to use the hall at the mill and even supported 
the bazaar! At the beginning of 1925 Sr Cuthbert was appointed 
Principal of Mt St Mary's in Sr Bernard's place. 103 

In 1925 something quite out of the ordinary happened when 
a married couple, Mr and Mrs McLean came from Melbourne to 

see Mother Marie-joseph at Woolwich. They had been married for 
some years and already their only child, a daughter, was a fi.nally 
professed Sister of the Good Shepherd. They explained how they 
had prayed and thought carefully about a step they would both 
like to take and that was to spend the remainder of their lives as 
religious. Mr McLean wished to become a jesuit brother and Mrs 
McLean a Marist Sister. This would involve the huge sacrifice of not 
seeing each other again. It seems they were given a sympathetic 
hearing and advised to go back to Melbourne and spend much 
time in prayer before making a final decision. This they did and 
during the time in Melbourne produced a small booklet about the 
Marist Sisters. '04 

On the 2nd February Catherine (Mrs) Mclean entered the 
Woolwich novitiate, was professed in 1929 and died at Woolwich 
on the 17th October, 1960. She was never changed from Woolwich 
and the irony was that her husband was a professed jesuit brother 
living at Riverview College, just across the Lane Cove River from 
Woolwich , both buildings within easy sight of each other - but they 
never met again. Catherine McLean received the name of Mother 
Mary of Victories. A tiny woman, she was fu ll offun, interested in 
everyone, loved Bing Crosby and was a great prayer refuge for all 
th e sisters who found themselves in need of some supernatural 
help. For some yea rs before she died she was quite blind but it did 
not prevent her from ringing the convent bell with great gusto, nor 
did it dampen her good spirits. 

Apparently, establishing a branch of the Children of Mary at 
Woolwich was quite a formal procedure. In january, 1926, Mother 
Marie-joseph wrote to the Archbishop asking his permission to 

establish such a branch at Mt St Mary's College and received the 
following reply from the Archbishop's secretary: 
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In reply to your letter concerning the establishment of a branch 
of the congregation of the Children of Mary at the Convent, the 
Archbishop wishes to say that you will supply him with a list of 
members and that you will ask for the appointment of a director. 
After the director is appointed he will apply to the Prima Primaria 
at Rome for affiliation; but the branch begins as soon as the 
director is appointed. IDS 

In spite of such formalities the branch was established and 
remained as a source of spiritual support for the students for many 
years, perhaps even until some years after the return from the 
evacuation from Mittagoing. When it ceased to exist is not quite 
clear but most likely after the changes attendant on Vatican 11. 

Mother St Joseph Bizalion had been Superior General from 
1899 to 1926 during the period of great upheavals of the French 
persecution and World War I which had made administration 
difficult. This began during the period of persecution when she 
had to move the administration to Belgium, then England due to 

World War 1. Nevertheless, she had convoked General Chapters 
in 1906 at Belley, 1912 at Habay-la-Neuve, Belgium and 1920 at 
Richmond England. The General Chapter of 1926 was the first to 
be held back in France at St Prix, Diocese of Versailles. 

She is truly one ofthe great Marist sisters, showing extraordinary 
courage during this period and yet remaining, as far as she could, 
in touch with the sisters in far reaching parts of the world and 
acting with great wisdom on their behalf. To the General Chapter 
held in 1926 she recalled Mother Marie-Joseph to France. She in 
turn wrote to the Archbishop of Sydney on the 21st June, advising 
him of her imminent departure. In thal letter she told him that 
Sr Peter Claver was coming from Fiji for about three months 
and would act as superior at Woolwich during the time of her 
absence. She indicated also that she was taking back to Europe Sr 
Marthe who had spenl thirty-four years in Oceania. ,o6 Consequent 
upon the General Chapter, Mother Marie-Jospeh was not to 
return to Oceania having been elected Superior General of the 
Congregation. She had not spent as many years in Oceania as did 
Mother Elisabeth but while here she continued to support growth 
and development. 

Mother Louis Chanel, 107 sent by the superior general to replace 
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her, arrived in Sydney on the 17th November, 1926. She had spent 
much tim e at Richmond, England, before coming to Oceania and 
was more flu ent in English than either Mother Elisabeth or Mother 
Marie-Joseph. One of the tasks facing her was the first move of the 
sisters to New Zealand . The request for this had come from th e 
new parish priest of Mt Albert, New Zealand, Fr Condringer, who 
was also a Marist. His initial approach had been to Mother Marie
Joseph while she was still in Sydney, in 1924. 

He expressed to her his ardent desire to see the Marist Sisters come 
and take the leadersh ip of his parish school; he made it clear, 
amo ng o ther things, that New Zealand, this very Marist land, as he 
put it, could furnish excellem vocations. But he asked, as well, that 
the sisters might be employed in visiting the sick. For this reason, 
his request found an unfavourable response. lOB 

Fr Condringer, however, was not to be put off, so he took the 
offending clause out of his proposal and his wish was granted. He 
received a favourable answer and the first two Marist sisters, Mother 
Bernard and Sr Austin, 109 the latter a young Australian, arrived at 
Auckland on the 24th January, 1927. Before long, many more 
sisters were to follow, especially to work at the Maori mission in 
Waitaruke, in the north of th e North Island . Sr Anselm 110, another 
Australian, was asked to begin a diocesan congregation of Maori 
sisters while at Waitaruke. 

Though the last recorded comment on the novitiate by 
Archbishop Kelly in the time of Mother Marie-Joseph had been 
most positive, the "interest" shown previously in the novitiate 
intensified with the arrival o f Mother Louis Chane!. On the 5th 
November, 1928, he sent her a memo II I concerning irregularity in 
the novitiate and listed four difficulties: 

1 . Episcopal Approbation was given on the express condi tion of 
canonical regu larity "novitiate regulier'. (sic) 

2. Since last visitation the foll owi ng changes have been made 
without any reference to the Archbishop; a) the office of Mistress of 
Novices was assumed by the local superior; b) the sister who assists 
in the absence o f the superior not called mistress of novices 

3. The present superio r general was Local Superio r at Woolwich 
till last year. 

4. The Archbishop proposes to suspend all ceremonies of 
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reception and profession till a regular Mistress of ovices be 
designated, approved and installed. 

Mother Louis Chanel replied asking that he "would grant me the 
privilege of seeing you to speak to you over the matter contained 
in your letter" but stating she would like to have a few days to pray 
and reflect prior to such a meeting. 112 

A note by the Archbishop on this letter from Mother Chanel is 
as follows: 

Fr Rausch, S.M., Villa Maria called on us today on the part of 
Mother L. Chanel and stated that she was entirely ignorant of 
the obligation to maintain a "novitiate reguJier" according to the 
Codex J.c., also that her procedure in taking charge of the novices 
while discharging the duty of local superior had been directed by 
the late Superior her predecessor at Woolwich Mother Joseph now 
Mother General of the Congregation. On his part the Archbishop 
stated to Fr Rausch that the irregularity complained of did in point 
of fact frustrate the prescriptions of th e Codex as to a Mistress of 
Novices other than the local superior and independent of her in 
the naming of novices except as far as the order of the community 
required. The recommendation of the Archbishop is that a letter 
be forwarded to the Superior General wi th a view of obtaining 
from the Holy See a sanation 113 of the irregularity so far as the 
profession of the novices in question was affected. 13.XI.2S. (sic) 

Apparently this was followed up with an unexpected visit from 
the Archbishop within a week. When Mother Chanel wrote1l4 to 

thank him for it she said it was like "a ray of sunshine" for the 
young novices and from the tone of her letter relieved a lot of her 
own anxiety. There is no further detail to explain this. One can 
only surmise. 

Consequent upon this Mother Chanel wrote to the Bishop on 
the 23rd November, 1928" 5 advising him that she had written 
to the superior general asking her to name a novice mistress. 
She received a reply on the 5th March, 1929, that the superior 
general was attending to it but it was not until the 10th August the 
following year that the appointment was made. II G Mother Chane I 
herself was to be novice mistress and Sr Cuthbert the local superior. 
The next year Sr Cuthbert was moved to New Zealand, Sr Ligouri 
was appointed mistress of novices and Mother Chanel the local 
superior. Knowing that Mother Marie-Joseph, now the superior 
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general, had had personal experience of the Archbishop, as had 
Mother Elisabeth before her, it is difficult to understand why she 
delayed so long in appointing a novice mistress, leaving Mother 
Chanel at the mercy of the Archbishop, especially as MotherChanel 
had been present at the General Chapter in France in 1926,117 not 
long before she left for Oceania. In 1922, when the Archbishop's 
health was beginning to decline, Archbishop Sheehan was 
appointed coadjutor in the Sydney diocese and later it seems the 
care of religious in the diocese became his responsibility. However, 
correspondence continued with Kelly until 1935. Archbishop 
Sheehan then took care of the Marist Sisters affairs. There were no 
further problems of the kind experienced in these early years. 

There does remain a big question mark concerning the 
relationship between the Marist Sisters and Archbishop Kelly, 
particularly with reference to the novitiate. The sisters, especially 
in these early years, lacked qualified personnel for formation in 
Oceania even though they knew one of their most important tasks 
was to try to provide personnel for the Fiji mission and later that 
of Tonga and New Zealand. They did the best they could and were 
also in touch with Fr Copeno;, procurator of the Marist Fathers in 
Rome, who advised them canonically. Patrick O'Farrell, renowned 
historian, in his book TI1e Catholic Church and Community in 
Australian History writes of the Archbishop: 

Kelly's authoritarian disregard for the independent rights of 
religious orders was considerably in excess or that of Moran (the 
previous Archbishop); on such matters he simply ignored Roman 
decisions he disliked. 

O'Farrell quotes Jesuit Father John Ryan as saying of the 
Australian bishops at the time that "they know little of canon law 
and governed by their own will. Of Kelly in particular he remarked 
he is iure divino and does not consider himself bound by decisions 
of Roman courts. liB 

But o ther things were happening at this time. Also in 1929 
two Oceanians, Sr Dorothy and Sr Dolores, one an Australian, 
the other a New Zealander, left to make their second novitiate 
in France. "9 Prior to this they had merely joined the first novices 
and followed much of their programme. The move to take second 
novices to France was quite ground breaking. Some European 
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sisters had returned to thei r own country after spending time in 
the Antipodes but no Australian or New Zealand sister had been 
before to the very cradle of the congregation. There is no record of 
how they coped with the language - perhaps the use of French in 
their first novitiate may have helped - but the whole experience 
must have been a far cry from Fiji where already both had spent 
many years. 

1929 was also the year of the Great Depression, barely more 
than ten years after the end of World War I. The effects on Australia 
were savage, economically, politically and socially. Not only had 
families lost father, brother, husband, son or daughter, but many 
had returned badly wounded and traumatised by their experiences 
fighting in Gallipoli and Europe, as well as on the sea. It was a 
cruel fate that many of these returned servicemen and women 
should now be thrust into abject poverty and not surprisingly, like 
others, were prepared to join radical groups of protest, resenting 
the huge debts Australia had to pay back to Britain acquired during 
the war. 

It is not surprising either to find the sisters seeking a 
supplementary source of income by doing embroidery work on 
collars and cuffs for Sydney business houses. ' 2o In June, Mother 
Chanel mentions that the number of children is dropping due 
to the depression. Again she reflected the times in letters to the 
superior general on the 24th April, ] 931, and on the 29th May 
the same year, writing that things were going from bad to worse 
in Australia and that there was some talk of revolution, though 
she added that others say that Australians have too much love 
for equality for a revolution. She wrote things were still bad in 
Australia and that there was talk of communism. 

In spite of these difficult times life went on with some token 
of normality. It was becoming increasingly important to maintain 
a good standard in the schools. To do this it was more and more 
obvious that the increasing number of sisters involved in education 
needed to be properly trained. A good step was taken towards 
this when Mother Chanel and Sister Veronica McColgan went to 

see the Sacn~ Coeur Sisters at Sancta Sophia. '2' Their immediate 
problem was to find a teacher replacement but they also asked 
the Sacre Coeur sisters for their advice concerning teacher training. 
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The advice they received was to send some sisters to the Teachers' 
College. There was a course there that lasted one year with a cost 
of £5 per term. This would enable the sisters to study teaching 
methods under good teachers. They were encouraged to act 
immediately as it was absolutely necessary to be equal to the state 
schools. 

This view was supported by a Marist Father, Fr Sigrief, who 
told Mother Chanel "this will relieve the minds of many who are 
interested in yoU "12l Mother Chanel added her own refledions 
that it would soon be obligatory for all newly professed sisters to 
stay at Woolwich for another year, then those who were to teach 
would do a year at Teachers' College. Though requiring four years 
in formation it would not be too much noting "one gains in the 
end - both their teaching and religious life will be better". Two 
sisters were enrolled at the Teachers' College the following year. 

A new work undertaken by the sisters was the provision of 
Ladies' Retreats. It is not clear when this began but most probably 
in the early 1930s. Again, in a letter from Mother Chane1, written 
on the 15th September, 1931, 123 she tells the superior general about 
such a retreat at which there were fifty present. Not much later at 
another retreat there were eighty present. There are many references 
to these retreats which, it seems, were held every month when 
the boarders had a "home week-end", and lasted from Saturday 
evening until Sunday evening. This must have put a huge strain on 
the sisters as they would have been involved in providing meals, 
making beds and looking after the ladies generally. Apart from 
the value of offering such an opportunity to these ladies, most of 
whom were office workers, it also became a source of vocations 
and revenue! The practice was kept up for many years, save in the 
war period, unti I at least the end of the 1940s. 

Another proposed work was to open a hostel '14 for business girls 
at Randwick. Seemingly the sisters had acquired a house there and 
in 1935 received the approval of Archbishop Sheehan, coadjutor 
to Archbishop Kelly, but it did not eventuate. 

Simi larly, in 1935, Bishop Dwyer of the Wagga Wagga Diocese, 
in southern New South Wales, had a great desire to bring the Grail, 
which was essentially a lay movement, to Australia. He asked 
Mother Chane1 if the Marist Sisters would permit them to join 
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the formation course given to the Marist Sisters Novices. This was 
really to be a test of their sincerity before sending them all the way 
to Holland for formation as a Grail member. Provision was made 
that no Marist novice was to seek to become a Grail member nor 
could the potential Grail members become Marist novices. Again 
permission was given by Archbishop Kelly but the proposal never 
became a reality. It seems Mother Chanel realised such a situation 
would not be realistic. 

In 1936 after all these years, the sisters withdrew from Blessed 
Chanel's Primary School where they had taught for 28 years, with 
Sr Aloysia spending many years there before moving to Waitaruke, 
New Zealand. This lessened the burden on the sisters and the girls 
were absorbed into the primary school at Mt St Mary's and the 
boys at St Mark's Parish SchooL run by the Marist Brothers. The 
school building remained as a hall for use by the parish for many 
years but became very dilapidated. In 1968 there was a fire which 
burnt it to the ground.125 

A most important milestone occurred in the early 1930s with 
what was called canonically the final approval of the constitutions 
of the Marist Sisters on the 24th March, 1931. In spite of its being 
"final" there was still a "trial period" of seven years before the 
final approval was ratified. What made these Constitutions so 
important was that many changes had been made to Canon Law 
in the previous thirty years. The consequence of this was that one 
major change had occurred for the Marist Sisters which affected 
most directly those sisters living outside Europe, as it gave them 
the right of representation at the General Chapters, not previously 
held, as there were no sisters outside Europe when the initial 
constitutions were written. 

Real signs of growth and vitality were now present in the area of 
Oceania, with Marist Sisters undertaking ministries in Fiji, Tonga, 
Australia and New Zealand. This concept of its being a united 
entity surrounded by the Pacific Ocean was to remain for a long 
time. Growth in each area became a great responsibility for the 
Superior entrusted with it as it made journeys necessary to each 
area. The future was to hold much greater growth and brought 
with it even more need [or the "holy courage" so recommended 
by the Founder. 
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"To Expend Themselves 
In All Ways 11 126 (1930 -1942) 

I n the intervening years between 1930 and 1940, Mt St Mary's 
College had carried on, gathering momentum academically due 

largely to the results of two outstanding students, one of whom 
topped the Stale of New South Wales in her Intermediate Certificate 
results and the other with an excellent Leaving Certificate for 
which she received a University Exhibi ti on to Sydney University, 
provid ing her with a five years course at the University free of 
expenses and with an allowance. This success had a posit ive effect 
on enrolments which increased considerably at this time. 

Sr Cuthbert finished her term as Principal of the College 
in 1930 and after spending one further year at Woolwich as 
Superior of the community was moved to New Zealand. She was 
replaced as Principal in 1931 by Sr Veronica McColgan who was 
a brill iant woman and excell ent teacher. Gifted with an artistic 
temperament she was able to produce some first class drama 
in the Co llege. For a time, she had to double as Principal and 
Novice Mistress when Sr Maur Quinn, who had been appointed 
Novice Mistress, became ill with tuberculosis which she had 
contracted in Fiji. She d ied on the 12th january, 1931 , after 
a lengthy period in hospital. Sr David Fitzmaurice followed 
Sr Veronica as Principal in 1938 and remained in this position 
until the end of 1944. 

A good friend to the College was Mr Massey, a retired Catholi c 
schoo l teacher who gave generously of his time to instruct the sisters 
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in the art of teaching. Often he gave demonstration lessons for 
them to watch and he was truly a great master of this art. But there 
are many hazards in teaching. One can never be sure of the reason 
for children's interest. On one occasion the class was particularly 
attentive and Mr Massey asked the sisters if they had noticed this. 
To which , of course, they replied "yes". One of the children later 
asked a sister "did you see the ladybird on Mr Massey's head? 
We couldn 't stop watching it!" Great man that he was, he was 
recognized not only at Woolwich. In 1935 he was awarded the 
King George and Queen Mary Jubilee Medal for "service to your 
State". This medal was given by his family to the Marist Sisters and 
is now in their Provincial Archives. 

From earliest days at Woolwich a special interest was shown in 
ex-students. It was common practice for these young women to 
come back to talk to the sisters on one Sunday a month to meet 
their old teachers again and no doubt give an account of how life 
was treating them . For how many years these monthly visits lasted 
is not clear but there are numerous mentions of yearly ex-students' 
meetings. Their format was more like a retreat day than a social 
occurrence. Most times there would be a meeting followed by a 
talk given by a priest, or a Holy Hour followed with Benediction. 

The introduction of Retreats for children in State schools was 
a first step towards another apostolate. The first Retreat was from 
the 22nd to the 24th September, 1934. The chi ldren had been 
brought together by ladies involved in Catholic Action, most likely 
some members of the Theresian Club, a group formed in ]918 for 
such works as this. Apparently it was the first retreat of its kind in 
Australia, we know that thirty-seven children attended and that 
the Retreat was given by a Sacred Heart Father. He did not impose 
silence, as was customary in retreats, and remarked that it was a 
catechetical revelation. These retreats continued to be held up to 

the early 1940's. It became customary for the students to return to 
Woolwich another day later on and spend time in the grounds of 
the College with enjoyable activities. Seven such retreats were held 
in the above period. 

As the Marist Sisters were now working as missionaries in 
Fiji, Tonga and New Zealand, they received frequent visits from 
Marist bishops and priests, who for the most part were French, 
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and worked in these missionary areas. They were most generous 
in the time they gave to sisters and students telling them about 
their missions. The lasting effect of such informed and interesting 
dialogue was to form an outward vision, especially among the 
students. A deepening of their faith and an eagerness to support 
such miss ionary activities was often the result of such encounters 
with those who were at the "coal face". Sometimes, too, the seed 
may have been planted to direct their own lives to follow such a 
call from the Lord. 

As seen earlier the sisters had looked at opening a house at 
Randwick to provide hostel accommodation for business girls. 
The impetus for this was that the superior general was anxious to 
found another house in Australia. The Randwick venture came to 
nothing but it was an attempt on the part of the sisters to spread 
out in Australia and venture into another type of ministry. Because 
Vatican II had not yet "opened the shutters" on the semi-enclosed 
life the sisters were living in accord with their constitutions, they 
were not free to move outside this semi-enclosure to engage in 
other apostolates, except, of course, to the missions. This probably 
explains why they were so involved with ladies and children's 
retreats because this could be done within their own confines. 
Indeed, such retreat work was mentioned specifically by the 
Founder, Fr Colin, in the 1864 Constitutions of the Marist Sisters: 

Spiritual retreats are to be made available for women by admitting 
them temporarily into the houses of the Society especially destined 
for these holy exercises. '27 

Society generally in the 1930's and 1940's showed markedly 
more restraint in generally accepted mores than now in the twenty
first century. So the lifestyle of the sisters was dictated not merely 
by canon law but the society in which they lived. It is interesting 
to note, however, that the first sisters who came to Australia from 
Fiji had already spent many years in this first mission of the Marist 
Sisters in Oceania in situations where enclosure would have been 
ludicrous. Indeed, in 1902, Fr Forestier, s.m ., Procurator (legal 
adviser) at the Marist Fathers' Ceneralate in Rome, wrote to the 
Superior Ceneral of the Marist Sisters, then resident in France, with 
the following advice concerning the sisters in the Fiji Mission: 

As to authorizing you to interpret the semi-enclosure in such a way 
as not to impede your works of charity, in the missions especially, 
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that does not pose any difficulty when the Bishop of the place 
approves il. ' 28 

The consequence, for the Australian Province, was that there 
was always a certain assumption of openness and freedom passed 
on by those early sisters. 

One great friend of the Marist sisters during these decades was 
Fr Piquet, s. m. He was a Marist Father who lived and worked at St 
Patrick's, Church Hill , in the city of Sydney. Born in Lyon, France, 
in 1853, he arrived in Australia in 1880 and died in 1936. As Fr 
Peter McMurrich, s.m., writes "he was known as a man of prayer, 
a spiritual guide and a consoler of the afflicted".'29 Fr McMurrich 
continues, suggesting that when Fr Piquet was made Parish Priest 
of St Patrick's, his building plans seemed not to exhibit the same 
level of wisdom. This and his pastoral o riginality, especially not 
respecting the parish boundaries if called to someone in trouble, 
no matter what th eir state in life, caused his confreres, and more so 
the Archbishop, some concern and often got him into "hot water'. 
The Marist sisters however, saw only a man who provided them 
with great spiritual sustenance and who was rigidly faithful to his 
monthly journey to them at Woolwich. For the last year of his life 
he battled illness and on his death the Woolwich House Chronicl e 
has an entry: 

Although very sorry to lose such a kind helper and Father we feel 
that we have another intercessor in I leaven, for undoubtedly he 
was a saint. 130 

In 1936 Mother Chanel went to France, presumably for a break 
after ten years responsibility for Fiji, Tonga, New Zealand and 
Australia. Returning with her to her native country of France was Sr 
Gerard, after twenty-four years in the missions of Fiji . Before Mother 
Louis Chanelleft, she appointed SrThomas13' as Novice Mistress, the 
first Australian sister to be appointed to such an office. In 1937 Sr 
Maur replaced her in that position and Sr Thomas was made 
superior of the house. She will always be remembered as a charming, 
competent person, strong yet gentle, sensitive to others' needs, full 
of compassion and fun, loving to act out comical situations and a 
wonderful story teller. 

Mother Chanel was back in Australia in 1938, and in February 
of that year there was a Eucharistic and Missionary Congress at 
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Newcastle with each school sending work and novelties to the 
Congress. Mother Chanel was requested to attend as someone who 
knew about the missions. She was accompanied by Sr Veronica 
McColgan. 132 After the Congress the vestments and other articles 
on display were sent to the missionary coun tries. 

Politically and socially, storm clouds were gathering in these 
later 1930's. Life went on, but with an ever deepening awareness 
of the challenges this could present to one's faith. The whole 
question needs to be put in the perspective of a nation in which 
the faith of th e students, indeed the whole Catholic population, 
was being challenged daily, especially by the growing strength of 
communism, as well as the philosophy being taught by Professor 
John Anderson at Sydney lIniversity. 133 As part of a counter
movement by Catho lic Action, schools in the late 1930's were 
required to teach Apologetics and Christian Doctrine according 
to the Catholic Education Method. This was taken up by the 
sisters at Woolwich with great earnestness and a series of Catholic 
Evidence Lectures were given by senior students as well as those 
a little younger to a large group of their peers, at which there was 
at least one priest present. The first two of these topics were "The 
Church founded by Christ - Apostolic and Imperishable" and 
"The Sacrament of Penance". Some of the later topics were "The 
Resurrection ", "Purgatory", "Matrimony", the "Existence of Hell". 
Those presenting the papers were probably between 15 and 17 
years of age. Dr Austin Woodbury, renowned Marist philosopher 
and theologian, was present on at least one occasion and Dr Patrick 
Ryan, msc, a brilliant and dogged fighter for the faith, came another 
time. Dr Ryan joined in by heckling the speakers, wh ich was good 
training indeed, though the speakers may not have thought so at 
the time. Both men, however, gave good advice to the students on 
defending their faith. 

With the outbreak of World War II in September 1939, and 
Australi a's commitment to jo in the Al lies, the position of the 
Marist Sisters at Woolwich became the cause of great anxiety. 
As seen earlier, Woolwich was a highly industrialised area and 
consequently a good target in time of war with large ship building 
yards and huge oi l refineries. Such a situation, as well as growing 
antagonism to the Church at this time, suggested to the sisters that 

56 



CHAPTER G - "TO EXPEND TIlEMSELVES" (1930-1942) 
- ---

it would be wise to obtain a house apart from Woolwich to which 
the sisters could go in time of danger. In a letter to Cardinal Gilroy 
requesting permission for such a purchase, Mother Louis Chanel 
gives the following three reasons: 

1. To give a change of airto our sisters, some of them need it very 
badly. When the change of air becomes absolutely necessary, they 
have to go to a Boarding House in Katoomba, which is not at all 
practical. 

2. To begin, with your approval, Your Grace, and in time to come 
a work similar to a work we are doing in one of our houses in 
France, which consists in looking after elderly ladies who have no 
family ties and consequently have no one to take care of them. 

3 . To have a place of refuge for our sisters, if ever times became 
troublesome in the near or distant future. 

She then explains that since the outbreak of war normal 
communication with the Mother House is impossible and so she 
cannOI ask advice from the superior general, though she knows 
that for many years the superior general has wished to have a 
second house in Austra lia. The site proposed was a property near 
Beecroft and would cost £1,500. 134 "This house would be useful, if 
things become difficult in Sydney in the near future". 

On the 18th December she wrote again to the Archbishop, 
having received his permission to go ahead, that the purchase had 
been finalised and that a reliable Catholic family would reside 
there and look after the property. It has not been possible to find 
the exact location of this house but the name entered in a bursar's 
ledger 135 was "Plympton". In what is now Beecroft there is a street 
named "Plympton" and one of the sisters who was in community 
in these earlier times remembers that there was talk of there being 
many fowls in the area. From title deeds a large pou ltry farm was 
located in this street, so it is reasonable to assume that this was 
probably the area of the Beecroft house. IJ6 [t was later sold and 
seemingly never used by the Marist Sisters, save to benefit from the 
rent paid by the caretaker. 

What was becoming more and more critical for the sisters was 
the situation of having almost no communications with the sisters 
in France and England. Many of the sisters in Oceania at this time 
were from those two countries, now at war, and must have suffered 
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much anxiety about their own families as well as members of the 
Congregation. On the 28th November, 1940, Mother Louis Chanel 
wrote to Archbishop Gilroy, that she had heard from the sisters in 
England. No lives had been lost but several of the houses of the 
Congregation had been damaged beyond repair from the bombing 
raids in the "Battle of Britain". A little later a letter arrived from the 
sisters in unoccupied France saying that they were all well and that 
Mother General was safe though she and other sisters were in the 
Vichy or occupied area of France. 

In April 1941 the sisters at Woolwich were approached by the 
Air Warden from Hunters Hill who came to check where the sisters 
and students could take shelter in case of danger and asked if the 
sisters would be willing to give help in emergency. Mother Chane! 
understood this would take the form of nursing in Hunters Hill, 
and was happy to agree to such a proposal with all the sisters doing 
a First Aid course. 

With the War worsening a request was made to the Archbishop 
for permission to buy a property at Mittagong in the Southern 
Highlands. Why Mittagong was chosen is not clear but anecdotal 
evidence indicates that a friend was instrumental in such a 
suggestion. Permission was given on the 16th May, 1941. 137 The 
sisters had received some money, a pension for one of the sisters 
who had taught in England, which normally would have been 
sent to the Mother House but this was now impossible. With the 
threat of war there was an increase in demand for properties in 
the country, so to enable the purchase of a seemingly suitable site, 
there was an urgency to visit it and then hopefully get a response 
from the Archbishop within a few days. This duly arrived, though 
canonically this permission had to come from the Apostolic 
Delegate, and the purchase was made. 138 

Although the war had been raging in Europe since September 
1939 and many Australians were serving overseas and there had 
already been many deaths and injuries, the full force of the War 
came to Australia with the bombing of Pearl Harbour by the 
Japanese on the 8th December, 1941. In no time the Japanese had 
made their way southward through the many small countries and 
islands of the Pacific. Areas of special concern to the Marist Sisters 
were the mission stations scattered throughout the western Pacific. 
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Many of the Marist fathers were forced from their missions, some 
made prisoners of war or killed as were some Missionary Sisters 
of the Society of Mary and Marist brothers. The Marist sisters in 
Tonga were forced to leave and were evacuated to New Zealand 
via Fiji. 

Preparations were made for the transfer of the Marist sisters' 
novitiate towards the end of 1941 to occupy the little house 
purchased at Mittagong. But now it was time to think also of the 
children, whose parents were very concerned about their safety 
at Woolwich. The sisters were offered the opportunity to buy a 
section of a large property near the original purchase in Bong Bong 
Road, Mittagong, and to commence building on it. By this time, 
late December, plans had been finalised to move the greater part 
of the school and the community to Mittagong. Mother Chane! 
advised the Archbishop that Mother Thomas and a few of the 
sisters would stay to look after the house at Woolwich. 

A remnant of day students remained at Woolwich during 
the period of evacuation to Mittagong. They were taught by Sr 
Veronica, Sr Placide and Sr Gertrude. These students were in much 
more danger from the war than those who had gone to Mittagong. 
Two such students remember Air Raid precautions they had to take 
which involved having a small black bag around their necks for 
emergencies. This bag contained various articles, such as cotton 
wool for their ears, a whistle, and a cork for their mouths. Air Raid 
practice involved assembling in the small dark corridor at the back 
of the chapel at a given signal. They also remember that with a 
small roll call, rules were more relaxed. On rainy days the students 
were even allowed to take their shoes off and go with bare feet! 139 

Life now for the sisters, who previously had spent their time 
at Woolwich between the placid waters of the Lane Cove and 
Parramatta Rivers, had changed dramatically. From this time there 
were other horizons within Australia on which they must now 
focus and no longer just on those of the missions in the Pacific. 

Transpol1ing all the furniture and other necessary equipment 
for the novitiate and both secondary and primary school was no 
small undertaking. The sisters somehow seemed to cope and van 
after van was loaded. The gardener with his horse and cart, part of 
the Woolwich scene, was conscripted to drive the seventy-six miles 
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(122 kilometres) to Mittagong. Both the gardener and the cart, 
however, seem to have been afflicted by old age and half way the 
cal1 fell and broke in half. A new one had to be purchased en route 
and the journey was completed successfully. 140 

World War I had been a difficult time for the sisters but there 
was virtually no threat to Australia itself. Now, in World War II 
there was imminent danger. On the 19th FebrualY, 1942, a fierce 
bombing raid by the Japanese on Darwin, situated in the north of 
Australia took place. In the same year, on the 31st May, Japanese 
submarines entered Sydney Harbour in an attempt to torpedo a 
large American troop ship berthed there. They did not succeed in 
this but twenty-two Australian naval person nel nearby on a much 
smaller boat, the "Kuttabul ", were killed. The reality of war was to 
be ever present until peace was declared in the Pacific. 
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SEVEN 

Wartime Evacuation 
(1941-1951) 

Mittagong is located in the Southern Highlands of New South 
Wales, approximately 122 kilometres from Sydney, with an 

elevation of 635 metres and Mt Gibraltar, or "the Gib" as it was 
affectionately called, towering over the area . The climate is cooler 
than that of Sydney, with temperatures sometimes about 3 degrees 
in winter. When the Marist Sisters evacuated there in 1942 it was a 
relatively small town, though it had been surveyed first in 1821. '4' 
The railway station opened in 1867 and the post office in 1875. 
With the d iscovery of iron there was the establishment of the first 
[ron Ore Smelting Works in New South Wales in 1848. '42 Another 
lucrative business in Mittagong was "The Maltings", though more 
commonly known to the Mittagong-ites as "the Brewery". [t stood 
at the entrance to Mittagong, a long imposing structure. Early in 
1942 it was damaged considerably in a huge fire, witnessed by 
the Marist Sisters novices, 143 but productivity continued for about 
another ten years.''' 

The School of Arts '4S was another imposing building at the 
fork of the road towards the end of the township. [t will be 
remembered most of all by the Marist students as the Examination 
Centre for the Intermediate and Leaving Certificates, to which 
the students walked about two miles each day for their respective 
examinations. Also remembered are what were ca lled the "Pleasure 
Grounds".' 46 This recreational area was opened in 1931 and had a 
small zoo, swimming pool and very pleasant surroundings. On 
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many occasions the students enjoyed these facilities. [t was located 
almost opposite the "Brewery" at the entrance to Mittagong on the 
main road from Sydney. 

Such was the new location for Mt St Mary's, Woolwich. What 
was this break from the normaliry of life in Sydney to bring? 

"a call to ... simpliciry, a love of work, the readiness to undertake 
various tasks ". 

J.M . Chavoin. I47 

Perhaps Jeanne-Marie Chavoin, Foundress of the Marist Sisters, 
was smiling from her heavenly home as the first sisters set off from 
Woolwich to Mittagong, where they would have every opportuniry 
to fulfil this call. The whole story of the move, in essence, is about 
a major break in direction for the sisters who had remained in 
just one house in Australia for thirty-three years. They had sent 
personnel to establish new houses in Tonga, Fiji and New Zealand, 
all of which at that time were mission areas. Little real thought 
had been given to Australia as being the focus of their goals. This 
was now to change though in a more difficult way than they could 
have imagined. 

Once World War [[ had begun, the congregational leader of the 
Marist Sisters in Oceania on whom all decisions depended, was 
Mother Louis Chanel. As we have seen above, she replaced Mother 
Marie-Joseph as Regional Superior in 1927, though with little real 
authority, which remained with the Superior Genera l resident 
in France. However, wartime prohibited any communication 
between Australia and France. In such extraordinary circumstances 
Mother Chanel had to rely on her own judgement for many issues, 
not having even a Regional Council. Without any real authority 
canonically, she had now to seek the Apostolic Delegate's approval 
for her decisions made previously by the Superior General in 
France. In the archives of the Marist sisters' Australian Province 
there are a number of letters written to her from the Apostolic 
Delegate, giving her a "sanation " that is, in canonical terms, "a 
healing" or "remedy to a situation after the event", for making 
such decisions.14R 

An example of this may be seen in a letter sent from the 
Apostolic Delegate, Archbishop Panico, to Mother Chanel on the 
17th June, 1943, in response to her "humbly begging a "sanatio" 
for the following acts of her administration . 
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1. The appointment of Regional Consultors without the approval 
of the Mother General. 

2. The admission to temporary profession without the vote of the 
Consultors. of the eleven sisters named in her petition. 

3. The admission to perpetual profession without the vote of the 
Consultors. of the four sisters named in her petition. 

4. The appointment of the sub-mistress of novices without the 
vote of the Consultors. 

Note: the Consultors could fl o t vote as they had not then been 
appointed. 

The reply of the Apostolic Delegate was as follows: 

By virtue of special faculties received from the Holy See and in 
view of the special circumstances. J hereby grant the "sanatio" as 
requested for all that may require "sanation" in the above aCls.'49 

Again, in January 1941, when the Marist Sisters were evacuated 
from Tonga because of war in the Pacific, she wrote, asking for 
a "sanatio" for accepting two new foundations in New Zealand 
where these sisters could be accommodated rather than have them 
take the dangerous voyage to Sydney. 

On another level, when Mother Chanel herself indicated to 
him that she proposed to visit the sisters in the islands he advised 
her not to because of the danger. ISO From all th is formality it could 
appear this recourse to the Apostolic Delegate was a great burden 
for Mother Chane!. That was not really the case, however. In many 
ways such quick responses from him reduced immensely the 
time she would have had to wait in normal circumstances for a 
reply from France. Also the authority that he gave her to set up a 
Regional Council with sisters living in Australia was a huge step 
towards decentralization in the area of Oceania. 

That was not the limit of his kindness, however. It so happened 
that when the sisters first moved to Mittagong he was on sick 
leave there and staying with Monsignor Giles, the parish priest. 
He immediately began to help Mother Chanel in her hunt for a 
suitable residence for the senior students. 151 

As seen above, the sisters had already bought a small cottage in 
Bong Bong Road, Mittagong, to be a refuge should wartime dangers 
arise in Sydney. With threat now from the war, the plan was to Llse 
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this cottage for the novitiate. A separate new building ' 52 was to 
be erected about five or six minutes further up Bong Bong Road 
for the senior and older junior students with the infants staying 
in the original cOllage named by the sisters, "Loreto". True to the 
old adage, "man proposes and Cod disposes" these plans came to 
a crashing halt. There was a great shortage of two of the essential 
components in building - men and timber! Not only that it 
soon became obvious the building would need to be bigger than 
originally planned. To enable this to happen, on the 3rd February, 
Mother Chane! wrote to Archbishop Gilroy asking permission to 
borrow f 1 ,000 from the Marist Fathers who were willing to lend this 
amount m and the permission was duly given. Even so, there was no 
possibility that this building could be occupied in early February, 
when the students were scheduled to arrive - approximately 34 
seniors and 40 juniors. Where could these 70 students be placed? 
It was when this realisation struck Mother Chanel that she began 
a search of properties in the Mittagong district. Then Archbishop 
Panico came to her help and joined in the search. 

At last they found a relatively large, unoccupied homestead with 
extensive grounds and realised that at this last minute, it was the 
best they could find and it would have to do. "St Anne's" as it was 
later named, had not been occupied for some time and the grounds 
were quite overgrown. It had four bedrooms, a kitchen, two small 
verandah rooms, a long wide hall- later used as a dining room for 
the students (which, no doubt holds many memories for them) 
- and two good verandahs which could be used for classrooms or 
dormitory areas. At a short distance from the house there was an 
old barn with a loft. The Apostolic Delegate gave permission for 
this to be turned into a chapel, and with curtains drawn across 
the sanctuary, used as classrooms during the day. There was also a 
small room which could be used by the chaplain. As good fortune 
would have it the Marist Brothers had a novitiate and Juniorate 
almost directly opposite, as the crow flies, but about a mile if 
walked from "St Anne's". It was they who came to the immediate 
help of the sisters and did a magnificent job in cl eaning up the 
grounds and making the place generally very presentable. As well 
as that prior to the arrival of the students, the sisters, again with 
help from the Marist Brothers, had the huge task of unloading 
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from the carrier beds, desks and all that was necessary to continue 
the school. This was just the first of innumerable kindnesses they 
were to show the Marist Sisters during their time in Mittagong. 

Not to be outdone in kindness, the Marist Fathers, excelled 
themselves. From the very beginning they provided a chaplain, 
in fact two chaplains, one for "Loreto" and one for "St Anne's". 
Fr Louis Schwehr arrived at "St Anne's" on the same day as the 
students and claimed the little room attached to the stables. From 
that day until the sisters left Mittagong, the Marist Fathers saw that 
the sisters had a chaplain and Fr Schwehr always filled in if one 
of the chaplains had to leave for some reason . In one sense, there 
was a good side to the war, in that many of the Marist Fathers who 
had been missionaries in the Pacific Islands for years, were forced 
to leave because of Japanese occupation. 

One big drawback at "St Anne's" was that there was no 
reticulated water supply and so the sisters had to depend entirely 
on a few rain water tanks. This made the over use of water quite 
perilous. [.ortunately, at one time when the tanks were very low 
and there was no sign of rain the neighbours brought buckets 
and cans of water to boost the supply. The other consequence was 
that there was never enough water for a bath, so once a week, on 
Saturdays, the students walked the two or three miles to "Loreto", 
where the water was laid on, to have what had become a great 
luxury. This distance has been disputed among them but difficult 
to prove as they walked across the fields rather than using the road. 
As well as no water being laid on there was also no electricity so 
lamps and candles had to provide all the light that was needed . 
Again, the students took this in their stride and settled down 
velY happily in their new rural setting, enjoying the freedom of a 
much less structured school routine and delighting to help out in 
any difficult situations. The students arrived on the 8th February 
and for the first week enjoyed a virtual holiday while helping to 
organize classrooms and sleeping areas. The next week school 
began in earnest with two classrooms in the barn and two on the 
verandah, 4th and 5th Years being together. 

At "Loreto " things were even more precarious and caused much 
anxiety. On the 15th February, forty-five students arrived - and some 
parents! One building addition that had been almost completed 
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was a long verandah on the side of the origi nal cottage to be used 
as a chapel. This was transformed into a dormitory as was every 
other square inch of space intended for the professed sisters and 
novices, who in turn, sought refuge in a couple of outside sheds 
which were by no means rainproof. Indeed, there is a story of one 
sister, no longer in the first flush of youth, sitting up in bed under 
an umbrella. 

In spite of such crowded and difficult conditions not one child 
left. Indeed, like the seniors, they seemed to enjoy the novelty and 
more relaxed atmosphere. As far as the sisters were concerned the 
only place of privacy was the kitchen. Unwittingly, when Mother 
Chanel gave a spiritual talk to the sisters there it could be heard 
quite distinctly by the children in nearby sleeping quarters, thus 
providing them with some entertainment. By the beginning of 
March two rooms of the new building were completed and all the 
juniors were now able to sleep there. Only the infants remained 
at "Loreto". This relieved accommodation for the sisters and those 
who had been re legated to sleep in the garden sheds could now 
come inside the cottage. 

Despite the abnormal conditions, once organized, the novitiate 
followed regulartimetables and periods of study. At "Loreto" during 
the period 1942 to 1944 there were three Reception Ceremonies 
(taking the religious habit) and three Profession Ceremonies 
(taking religious vows). This meant the serious commitment to 
religious life of eight young women and of one not so young. 
The latter was, in fact. the mother of two of the already professed 
sisters. Her husband had died and she decided to give her life to 
Cod as a Marist sister. 

In February, in another act of kindness, the Marist Brothers 
donated a dog named Rex and this gift was followed by another, 
that of a horse named "Bessie". Soon, with Sr Raymond's loving 
ca re the horse was named "Old Dear" and tethered to a little sulky, 
becoming much loved by the students. It also became a feature 
of Mittagong life when the sisters had to go to the township on 
business and rode there in the sulky. Another thing the township 
got used to was the sight of Mother Chanel knitting socks for the 
soldiers, no matter whether walking, riding in the sulky or doing 
business in the town. Having sllch a conveyance was a tremendous 

74 



CHA[YfER 7 - WARTIME EVACUATIO (1941-1951) 

help for the sisters. They were now organized in true country style 
with three cows, a horse and sulky, a dog, a good orchard of apples 
and pears and a vegetable garden, all of which helped LO lighten 
the burden of provisions. 

February, 1942, was a remarkable month in so many ways. 
Fr Rausch, s.m. arrived as chaplain at "St Anne's" and Fr Soury
Lavergne, s.m. as chaplain at "Loreto", both of whom had been 
forced to evacuate their mission stations in the Pacific. Towards 
the end of April Fr Rausch was hospitalised and became too ill to 
return to SL Anne's. From thaL Lime the sisters and children made 
the almost daily walk to the Marist Brothers' Juniorate for Mass 
- a freezing mile in winter, often clad in bedsocks inside their 
gumboots. 

Fr Soury-Lavergne was a much younger man than Fr Rausch 
and proved to be an enormous asset. Over and above his duties 
as chaplain he gave himself generously to whatever work needed 
LO be done to the unfinished building. At this time the prospect 
of the new building ever being finished was remote due to the 
seeming impossibility of obtaining timber. Not put off easily, one 
morning when quite desperate, Mother Chanel had the sisters, 
novices and students praying constantly to St Joseph. That very 
afternoon a lorry of wood arrived. There is no doubt that her faith 
in God, exhibited in so many instances in these Mittagong days, 
strengthened all the participants in the extraordinalY situation in 
which they were placed. Always calm and gracious, she cheerfully 
carried the burden of administration, not only of Minagong with 
all its worries, bUL of Woolwich, Fiji and New Zealand, even when 
things seemed impossible. 

On April 27th news came that there would be a school 
inspection the following day at both "Loreto" and "St Anne's". 

o! surprisingly, this caused some consternation in view of the 
cramped conditions in both schools. As good fortune would have 
it, the inspector visited only "Loreto". He was understanding of the 
situation in which they were placed and said he was pleased with 
whaL he saw. As St Anne's was so much further out of town, it was 
his intention to come another time but fortunately this visit did 
not eventuate until much later. 

The month of May brought more serious concerns as work 
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began on an aerodrome directly opposite St Anne's. As described 
in Southern Highlands Story: 

Due to the Japanese wanime invasion threat a tar-sealed airstrip 
of over 5,000 feet in length, (was) built and completed within six 
months at I.ower Mittagong. '54 

In the early stages of constlUction of the airport a small plane 
landed. Such an extraordinary event demanded inspection and 
many students ran from the classrooms to see who it was. Much to 
their surprise they were met by a young American pilot who asked 
"Is this Sydney?" 

It seemed that having evacuated from Woolwich because of 
its dangerous position in wartime, now being in St Anne's could 
be even worse with an aerodrome in such close proximity. The 
construction was very rapid with work going on day and night. 
As usual Mother Chanel lost no time in searching for a house in 
a safer position. This proved impossible so a decision was made 
to move into the unfinished building in Bong Bong Road near 
"Loreto". Packing began towards the end of May and again the 
Marist Brothers came to the aid of the Marist sisters agreeing to do 
the move, which was completed with classrooms and dormitories 
arranged. Once more accommodation for the sisters proved 
difficult as they had to use the laundry, a big galvanised iron shed, 
for their sleeping quarters. Some juggling of classroom areas was 
also needed but with minor inconveniences it was accomplished. 
This new building on Bong Bong Road, which had taken so long to 
be completed, was also named "St Anne's" and the original house 
some miles out of town, was now known as "Old St Anne's". 

In this busy year of 1942 another issue raised its head, this 
time at Woolwich. On the 16th May, Mother Chane! wrote to 
Archbishop Gilroy: 

Last week, military officials visited our College at Woolwich twice, 
with the intention of taking it over for military purposes. So far 
they have no t found the house and grounds suitable, but in the 
event of those officials returning, I would be most grateful if Your 
Grace would advise us what we should say or do. 

Apparently, this question had been discussed before, as 
the Archbishop in his reply, mentions that Mother Chanel had 
previously informed him that she had thought of offering the 
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building to the Government for military purposes. She arranged 
a meeting with the Archbishop and Sr Thomas to discuss the 
matter, after Sr Thomas had obtained prior legal advice. No more 
is heard of the issue so it may be assumed that the military did not 
pursue it, as in vinue of her early preparedness, she may well have 
been willing to assist the war effon in this matter after taking the 
necessary steps dictated by prudence. 155 

In Millagong. the students returned after holidays on the 17th 
September, and three days later there was an outbreak of measles! 
It was a particularly bad strain and eventually, two dormitory areas 
were required for isolation of the sick, thrusting the non-sick back 
into cramped conditions for the six weeks the infection lasted. 
Due to Sr Romanus's good nursing all recovered without ill effects. 
The music examinations, for which the students were ill prepared, 
were postponed till the following year. 

Towards the end of 1942, Fr Soury-Lavergne, who had been 
such a tower of strength in the difficult Mittagong situation, was 
recalled to his mission. Fr Bergeron filled in until another Marist 
from the Missions arrived, this time a Dutchman, Fr de Theye who 
was also to prove a great blessing in this evacuation scenario. 

While all this was happening and Mother Chanel was carrying 
the burden of so many decisions, she had heard nothing of her own 
family in France and must have been experiencing great anxiety on 
their behalf. On the 30th November, she received a cable assuring 
her that her family were all well as was the superior general. also 
in France. 

In December, she had an unusual request. This time it was from 
the Provincial of the Australian Province of the Marist Fathers, 
Fr D. Hurley, asking for the use of the unoccupied Woolwich 
building as a Novitiate for them as the seminary at Toongabbie 
was overcrowded. From the Marist Fathers' Novitiate Diary, 1943, 
there is the following extract: 

As the accommodation at Blessed Chanel 's Seminary, because of 
increased numbers, was insufficient for the 1943-44 novitiate, 
superiors were obliged to look elsewhere for a house .. . The Marist 
Sisters have a boarding and day college for girls at GG Woolwich 
Road, Woolwich. The boarding section of this college had been 
evacuated to ,vlittagong because of war conditions and so a large 
part of the building became vacant. The accommodation was 
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kindly made available to our Society by the good sisters, who 
would accept no rental nor reimbursement for it. '% 

All necessary permissions were obtained and the original 
building, that had been purchased from Mr Usher in 1908, plus 
its extensions, was vacated for them. Their novitiate began on the 
2nd February and these young seminarians remained there until 
their year of novitiate was completed in February, 1943. A young 
Woolwich student of the time - part of the "remnant" remaining 
behind - wrote "something that gave us joy was the presence of 
some young seminarians living in the original house - sometimes 
they would come out on the balcony and wave to US". ' 57 

In comparison with the hurly-burly of life in Mittagong the 
previous year. 1943 passed more comfortably with classrooms 
and dormitories settled, the sisters accommodation now inside 
the house rather than in the laundry and the students quite used 
to their rural life. An extra piece of land adjoining the area of the 
school had been purchased as a recreation area and ex-students will 
remember spending many hours in "The Glade" as it was named. 
Vigoro came into its own with few other sporting variations. 

During this year Sr Veronica began a brave venture which was 
to publish a college magazine - a new concept for the school. 
Though resident at Woolwich she made journeys to Mittagong, 
took photographs and did all other preparations necessary for such 
a task. Also in 1943, permission was obtained to sell the house at 
Beecroft in June '58 because the caretaker had been called up for 
military service and the house was deteriorating. Documents seem 
to indicate that it was not sold immediately but after some con
siderable delay. The Marist Sisters themselves never resided there. 

In August permission was given by the Archbishop for the sisters 
to take secondary students in Fourth and Fifth Forms from the 
Millagong area, as the school run by the Sisters ofSt Joseph did not 
offer those classes. This was a permission not just for the years of 
evacuation but even after the war, if required. Prospects for vi ctory 
in the war were beginning to appear brighter. The previous dangers 
at Woolwich were much less likely with the theatre of war moving 
north. A decision was made for the junior students to return to 
Woolwich for the beginning of the school year commencing in 
February, 1944. 
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After giving himself entirely to his work as chaplain, carpenter, 
painter and anything else that needed doing, Fr de Theye returned 
to his mission at the beginning of 1944. He was replaced by Fr 
Krzemienski, svd (Fathers of the Divine Word) at the request of 
Archbishop Gilroy. In turn, he was replaced in 1945 by FrStefanski, 
svd, who had been captured and made prisoner by the Japanese, 
then put on a ship being sent to Japan. This ship was bombed by 
the Americans, with a huge loss of life especially of prisoners of 
war. By some miracle Fr Stefanski survived and came eventually to 
Mittagong to be the new chaplain. He was Polish and had suffered 
much through this and other wartime experiences, as had many 
Divine Word Fathers in the islands. 

At "St Anne's" in Odober of 1944 there was an Inspection by 
the Department of Education for which the school was much better 
prepared than it had been in the early days at "old St Anne's". Three 
inspedors came with a view to granting permission to carry on a 
secondary school in Mittagong as well as Woolwich. Fortunately, 
they were very impressed and pleased with all they saw. 

Also, in the same October, at a Regional Council Meeting l59 

of the Marist Sisters, a decision was made to sell "Loreto" and 
purchase a property for the novices at Merrylands to be called 
"Cerdon", the novices were to move there at the end of the year. 
At the same meeting it was considered wise to close "St An ne's" as 
a secondary school, transferring the pupils back to Woolwich, the 
reasons being insufficient staff and possible lack of students for two 
schools. At a further meeting of the Council in November, 1944, a 
decision was made to retain the school at Mittagong, with a new 
venture in mind . After consultation with the Archbishop and at his 
suggestion , with FrThomas, 160 who had begun the Sydney Catho lic 
Welfare Bureau in 1941, with whom there were two meetings, a 
decision was made for "St Anne's" to become a school for children 
with learning difficulties, those who had been held back in their 
education through ill-health or some other reason. This was a new 
vision for the Marist Sisters, and consequently proved fraught with 
diffi culties. In the meantime, school followed a normal course and 
candidates were sent for the Intermediate and Leaving Certificates 
to the School of Arts as had become customary. 

There was one event, however, in this latter part of the year 
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worth mentioning. This occurred on the 17th November when a 
passing train ignited some grass quite close to "Loreto". J n a very 
short time the whole area was surrounded by raging bushfires. The 
Marist Brothers and their novices once more were very quickly on 
the scene trying to beat out the fire, while the sisters and older 
students carried tea and sandwiches to them and even joined in 
beating out the fire with old sugar bags and branches. By about 
five in the evening the fire turned back on itself due to a saving 
wind. Thus the danger was averted. As well as assisting with the 
Marist Sisters the brothers also helped on many private properties 
to fight the fires and the whole district spoke of their generosity. 

In the middle of December, all the students who were at St 
Anne's left for their Christmas holidays. It was not without some 
tears that this, their last departure in the train to which they had 
become so accustomed, took place. Mittagong had become a very 
special place. Indeed, in 1995 some ex-students put together a 
booklet with reflections on their time there. Comments such as 
the following appear in the booklet: 

Mittagong was a wonderful 'time out'. I am always grateful that I 
was able to enjoy and benefit from these years. 

No matter in what strange ways we had to make-do, put up with, 
or improvise, we, who boarded during these years had the time 
of our lives. We formed friendships with teachers and class-mates 
which have lasted fifty years. We have been truly blessed! 161 

Peace was restored in the Pacific theatre of war on the 15th 
August, 1945. Woolwich had already resumed its normal pattern 
of life as a boarding and day school. However, the movement of 
the novitiate to Merrylands, which will be fully discussed in a later 
chapter, and a new type of school at Mittagong inevitably opened 
new and wider horizons for the Marist Sisters within Australia. 

Mittagorzg / Bowral 

What might be termed a "postscript" to the Mittagong experience 
was the MittagongJ Bowral attempt at a new form of ministry, that 
of providing an educational opportunity for students with learning 
difficulties, those held back in their education by illness or unusual 
circumstances such as immigration. There is little evidence to 
explain why such a venture was undertaken. Was it just a reluctance 
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to let go of Mittagong, or a far sighted attempt to assist a group of 
special children? Schools providing for such children had been 
introduced by the ew South Wales Department of Education in 
1940. 162 Mitlagong provided a boarding opportunity in a Catholic 
situation not otherwise available and thereby opened up new 
possibilities for parents. Whatever the reasons for the Marist Sisters 
launching into such a difficult teaching area, stemming obviously 
from their concern for these students, a school was set up on the 
site ofSt Anne's, recently vacated by the students in their return to 
Woolwich. 

The new school began in 1945 and showed little promise in 
the first year with an initial enrolment of three in March and only 
seven by December. Numbers did grow and by 1951 there were 42 
students. SrTarcisius was appointed superior of Mittagong, though 
due to illness, she was replaced by Sr Cecily. In time the whole 
arrangement at Mittagong proved unsuitable for such a group of 
students. Also, chaplains were no longer available as those who 
had come to Mittagong had all been missionaries from the Pacific 
and now had to return to their missions. 

By 1948 a search had begun for a new house and eventually 
one was found at Bowral, quite a short distance from Mittagong 
in the Southern Highlands. It had previously been the home of a 
Sydney doctor and was named "Rathane". Its great advantage was 
proximity to the seminary of the Blessed Sacrament Fathers, which 
meant it was now possible for the sisters to attend daily Mass. The 
sale was finalised in March, 1949 and the school moved to this 
new location. There was some lack of sleeping space so one of the 
dormitory buildings was brought from Mittagong. 

During the few years the school remained open there was a great 
movement of sisters who were working with the children. Partly 
this was due to some "catch up" of sending sisters from Australia 
to the missions previously prevented by war. It seems likely that it 
also may have been due to the realisation that undertaking such 
a school required special training which the sisters lacked. Special 
education is now recognized as requiring intensive training but in 
those first post-war years that was not the case and the sisters had 
to learn the hard way. What can be said to their great credit was 
that the children in their care were happy in this rural selling, some 
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coming later to Woolwich to finish their schooling. In time the 
school was inspected and approved by officers of the Department 
of Education of New South Wales. 

In 1951 the Superior General of the Marist Sisters, Mother 
Marie-Joseph, who had previously spent time in Austra lia, came 
on Visitation to Oceania. She visited Bowral and while th ere 
a decision was made to close the school. The reasons given for 
the closure were: insufficient pupil enrolment for the school to 
survive financially, the inadequacy of staff and the unsuitability of 
the house "Rathane".' 63 Though a beautiful house in a delightful 
setting it had become necessary, due to lack of room, for some of 
the sisters to sleep in the outhouses instead of a proper convent! It 
seems the superior general apparently did not like this situation. 
This is a good example of the old monastic notions still being 
strong even in these postwar early years of the 1950's. 

Was this whole notion of providing education for children 
with special needs impractical and better never attempted? This 
still may be debated but what it did do was to focus the attention 
of the congregation on special educational problems within 
Australia. Bowral may be deemed by some to have been a failure, 
but it was an attempt to put into practice what was at th e time a 
dimension of education lacking a great deal of research. It was also 
the opportunity for the sisters to give the children unconditional 
acceptance in a healthy and picturesque environment. 
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A Courageous Woman 
( 1932- 1953) 

I t has been required of all religious congregations over the ages 
that to be formally constituted they must have the approval I 

of the Church. Conditions affecting this approval have changed 
over the course of time but one constant is the requirement of a I 
set of rules or Constitutions approved by the Holy See. This was 
to protect both the Church, in its integrity and in more praaical I 
questions such as inheritance, and the individua l members from 
any excesses in this rule of life. I 

The first such approval, or Decree of Praise, was given to the 
Congregation of Marist Sisters in 1864, when the Founder of the II 

Congregation, Fr Jean-Claude Colin, presented to the Holy See the 
Constitutions he had been many years formulating, final approva l I 
being given in 1931. 

Under the heading of Government in the Constitutions there I 
is a set of Articles devoted to the General Chapter, a meeting of 
the General Administration, the Superior General and General 
Councillors together with representatives of all the sisters of the I 
Congregation. These Articles deal with its nature, composition, 
representation of the sisters, its authority, its occurrence. This 
General Chapter is the highest authority in the Congregation and 
must be held at regular interva ls usually every six years. When the 
1864 Constitutions were written all the Marist Sisters were located 
either in France or England. It is not surprising that the Founder, 
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specifying which sisters were to attend the General Chapter wrote 
in his Constitutions: 

The General Chapter will be composed of the Superior General 
and her four Councillors actually in office, previous Superiors 
Generals, if there are any, the ovice Mistress of the Mother House, 
local Superiors unless they are in foreign countries outside Europe, 
and a Religious chosen in a secret ballot , in each house, by the 
sisters of that house gathered in Chapter. 

Colin adds a rider to the above article: 

Ilf the Congregation becomes numerous, the choice of capitulants 
will be made in each Vicarate ( Province) and always by secret 
balloL Each Vicarate will elect a number determined by the 
Superior General and her Councillors, with regard to the number 
of Rei igious who compose the Vicarate. The number of Religious, 
including those who go by right, called to the General Chapter, 
could go from 25 to 35 and must not be more than 40.1 

It must be remembered that at the time of writing these 
Constitutions there were no Marist Sisters in Oceania. There were 
Marist Fathers but travel was so difficult and took so long that 
attendance at a General Chapter for them seemed at the time to 
be impossible. Hence, the proviso in the Article above that "local 
superiors unless they are in foreign countries outside Europe", were to 
be eligible for election to the General Chapter. 

Between 1864 and 1930 however, the Church had introduced 
many norms concerning the religious life of women with simple 
vows such as the Normae of 1902, the 1917 Code of Canon Law 
and other regulations in the early 1920's. Among these changes 
was the provision for all the religious of a Congregation to be 
represented at General Chapters and this provision had to be 
written into Constitutions before approval was given by the Holy 
See. The history of delay and confusion was finally resolved when 
a new Article providing for representation from all areas where the 
sisters were located was included in the draft of the Constitutions 
presented to Rome in the 1920's for final approval. This new Article 
read as follows: 
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Anicle 314 of the Constitutions 

The General Chapter of the Congregation comprises: 1st the 
Superior General; 2nd the four Councillors; 3rd the Secretary 
General; 4th the Bursar General. These sisters continue to take pan 
in the assembled Chapter even should they 110 longer hold the 
office which admitted them to it; 5th the ex-Superiors General; 
6th the Regional Superiors; 7th the Superiors of the houses where 
there are at least twelve professed religious, who are members of 
the house; 8th a delegate from each of these houses, chosen by the 
sisters of th e house; 9th two delegates from the groups of houses 
having less than twelve professed sisters. ' ·4 

Final approval of the above Constitutions was granted on the 
24th March 1931, with the requirement that there be a seven year's 
trial period before the granting of definitive approval. 

As seen earlier Mother St Joseph Bizalion had worked hard in 
spite of innumerable difficulties to ach ieve this approval. After a very 
long time as Superior General, from1899 to 1926, a consequence 
of troubl es in France and World War I, she was replaced as Superior 
General of the Congregation by Mother Marie-Joseph Suchet, the 
latter having spent time in Oceania from 1919 to 1926 as seen 
previously. She was the Superior General of the Congregation 
when the 1931 Constitutions were approved . 

There is no doubt that at this time of depression in Australia, 
and also in Oceania, indeed in most of the world, there was much 
poverty and suffering. As wel l as that the General Chapter convoked 
for August 1932 followed closely after the recent approval of the 
Constitutions of the Marist Sisters in which provision was made for 
representation from sisters located in Oceania. No doubt, Mother 
Marie-Joseph found herself in something of a dilemma. According 
to the terms of the Constitutions six sisters, based on a formula 
for representation, in the recently approved Constitutions, had the 
right to attend the Chapter from Oceania, that is, from Australia, 
fiji, Tonga and New Zealand. Faced with such expense and other 
considerations she applied for an Indult ' 65 from Rome in the 
following terms: 

... seeing on the one hand the very limited number of sisters in each 
house or station, the necessities of the works and the length of the 
voyage, seeing on the other hand the re latively enormous cost of 
these voyages, an amount that because of the deplorable economic 
situation in Australia will be charged to the Mother House, the 
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Superior and her Counci llors implore that the six elected sisters be 
dispensed from coming in person to this Chapter in the month of 
August 1932 and be contenL with sending their wri tten votes for 
election or re-election of the various General Officers. '6. 

The decision of the Ho ly See '6? was to dispense the sisters o f 

Oceania from sending their delegates to the Chapte r, as seen in the 

wording of the lndult granted: 

In the General Meeting of th e 6th Febmary 1932, by reason of 
the Facu lties granted by Ou r Holy Fa ther the Sacred Congregation 
responsible for the affairs of Religious, having heard the opinion 
of His Excellency the Ordinary Bishop of Versai lles has kindly 
informed him that following conscienLious deliberation it grants 
the favour asked for, according to its request, for this time on ly, 
on the understanding that all that ough t to be observed will be 
observed. Everyth ing to the contrary notwithstanding, '68 

The sisters' written votes were to be sent by post or cable '6? and 

to be handed sealed to the President during the General Chapter 

on th e day of election of the Superior General. Though the request 
for the lndult by the Superior General had stated that Oceania was 

entitled to be represented by six sisters, as there were then forty

fi ve sisters in the area, the letter from the Superior General to th e 

sisters of Oceania stated that four sisters were to be elected, two 

from Sydney and two from the islands. 

There is no explanation for th e decrease from six to four. The 

sisters elected were Sr Loui s Chane! and Sr Ligouri from Sydney and 

Sr Peter Claver and Sr CyrilJ e from Fiji, Tonga and New Zea land, 

all of whom would have been able to speak French which may 

have determined their choice. They did not attend the General 

Chapter and apparently voted as directed . It is in teresting tha t Sr 

Marthe and Sr Beatrice, who had bo th spent many years in Oceania 
and had returned to Europe some years previously were elected 

as delegates to the General Chapter from th e European ho uses in 

which they were resident at the time. 

The next General Chapter was held in 1938. Once more an 

Indult was requested from the Holy See. It read: 

In the year 1932 the Congregation, by an Indult of the 15 February, 
No. 637/ 32, obta ined permiss ion not to send any delegates from 
the houses of Aus tralia, New Zea land and Ocean ia. Next year the 
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Congregation of Marist Sisters has to have another General Chapter 
and, in counting the actua l number of choir sisters working in 
Oceania, it would be necessal)', according to Article 314 of the 
Constitutions, to have six delegates elected to represent them 
at this Chapter, as well as the Sister Visitor, member by right. In 
consequence the Superior General asks that, for the next General 
Chapter which should take place in 1938, a ll the votes for election 
from Oceania are to be sent by post, in such a way as to safeguard 
the secrecy and liberty of the vote, that among themselves they 
judge the one most apt to represent them and accompany the 
Mother Visitor, for the known reasons. 170 

The Indult was granted on the 7th December, 1937. 171 Mother 
Louis Chanel and Mother Bernard were the delegates from Oceania 
to the General Chapter held in France in 1938 which they attended 
in person. 

Though, according to the Constitu tions of 1932, General 
Chapters were to be held every six years, World War II, which 
lasted from 1939 to May] 945 in Europe and August in the Pacific, 
made that impossible. Consequentl y, the next Chapter after that 
of 1938 was held in 1948, by which time there were one hundred 
sis ters in Oceania, that is, Austra lia, Fiji and New Zealand. The 
sisters in Tonga had been evacuated during the War and had not 
returned there. With such a large increase in the number of sisters 
in Oceania the Superior General, Mother Marie-Joseph, who had 
been elected in 1926 and re-elected in 1932 and 1938, wrote once 
more to the Sacred Co ngregation of Religious in Rome requesting 
an Indult with an emphasis on post-war cond itions in the Oceanian 
ho uses: 

Relevant text of a further Indult requested is as follows: 

For the next Genera l Chapter which should be held in August, 
1948, in taking count of the actual number of one hundred 
choi r sisters working in Oceania, it would be necessal)' accord ing 
to Article 314 of the Constitutions to have eight delegates to 
represent them at this Chapter: two delegates for the three houses 
of Austra li a, three for the five houses of ew Zea land, three for 
the six houses of the Fiji Islands as well as the Mother Visi tor who 
is a member by right of the Chapter. But, seeing on the one hand 
the vel)' limited number of missional)' sisters in each station, 
th e necessities of the works and the demands of the Directors of 
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Education, seeing on the other hand, the rarity and incertitude of 
the boats, both for coming and more so for the return journey, 
the high price of passages which will be for the most part charged 
to the Mother I-louse, the Superior General with the unanimous 
vote of her Councillors implores the exceptional grace that only 
the Mother Visitor who has a profound knowledge of the works 
of Oceania and has just providentially spent almost a year in the 
Island Missions, be sent to the General Chapter. 

The eight delegates, dispensed from coming in person, will accept 
to send in writing and keeping absolute secrecy, their votes to elect 
or re-elect for the various general offices at this Chapter. 172 

The Indult was granted on 22 March, 1948. 173 Mother Louis 
Chanel was the sole representative from Oceania, that is Australia, 
Fiji and New Zealand. 

In a circular to the delegates from Oceania to the General 
Chapter, written on the 23rd February, 1948, Mother Marie-Joseph 
indicated the method of voting for the sisters in Oceania. What 
appears below is exactly as it was written and sent to Oceania in 
English with the two additional statements after the signature of 
the Superior General. The first part of the circular suggests members 
voted for are to attend in person at the General Chapter. This is 
then negated in the final postscripts: 

(a) All the choir sisters present should assemble presided by the 
Superior or the sister in charge. 

(b) Mother Louis Chanel being lawful delegate from her house and 
as Visitor of the Islands, is thus excluded, as also any sister from her 
house. 

(c) Eight members should be elected for the General Chapter. In 
Australia two to be chosen by the sisters of the Australian houses. 

In New Zealand three to be chosen by the sisters of the New Zealand 
houses. 

In Fiji three to be chosen by the sisters of the Fiji houses. 

(d) Each one who votes will give also a second name, that of one 
who would take the place of the first-named , in case she should 
be unable to attend. This choice of a second is subject to the same 
conditions as that of the first. 

(e) The Voting will be kept secret. It is forbidden to use influence in 
the matter or to say to whom one gives her vote. One must not vote 
for ollese! f. 
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(f) Each sister will receive a paper and envelope. She will seal her 
vote herself, writing on th e envelope "for the Chapter" and in the 
presence of the sisters who vote, th e superior will place these sealed 
envelopes in a large o ne prepared beforehand and addressed to the 
Mother house. Then, immediately after, two sisters will be ordered 
to post this leuer by Air Mail , if possible. 

(g) The Voting will take place as soon as possible. The delegates 
should be in St Prix at the beginning of August. 

(h) Each one should act in the spirit of faith , in the interest of 
the Congregation and name without prejudice those whom, in 
conscience, they consider wonhy. 

After recommendi ng myself to your good prayers I am pleased to 
assure you, my very dear sisters, of my affectionate and constant 
devotedness in the Lord ' " 

Rome will decide how many of the seven Delegates must attend the 
Chapter. In this case, the Superior General and her Councillors will 
choose those who have the greater number of Votes. The others will 
send their vote by cable. 

Addition to circular: 
Because of difficulty with boats and high costs, Rome has granted 
that alone, Mother Louis Chanel will come to the Chapter. Indult 
March 194 8'75 

Is it possible to explain such a series of General Chapters at 
which the Oceanians had no, or at least the absolute minimum 
of representation? It is certainly very difficult to do so. Certainly, 
it must be judged in the times that it occurred and not in the 
circumstances of more modern times when communication 
technology alone would have preduded sllch actions. Even so, it 
was in direct contradiction of the Constitutions, the updating of 
which Rome had insisted upon before giving approval in 1931. 

Why then, was it so easy to obtain not just one, but three Induits? 
Presumably, one will never know the answer to that, except the 
fact that Oceania was a far away place from Europe and perhaps 
there was some reluctance to entrust the decisions of the General 
Chapter to seemingly untried capitulants. 

There was one very intelligent and courageous woman in 
Oceania, however, who saw dearly what was happening and at 
great cost, though she may not have foreseen it at the time, took 
a stand against the negation and disregard of the canonical rights 
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of sisters to be adequately represented at General Chapters. Sr 
Veronica McColgan, already mentioned as Novice Mistress and 
School Principal at Woolwich and in 1948 Superior of Woolwich 
determined that something must be done and wrote to the 
Holy See protesting. She was supported in this petition by six 
other sisters, none of whose names appear in any of the relevant 
documents. In her letter, of which there is no copy, 176 she appears 
to have outlined the case and suggested that the General Chapter 
was invalid. Her action in thus writing to the Holy See was quite 
legitimate. However, as an Indult had been granted by the Holy 
See the General Chapter was not invalid. 

The petition was sent to Rome, not once but three times, in 
1948, 1949 and 1950, but she received no response at all. It is 
important to note that in taking such action she had the full 
support of His Eminence, Cardinal Gilroy, Archbishop of the 
Sydney Diocese, having first approached him in 1948177 and 
outlined the difficulties she and other sisters had in respect of 
the position of the Oceanian sisters' representation at General 
Chapters. On the 3rd October, 1950178, she wrote to the Cardinal , 
seemingly after visiting him, and enclosed a copy of the letter sent 
by her to the Sacred Congregation of Re.ligious in Rome. On the 
5th October, 1950, the Cardinal wrote to the Apostolic Delegate 
enclosing a copy of this letter, indicating no reply had been received 
from Rome. His last paragraph to the Apostolic Delegate read: 

There appears to be a real disturbance of spirit among the members 
of the Congregation here. This is detrimental to their work in the 
Archdiocese. If Your Excellency could obtain at least an enquiry 
into the complaints made, it would promote harmony in the 
Institute concerned and would be for the welfare of religion. 179 

On the same day the Card inal advised Sr Veronica that the maller 
"had been laid before His Excellency the Apostolic Delegate". On 
the 6th December, 1950, the Apostolic Delegate wrote to Cardinal 
Clemente Micara, Prefect of the Sacred Congregation for Religious 
in Rome, advising him that on the 8th October 1950 he had sent 
to the Sacred Congregation for Religious a "respectful report 
including a copy of the request of the same Marist Sisters, who 
had already sent their complaints directly a year ago but received 
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no reply",mentioning that he had also solicited the "interested 
goodwill" of the Sacred Dicastery.18u As well he indicated the 
spiritual unease of the sisters mentioned by Cardinal Gilroy as 
being detrimental to the work of the sisters in the Archdiocese. lSI 

He stated the view that: 

... the inquiry into the canonical position of the Institute, into 
the Constitutions, to the study of the Sacred Congregation for 
Religious, into the said irregularities in relation to the General 
Chapter, into the feared invalidity of the appointments and the 
religious vows etc. should be conducted not here in Sydney, but 
in Rome and in France, country of the Mother House against 
which the complaints are in fact directed . .. . ifyou wish to proceed 
to canonical interrogation of the sisters who make the claims 
and of others still to be specified, it seems to me that the Sacred 
Congregation should give special authorization with faculties to 
delegate, sending also, to avoid confusion, a list of the precise 
questions to which the sisters should reply in conscience and 
under oath . 

Finally it is up to Your Most Rev. Eminence to judge with regard to 
procedures invoked and, that is, the division into Provinces and 
the appointment of a Visitor to the whole Institute of the Marist 
Sisters. 

The Apostolic Delegate adds that he had received a letter from 
His Eminence Mons. Pasetto on the 5th December, dated the 19th 
October, asking him to have an "open mind" on a few points which 
were in his letter of the 8th October, which made no mention of 
prior correspondence, so he was unable to make a connection 
with his letter of the 8th October, 1950. The Apostolic Delegate 
had thus broadened the whole question by suggesting an enquiry 
should be in Rome and in France, country of the Mother House. 

The Sacred Congregation for Religious replied to the Apostolic 
Delegate on the 2nd January, 1951 , advising that the reasons given 
by Sr Veronica did not invalidate l82 either the General Chapter or 
the election of the present Superior General. And that while the 
Sacred Congregation stud ied the general state of the Congregation 
of Marist Sisters, they ask it be brought to the attention of the 
sisters in Australia that the Sacred Congregation invites them to 
that generous submission professed according to the Constitutions 
of the Marist Sisters. 
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InMarch 1951 furthercomplicationsset in. Apparently, two of the 
Marist Sisters had spoken to Archbishop O'Brien, Auxiliary Bishop 
in ule Diocese of Sydney who at Cardinal Cilroy's instigation had 
visited the Apostolic Delegate and advised him these sisters were 
much disquieted and vaguely lhought of leaving the Congregation. 
The Apostolic Delegate wrote to Cardinal Gilroy advising him that 
he had already written three times to the Sacred Congregation for 
Religious and that no definitive answer concerning an investigation 
of the trouble had been forthcoming. He suggested the Cardinal 
write directly to the said Sacred Congregation with full liberty to 
quote him IAJ which the Cardinal proceeded to do immediately. 'R4 

As her time as superior of the Woolwich community expired at 
the end of 1950, Sr Veronica was transferred to Bowral. From there 
she wrote to Cardinal Gilroy on the 13th July, 1951, '85 referring to 
her letter of October, 1950. She advises that a sister had felt it her 
duty to inform the Superior General that a petition to the Sacred 
Congregation of Religious had been made and gave the names of six 
sisters who supported Sr Veronica in sending it. Consequent upon 
this, a Circular to the Congregation had been received from the 
Superior General, Mother Marie-Joseph, which enclosed a copy of 
her request to the Sacred Congregation for Religious for the Indult 
to reduce representation at the Chapter by the Oceanian sisters. 
A copy of the actual Indult was enclosed. The Superior General 
stated that her circular and the Indult was to be read to the whole 
community. She finished her circular with the words "the Superior 
General can now with perfect tranquillity of conscience affirm all 
acts of the Chapter have received the approbation of the Church ". 

In her very long letter to Cardinal Gilroy, Sr Veronica suggests 
some reasons put forward in asking for the Indult were not exactly 
true and that it did in fact fail in the following points: 

(a) this Chapter was not an "exceptional one"186 as Oceania had 
never been represented by anyone other than Mother ChaneL '·7 

(b) suggestion that Mother Visitor was other than Mother Chanel '8s 

(c) boat passages in 1948 were not as scarce as stated 

(d) price of passages could have been overco me by borrowing and 
paying back over a period of time 

(e) the application made no mention of the obligation of the 
elected delegates to vote by cable "under strict secrecy". Cables are 
not secret. '·' 
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Sr Veronica questioned in the light of these reasons if the Indult 
was invalid? 190 She tells the Cardinal that a formal visitation is to 
be made in Oceania by the Superior Genera l in September of that 
year. She suspects the "insubordination of the Australian sisters" 
is the reason. In fairness to her, it must be added that in all three 
Induits there is a confused presentation about how many delegates 
are to be elected and more so in the manner of voting. 

She also points out that she is living now in the Bowral 
community as her term as Superior of Woolwich finished at the 
end of 1950 and says she fears her liberty to communicate with the 
Cardinal will not last much longer, though her present superior has 
left her very free. She asks him for a reply to her and the six other 
sisters involved about whether their petition has been heard. The 
key issues were that they requested an Apostolic Visitor to examine 
the administration of the Congregation and that the Congregation 
be divided into proper canonical provinces.191 She also asks the 
Cardinal's advice as she feels sure she will be questioned by the 
Superior General. 

True to form Cardinal Gilroy replied promptly for which she 
thanked him on 27th August, 1951, appreciating greatly that 
he had the intention of examining "our" Canonical status in 
conference with the Apostolic Delegate before the arrival of the 
Mother General. 

The next correspondence is from Sr Veronica to the Cardinal, 
written on the 17th November, 1951192 • She advises him that the 
visitation of Woolwich, by Mother Marie-Joseph, the Superior 
General , had already taken place and that the Superior General was 
now on visitation at Bowral. Apparently, the previous year Mother 
Marie-Joseph found out that it was Sr Veronica who sent the letter 
to the Sacred Congregation. It was in the previous year too, that 
with Mother Louis Chanel the Superior Genera l had made the 
trip to Rome where she was assured by the Sacred Congregation 
of the validity of her election. It seems, however, that the Sacred 
Congregation did not tell her the contents of the petition. 

When interviewed by Mother Marie-Joseph Sr Veronica was 
asked what were the accusations made against her to Rome. Sr 
Veronica did not think it prudent to reveal this to her and in Sr 
Veronica's own words, was then "harangued and badgered" for 
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an hour to extract this information. Veronica told her she did 
not expect a reply from Rome and if things were righted it would 
be sufficient reply; if not, she "would accept that I was wrong; in 
either case I was content". The Superior General then wrote in her 
notes of the interview that "Sr Veronica does not wish to make 
any accusations" Though Sr Veronica asked her repeatedly to add 
"because the whole matter is in the hands of Rome" the superior 
general refused to do so. Sr Veronica then asked the Cardinal's 
advice and said she is already receiving social disapproval. She 
then begged him to use his influence to arrange an Apostolic 
Visitation . She mentioned all her incoming and outgoing mail has 
to go through the superior general, so she was sending this letter 
to him through a friend who came to visit her. 

The Card i nal wrote to Sr Veronica on the 22nd November, 19' 

indicating he had been interviewed by Mother General and 
Mother Gerald (Regional Superior) and said he would now like to 
see her, giving her a time for an appointment. If this did not suit he 
asked her to fix a time that did. After this meeting she wrote to him 
on the 20th December, 1951,1 94 sending him a picture of Saints 
Peter and Paul, given to her by a former parishioner of Cardinal 
Mindzenty. It was a gift, obviously dear to her, but given to him as 
a token of veneration and deep gratitude. She thanks him for his 
great kindness in assuring her the matter is in the hands of Rome. 
She is now quite content and at peace. "Prayer and confidence will 
bring things right in the end but there must be incessant humble 
prayer and not a little suffering before that". 

Sr Veronica adds an interesting paragraph: 

Please, your Em i nence, do know that there are many good, devoted 
Marist Sisters in Australia anxious to help in the work of Catholic 
education in any way they can. We have often felt that too many of 
us were occupied with too few children, while there are so many 
sisters of other orders over-burdened with classes of large numbers. 
Maybe, one day, we shall be able to share the burden . But God will 
make His holy will known through our superiors when everything 
is put right. 

She concludes her letter in the following manner: 

Thank you, Your Eminence and please pray for me. I am not very 
brave - but I do want to do only what is God's Will. 
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A Decree was issued subsequently by the Secretary of the Sacred 
Congregation of Religious as below: 

DECREE 
The Sacred Congregation of Religious, concerned about perfect 
religious observance and peace of mind being protected in religious 
houses, has resolved to appoint and nominate, namely, by this 
Decree, the very Reverend Richard Selleck, C.Ss.R, as Visitor. for 
the purpose of investigating and reporting on the houses of the 
Institute of the Marist Sisters whose head house is loca ted at St 
Prix . 

The Visitor. therefore, should conduct his visitation in the houses 
of the above-mentioned Institute, specifically in Australia, New 
Zealand and the Pacific Region. and there make enquiries about 
disciplinary matters affecting persons. houses and colleges 
entrusted to the religious. In due course. however, th e Visitor 
should report to the Sacred Congregation on those matters which, 
before God, he shall have judged to be relevant. at the same time 
expressing his opinion about suitable means to be taken .19S 

Everything to the co ntrar)'. notwithstanding, given at Rome on 
26th July, 1952. 

Signed: John Baptist Scapenelli. Subsecretary 
A. Gutierrez. Assistant Secretary. 196 

Cardinal Gilroy was sent a copy of this Decree by Archbishop 
Marella. Apostolic Delegate, on the 9th August, 1952. Shonly 
aherwards, Fr Selleck advised the Cardinal that the Superior, Mother 
AJexius or more probab ly Mother Gerald, recently appointed 
Regional Superior of Oceania l97 of the Marist Sisters at Woolwich, 
had been in touch with him and expressed her happiness at the 
fact of the visitation. The Visitation was to begin at Woolwich on 
the 1st September, 1952. 

In February. 1953, with the Visitation nearly over. Fr Selleck 
wrote to the Superior General advising her that if the constitutions 
are kept there would be twelve delegates to the next General 
Chapter from Ocean ia. He suggests some means might be taken 
to reduce this number, but the same rationale would have to apply 
to every pan of the Congregation, otherwise the sisters of Oceania 
would be rebellious and he thought their attitude would be quite 
understandable. This did not happen as such changes had to be 
made at a General Chapter and there were, in fact, twelve delegates 
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from Oceania to the] 954 General Chapter. It must have been a 
difficult experience for these twelve delegates as the language of 
the General Chapter would have been French, with translation 
into English, and except for Mother Louis Chanel , these sisters 
had no idea of the proceedings of such a Chapter. They took their 
pan, however, with courage. One great bonus, was that they were 
taken on a trip to Cerdon, France, binhplace of the Congregation, 
where they could walk in the footsteps of Jeanne-Marie Chavoin, 
Foundress of the Congregation; a trip which held many blessings 
for them. 

Fr Selleck also wrote to the sisters at Woolwich with some 
suggestions for community life such as avoiding a spirit of division 
or the reporting of trivial affairs to the Superior. He changed the 
hour of rising from 5.0 a.m. to 5.30 a.m. and some other minor 
details affecting community life. Most importantly he, as he said, 
proposed a pressing exhortation regarding formation of the sisters 
for their work and duties. A sister ought to be convinced of this: 
"my superior gives me the possibility of a formation that puts me 
on an equal footing with my colleagues in the world ". lIe also 
emphasised the imponance of keeping their knowledge up to date. 
He encouraged efforts to obtain vocations. He also emphasised 
the section in the Constitutions which stated the persons to whom 
the sisters were free to write letters and receive them which no one 
has the right to open. 

On the 29th April, 1953, Fr Selleck wrote to the Superior General, 
that the Sacred Congregation of Religious had just sent him the 
reply to his report on the Visitation of the Marist Sisters in Oceania. 
He listed the following instructions contained in this reply: 

I. At the next General Chapter of your Congregation there must be 
a complete representation of all the Religious of the Institute who 
have a right in law to such representation. 

2.ln order that the Government of the Congregation may be more 
adequate to deal with the customs and needs o f the various nati ons, 
provinces must be erected as soon as possible, according to the 
norm laid down by the Code of Canon Law and the requirements 
of the Constitutions. 

I am sure that you and your council will willingly and promptly 
carry out these commands of the Iioly See."8 
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Though such an outcome had taken almost eight years, it was 
due to the foresight and courage of Sr Veronica and the incredible 
support given by His Eminence, Cardinal Gilroy and the Apostolic 
Delegate, Archbishop Marella, that it finally came to fruition. 
Unfortunately, as will be realised by the reader, all the above 
documents quoted in this Chapter were considered as strictly 
confidential, and it is only after fifty years that they can be made 
available. The sad consequence of this is that Sr Veronica was never 
publicly vindicated for her heroic stand on these vital issues and 
she continued to suffer from misunderstandings for the remainder 
of her life. After the visitation of Mother Marie-Joseph in 1952 

she was sent to the Maori Mission, at Waitaruke, New Zealand, 
where the Marist Sisters had been working for many years. After 
some time she moved to Mt Albert, Auckland, where she taught 
English with a giftedness appreciated by her pupils and later on 
back in Australia she taught at Chavoin College, Burwood, prior to 
which she worked with young sisters after Profession. There is no 
pretence that she was perfect - she had her share of human frailties 
but she also had a love of the Congregation and a desire to see 
wrongs righted as well as an extraordinary vision, and was brave 
enough to keep that vision intact against all odds. She was truly a 
courageous woman. 
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A Changed Environment 
(1945 -1959) 

I n spite of all that had happened in Oceania and particularly in 
Woolwich in the early fifties life went on. In 1945 sisters and 

students settled back into the normal routine of the boarding 
and day school that Mt St Mary's had been prior to the Mittagong 
experience. Nevertheless, after peace was declared in the Pacific 
Area on the 15th August, 1945, some major changes soon began 
to take place within Australia and the Pacific. 

Prior to World War II most of Australia's Asian and Melanesian 
neighbours were under the control of European nations. Duringthe 
War they had been to a large extent undefended by these imperial 
powers already pressed to their limits with the War in Europe. It 
is not surprising I1Mt with the balance of power changed in the 
Pacific these colonies should seek their independence. For most 
it was achieved by 1960. Ideologies had had a large part to play 
in this, especially that of communism. Such gathering strength 
was matched by the capitalist United States of America, intensely 
anti-communist, both powers now having enormously diverse 
influences in the Asia-Pacific region. 

Within Australia there was also to be a great change, through 
what came to be called multiculturalism. As Geoffrey Sherington 
writes: 

World War" revealed that Australia could not depend solely 
on Britain and the Empire for security and defence ... A small 
nation of only seven million persons was seen to be vulnerable. 

98 



CHAPTER 9 - A CHA CEO ENVIRONMENT (1945-1959) 

Prime Minister John Curti n told the nation in December, 1943, 
that a population of twenty million was essential for Australian 
security.'" 

Though John Curtin, wartime Prime Minister, recognized 
this in 1943 it was not until post-war 1947 that the Minister for 
Immigration, Arthur Calwell, declared that Australia would take 
in 30,000 immigrants200 The first group was to be taken from 
Britain whose people had suffered much loss during the war and 
were now prepared to begin a new life with the enticement of an 
assisted passage to Australia. Immigration was to continue with 
large intakes especially during the period 1947 to 1969. The total 
immigration then approximated 2,000,000 persons from the 
Un ited Kingdom and most European countries, as well as Asia and 
Oceania. 

Inevitably, the early years in such a new land had their own 
difficulties for these immigrants. The harshness of the geography 
and changed climatic conditions must have seemed so different 
from that with which they were familiar. Healing of their own 
wounds from wartime experiences took time. These immigrants, 
however, brought a beautiful enrichment of Australian culture, 
as well as giftedness and expertise in many areas. Immigration 
has continued through the years though with some alteration 
in the percentages of place of origin. John Thornhill s.m., had 
the following reflection about the attitude of Australians to 
multiculturalism: 

The chall enge contained in this development can hardly be 
exaggerated. If the Australian project is to be carried forward 
successfully, we must find ways in which the conversation which 
maps our way into the future is truly multicultural. It must include, 
in the first place, Australia's Aboriginal people. It must include also 
those who have brought with them outlooks and values other than 
those of the Anglo-Saxon and Celtic cultures which have shaped 
most of our history.'o, 

Such a large increase in population over the years brought 
inevitable difficulties but also prompted a resurgence of industry, 
employment and opportunity. The ensuing years were years of 
prosperity and challenge. 

For the Australians themselves the years immediately after the 
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cessation of war held their own problems - the return of prisoners 
of war whose lives had been affected so radica lly, the grief offamilies 
who had lost one or more members, the adaptation by those who 
had fought in the war to the humdrum of civilian living again, and 
those who could not find work - all took a toll. It was imperative 
that this change for them should not be another nightmare as it 
had been for the men returning from World War I. 

Elected as Labour Prime Min ister in 1945 after the death of 
John Curtin, Benedict Chifley was determined to avoid the post 
war economic problems which had occurred after the first World 
War of wh ich he had had first hand experience. As a minister in 
the wartime cabinet he planned during World War II for a post-war 
demobilisation wi th a smooth transition from defence support to 
that whid1 would provide adequate employment.202 His foresight 
certain ly lessened the traumas of rehabil itation for many of the 
demobilised service personnel. Opportunities to become involved 
with this new multicultural scene presented themselves to the 
sisters, especially in Merrylands. 

Merrylands, New South Wales - a new orientation 
in ministry 

Though these economic and political changes had little effect 
on the sisters when the novitiate moved into its new home at 
Menylands from "Loreto" Mittagong, there were repercussions 
in later years. The purchase of this new property at Merrylands 
specifically as a new site for the novitiate was made possible with 
the assistance of the proceeds of the sale of "Loreto" at Mittagong. 
The property was 53 acres (21.465 hectares) in size wi th a well 
built homestead dating back to the 1870s as well as a large wooded 
area, which probably accounted for its name "Sherwood Scrubs". 
A previous owner, Arthur Todd Holroyd, a prominent member of 
Sydney society both as a judge and member of pari iament20J had 
been responsible for the unusua lly high quality construction of 
the homestead . The story goes that at the time the sisters made the 
purchase, many years later, it was owned by another gentleman 
who was not resident but was anxious that the property did not 
fall into the hands of Catholics. Thus pre-purchase inspection was 
quite a problem. Not to be put off, as the property had strong 
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recommendations from Monsignor McGovern of Granville and 
the Marist Fathers, Mother Louis Chanel and her companion, 
Sffhomas, climbed deftly through an unlatched window and had 
an excellent tour of the house! 2o< 

The wisdom of purchasing such a large blockofland was to prove 
itself before many years had elapsed. Following the advice of their 
accountant the sisters had had 18 acres of the land subdivided into 
blocks. In April 1958 a request came from the State Department 
of Education to buy 110 of these blocks for the purpose of erecting 
a Secondary School which later became known as Merrylands 
High School. 205 After some negotiation a mutually agreed price 
was settled. The sale of land to the Education Department made 
it possible to erect a new building specifically as a novitiate. It was 
officially blessed and opened by Monsignor McGovern on the 
26th April, 1959. 

In 1945 when the move was made from Mittagong to Merrylands 
four novices had come with the Novice Mistress, Sr Borromeo and 
her assistant Sr Cecily. Sr Borromeo returned to Fiji in 1953 and 
was replaced by Sr Romanus. Once the novitiate was set up in 
Merrylands the number of candidates for Marist religious life from 
Australia and New Zealand gradually increased. To the great joy of 
the sisters in Fiji, applications from there were also made to enter 
this house of formation, the first being a part-European young 
woman, Teresa Sinclair who came in 1951. She was followed in 
1953 by an Indian, Teresa Naidu, and in 1954 by a Fijian, Sulita 
Laisa. These three pioneers were followed by further applicants 
until 1978 when Fiji set up its own novitiate. 

The main reason for moving the novitiate to Merrylands was 
due to the lack of room at Woolwich as the school grew bigger. 
Ilowever, it was not long before a request was made to the 
Provincial by Monsignor McGovern, Parish Priest of Granville 
and responsible for Merrylands, for the Marist sisters to take over 
the administration and staffing of the Parish Primary School, St 
Margaret Mary's. The school had been begun by the Sisters of St 
Joseph in 1942206 who intended to withdraw at the end of 1949. 
Three Marist Sisters were appointed to this ministry, Sr Kostka as 
Principal assisted by Sr Vincent and Sr Angela. They began their 
new task on the 2nd February 1950207 and were soon to be made 
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very aware of the impaa of the immigration policies. It is worth 
mentioning that this parish school was also outside the semi
enclosure area of the convent as had been the case for Blessed 
Chane/'s School and also the extraordinary case of Mittagong. 

Merrylands at this time was largely a market gardening area and 
many of the new residents Maltese. In no time the roll call escalated 
and sisters found themselves with huge classes. The Maltese were 
fervent Catholics and it was to be expected that they would seek a 
Catholic education for their children. Many of these new arrivals 
were very poor but hard working and determined to build a home 
for their families. By 1957 the roll call was 480 and included a 
proportionate increase of "new Australians" including those from 
Italy, Lebanon, Germany, Holland and Poland as well as Malta. Sr 
Kostka was a wonderful teacher and equal to these new educational 
challenges. She was also a most compassionate principal and 
quietly gave great help to many of these new arrivals. 

In Merrylands there was an interesting sequel to the work 
of the early sisters in Woolwich who had provided retreats for 
children from State schools. The first outreach effort seems to have 
been made by Sr Louise in 1954. It was to be followed later by a 
considerable catechetical ministry in Merrylands and other areas 
by many of the sisters either by giving classes to prospeaive lay 
catechists and/or teaching in the state schools themselves. Sr de 
Montfort, Sr Wendy Kavanagh and Sr Gonzaga carried out this 
latter task for many years and Sr de Montfort also wrote some 
excellent programmes. As well as this, the sisters teaching in St 
Margaret Mary's school prepared children from the state schools 
on Saturday afternoons for reception of the sacraments. 

As good fortune would have it, at this time the educationa l 
requirement for the sisters in Fiji, as stipulated by the Bishop, was 
that all sisters coming to the Fiji mission to teach must be trained 
teachers. The Marist Sisters had no provision for teacher training 
themselves and Sr Gerald, then Regional Superior, approached 
the Sisters of St Joseph at North Sydney and asked if the Marist 
Sisters could attend their training establishment. To this day the 
Marist Sisters are deeply grateful to the Sisters ofSt Joseph for their 
magnanimous response to this request thus providing opportunity 
for the sisters who were to work in Australia to do their training 
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as well as those destined for Fiji, The first Marist group to begin 
teacher training there in 1949 208 were Sr Domitilla, Sr Philomena, 
Sr Gabriel and Sr Eva ngelist, all of whom worked for some time 
either on the Fiji mission or in New Zealand, 

Opportunities for the sisters teaching in secondary schools 
became available in 1955, when the University of New England at 
Armidale introduced an External Studies Course. University Degrees 
and Diplomas in Education could be obtained by correspondence. 
Many sisters availed themselves of this opportunity while still 
being able to carry on their teaching, 

In the post-war period Oceania was enriched by the arrival 
of a number of Irish sisters destined essentially for the mission 
areas but who often spent time in Australia for teacher training 
or university study. Many remained in Australia after their time of 
training and gave great support in the post-war phenomenon of 
huge enrolments in the schools, before going to the missions. The 
first post-war group made up of three Irish sisters and one French, 
Sf Laurentia, Sr Marie de la Trinite, Sr Aloysius and Sr Columba 
arrived in 1945209 on the first boat to leave after the cessation of 
war. This group went straight to the missions but later groups 
trained first in Australia, Indeed, from earliest days in Oceania, 
French, English, Irish, German and Canadian sisters had come to 
the Marist Sisters' mission. The Australian sisters who began to go 
to mission areas in 1920 and the following years were supported 
by sisters already there. This had been the case of Tonga in 1924 
when two of the four pioneer sisters to go were Australians, Sr Zita 
and Sf Christopher2lo and in the case of New Zealand in 1927 Sr 
Austin Woodbury, an Australian, lll accompanied Mother Bernard 
to begin the foundation . They were followed a few months later by 
Sf Dominic Makinson/ ' 1 also Australian. 

By 1958the administration of Catholic Education in the Diocese 
of Sydney was becoming more solicitous for the enrichment of 
teachers who were mainly religious, by in-service training. They 
began a series of Teachers' Congresses during the May holiday 
break. The first of these was on "The Child of Today" and in 1959 
"A Kerygmatic Approach to Catechetics". As well as this support 
in the teaching of Religious Knowledge the sisters at Merrylands 
were fortunate in having great help from the Marist Fathers. 
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Lectures were given on such topics as Scripture, Philosophy and 
various facets of Theology. Those who came to give the talks were 
teaching at the Marist Seminary at Toongabbie located within a 
few kilometres of Merrylands. The lectures took place on a regular 
basis during term time until tbe Marist Fathers moved from the 
seminary at Toongabbie to Hunters Hill at the end of 1974. 

In March 1958 there is record 213 of a discussion among the 
Marist Sisters concerning the question of starting a secondary 
school in Merrylands. There was no such other Catholic school in 
the Merrylands area and it was becoming difficult to place the Year 
6 students when they finished their primary studies at St Margaret 
Mary's. In November of the same year the sisters had a visit from 
Fr Meers, Diocesan Inspector of Schools, concerning the question 
of a secondary schoo1.214 His opinion was that such a school was 
not feasible. 

At the General Chapter of the Congregation held in France in 
1948, Oceania, that is, Australia, Fiji and New Zealand, had been 
declared a Region with Mother Gerald, an Australian, appointed 
Regional Superior. The General Chapter in 1954 divided the 
Congregation into Provinces though this could notbe implemented 
until the Holy See had approved the revised Constitutions in 
1958. In 1959 Sr Sabina, a New Zealander, became the Provincial 
of Oceania - a huge challenge for someone as terrified of plane 
travel as was Sr Sabina. 

There were other important fruits of the General Chapter 
affecting the whole Congregation, one of which was the journey 
undertaken by the members of the Chapter to Cerdon, birthplace 
of the Marist Sisters' Congregation in France. Up to this point there 
had been much devotion to the co-founder, Fr Jean-Claude Colin21S 

but little towards the foundress Jeanne-Marie Chavoin, save in a few 
exceptional cases, most notably Sr Irene Frost in Oceania. Seriously 
ill in 1933 she had been hospitalised and found the sisters of the 
religious order who ran the hospital praying to their foundress for 
her. In spite of being so sick she determined to find out as much 
as she could about the foundress of the Marist Sisters. Sister Irene 
maintained a deep devotion to her for the rest of her life and was 
the catalyst of much interest and devotion in others. Following tbe 
General Chapter of 1954 there was an international pilgrimage 
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in 1958 to honour the Foundress, leanne-Marie Chavoin , on the 
centenary o f her death in 1858. Sr Romanus was chosen to go from 
Oceania and in doing so met many of the European sisters of the 
Congregation. 

So it was that the property, newly acquired in 1944 and named 
"Cerdon" after the birthplace of the Congregation, saw much 
movement in subsequent years. What was originally to be a 
quiet oasis of reflection for the novices developed into a hive of 
activity in a short time. The novices soon learnt about planting 
and harvesting of crops, of ca ring for chickens and ducks, minding 
cows lest they take advantage of the unfenced property, of mowing 
extensive grassed areas, and of clearing a road to the front gate, 
which had fallen into disllse. The house began in poverty and much 
effort was put into trying to make it self-sustaining. This is not to 
forget the generosity of parishioners and neighbours towards the 
sisters. With the undertaking of new ministries and especially the 
building of the secondary college, also named "Cerdon " debts were 
incurred. In later chapters the further growth and the direction the 
new ministries took will be pursued. 

Burwood, Victoria - the first real parish ministry 

The Marist Sisters' coming to Victoria was due to a curious chain 
of events related to the appointment of Mother Gerald as Regional 
Superior of Oceania at the General Chapter held in 1948. Prior 
to returning to Australia she had spent many years in Fi ji and on 
coming back to Australia was in quite poor health. Her family 
lived in Melbourne at Clifton Hill and she went there for a time to 
recuperate. In this way she met Fr George Maher, parish priest of 
Clifton Hill. Fr Maher happened to be a great friend of Fr Dillon 
who was seeking religious sisters to staff his school at Burwood, 
and following the advice of Fr Maher, approached the Marist 
Sisters in Sydney. 

By this time Mother Cerald was back at Woolwich and having 
heard Fr Dillon's request, after due deliberation, agreed to send 
some sisters to Burwood. The school had opened in 1941 with the 
Sisters of NOire Dame de Sian both administering and teaching in 
the school. In 1953 they had advised Fr Dillon that they would 
have to withdraw at the end of that school year. 216 It was then that 
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Fr Dillon had approached Mother Gerald, superior of the Marist 
Sisters, asking for sisters to administer and staff the primary school 
in the Parish of BUlwood. 

Unlike Woolwich and Merrylands both of which houses were 
located at a considerable distance from their parish church the 
situation in Burwood was quite different. When the sisters arrived 
they lived in temporary accommodation in Loudon Road, just 
opposite the Church and then in October, 1955, moved into 
their new convent next door to the Church. 217 These pioneers of 
the Marist Sisters in the State of Victoria were Mother Paulin, Sr 
Placide, Sr Gabriel, Sr Evangelist and Sr de Montfort. 

What becomes obvious on reading the House Chronicle of the 
early days in Burwood is their immediate insertion in the parish. 
From the very beginning the people of Burwood parish worked 
with the sisters, supporting them in every way possible and very 
often taking them shopping or better still, giving them some 
relaxation with a car trip to an interesting location. Their generosity 
to the sisters was unbounded - some making it their permanent 
task to bring meat, fruit or fish and chips on a regular basis to save 
the sisters having to cook after being in school all day. On the 
other hand, the sisters were in close contact with the parishioners, 
whether they had children in the school or not, and were able to 
show them understanding and support in time of need. 

For the first few months the sisters were teaching in a church
school situation until new classrooms were built. Life in the 
classroom was extremely difficult for the sisters. It was a time 
of high level settlement in the suburbs of outer Melbourne also 
and the sisters found themselves with huge classes, at one point 
Kindergarten passing the century mark. Time brought some 
improvement to such a state of affairs but early days required almost 
superhuman strength and patience. Added to this, as was seen 
previously, Catholic schools received no financial support from 
the government which meant that the parish had total financial 
responsibility for the school. Such expense as paying for cleaners 
was out of the question and as in St Margaret Mary's school at 
Merrylands the sisters did the cleaning themselves with support 
from the older students. The Church was also within their cleaning 
jurisdiction and what recurs again and again in the chronicle is the 
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note "polished the Church today" or "polished the school". These 
were the days before carpets became commonplace in schools. 
Some respite from such a situation came with a move from the 
church-school in which they had been teaching since their arrival, 
to the new extensions blessed and opened by Archbishop Mannix 
on the 30th May, 1954.218 The church was no longer used for 
classrooms. 

In June 1954 the sisters received news that Fr Kelly, the Diocesan 
Inspector, was coming to inspect the school and intended to Slay 
two days and would inspect all subjects. Needless to say the sisters' 
level of anxiety soared, especially in vinue of the fact that they had 
such heavy class loads. Nevenheless, they put Our Lady in charge 
of the enterprise and were happy to credit her with the good report 
they received. 

One problem which presented itself in Melbourne was the 
difficulty if one or more of the sisters was ill and unable to take her 
class as there was no possibility of replacing them with another 
sister. The first year in particular became quite stressful for them 
when this occurred, as a lay person on staff was a rarity in those 
days. In following years more sisters were appo inted, though the 
need for extra classes also kept pace and opponunity for replacing 
any of the staff unable to take their class was always difficult. 

One great source of support for the sisters was the presence of Sr 
Mary of Victories, a Good Shepherd Sister stationed in Melbourne. 
She was the daughter of the Marist Sister of the same name whose 
unique vocation was described earlier. Sr Mary of Victories and the 
sisters in her community were most helpful to the Marist Sisters in 
the early days especially as they knew Melbourne and were able to 
educate the Marists in the ways of the city and its people. They also 
invited them often to their convent or took them out for the day. 

The Burwood community themselves played host to many 
Marist visitors who passed through Melbourne on the way to 
Europe. It was an important port of call for the passenger liners 
which usually remained in pan for about twenty-fouT hours. This 
gave the travellers time to come out to Burwood and often to sleep 
the night and return to the liner the next day. The first contingent 
came on the 6th May 1954, not long after the sisters' own arriva l. 
Mother Gerald and Sr Alexius were on their way to Rome faT the 
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canonisation of St Peter Chane!, the Marist Father martyred on 
the 28th April 1841 on the island of Futuna in the Pacific. Not 
long after their depanure ten sisters arrived on their way to the 
General Chapter to be held at St Prix in France where the General 
Administration was located. 

On the 22nd of December of the same year Sr Solange, Sr 
Jerome, Sr Marie de la Croix and Sr Mary Christopher arrived - all 
new sisters to Oceania. Sr Marie de la Croix was English and had 
made her novitiate in France, the remainder were Irish . Sr Solange 
remained at Burwood as she had been posted there. On the 18th 
January 1955 more Irish sisters arrived on their way to do teacher 
training in Sydney and then go to the Fiji mission . They were Sr 
Honorius, Sr Eusebius and Sr Finbar who had travelled with Mother 
Therese, a real veteran in Oceania. In 1957 Sr Fabian, Sr Anna and 
Sr Columba, who had already been many years in Fiji, brought 
with them Sr Augusta and Sr Mary Dore. Sr Augusta remained 
in Australia to do her teacher training before also going to Fiji, 
Sr Mary Dore to New Zealand. When they arrived in Burwood 
the community was on retreat and the retreat master gave them 
permission to speak to the newcomers for one hour. In September 
of the same year the Burwood community were the first to receive 
the new superior general Mother Louis Chane!, in Australia. She 
was accompanied by a General Councillor, Sr Leonie, an Australian 
by binh. 

The sisters found another great advantage in living in Melbourne 
was the availability of an excellent course in theology which 
extended over three years. They were able also to attend public 
lectures such as that given by Fr Aidan McGrath on his experiences 
in China after the communist government assumed power, of Fr 
Clifford Howell who conducted a Liturgical Convention and Dr 
Percy Jones who spoke on the new instructions on Liturgy and 
Music. 

In 1956 the sisters took on an extra class in the Primary School 
and called it Year 7. This was possibly due to the difficulty students 
had in travelling to another location but also and more likely as a 
first step towards establishing a secondary school. In 1958 a Year 
8 class began under the care of Sr leanne-Marie. Thus began the 
secondary school named "Chavoin College" after the Foundress of 
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the Marist Sisters Congregation. The Primary School retained the 
name "St Benedict's". 

At the end of 1959 Mother Paulin, who had been superior of the 
Burwood Community since the sisters' arrival in 1954 completed 
her term of six years and was posted back to New Zealand where 
she had previously spent many years. There was to be another 
significant act in 1959 fOrlhe Marist Sisters which was the opening 
of a new school in the Burwood Parish. 

Bennettswood - a small branch that became a large tree 

When the first sisters arrived at Blllwood the actual parish took in 
an area called East Burwood to be known later as Bennettswood. It 
was newly settled and at the time had no Catholic primary school. 
The children, if they were able, attended St Benedict's school, their 
number being greatly restricted by the fact that the trams were the 
only means of public transport and terminated at Burwood. By 
1957 Fr Dillon could see the necessity of having a church-school 
built to provide for the growing number of families. Due to some 
foresight the parish owned a block of land there suitable for such 
a school to be built. A decision was made to proceed with such a 
plan and building began towards the end of 1958. 

Needless to say it was not completed for the beginning of the 
school year in 1959 and the enrolled Bennettswood pupils were 
taught in two cloak rooms at St Benedict's. Fr Dillon had asked 
the Marist Sisters to administer the school and staff it, in so far 
as they were able and so it began with a new approach for the 
Marist Sisters in that Sr Gonzaga, who was named Principal, was 
assisted by a lay teacher, Miss Douglas for the first year. By the end 
of June the new church-school was completed and St Scholastica's 
- a fitting title in that it be named after St Benedict's sister - began 
on the 6th July 1959. Roll call on the first day was 45 pupils with 
30 in Grades 1 and 2 and 15 pupils in the Preparatory Grade. 

As is the case in pioneering ventures new classrooms did not 
mean neatly laid out playing areas. Instead, at St Scholastica's, apart 
from a small concrete playing area (he rest of the area was often 
something of a quagmire. In these early days there was no convent 
and the staff travelled back to Burwood in (he Parish minibus. This 
arrangement continued for the first eighteen months. 
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Sr Gonzaga21
? writes: 

In 1959 in East Burwood there were many paddocks, trees, very 
few shops and houses. However, houses were starting to be built 
and streets named. It was all so different for me after teaching at 
Burwood, a well established suburb and school. .. 

In August 1959 the Mothers' Club began, the first president being 
Mrs Lacey whose daughter is now a Marist Sister, Sr Catherine. This 
presents an opportunity to make a formal recognition of all the 
Mothers' Clubs whose members worked "miracles" in Catholic 
sellOols, especially in the very early days in the life of a school. 
In the case of St Scholastica's one of their achievements was to 
agree on the school motto "To Jesus through Mary" and to have 
appropriate badges made, their first distinguishing mark from 
the students at Burwood. On the feast of Christ the King in this 
first year at Bennettswood twenty children made their First Holy 
Communion, celebrated later with a lavish breakfast prepared by 
the Mothers' Club. 

During 1959 the school was still a churell-school, lacking many 
facilities such as a phone but was well established as verified by a 
State School Inspector who came in October. Two weeks later a 
glowing report from him was received. This new school now had 
both a Primary and a Sub-Primary Registration which was quite 
an asto nishing achievement after such a short time. The roll call in 
the following years was to increase rapidly. 
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Changes in Religious Life 
and Education 
(1960- 1983) 

~e 1960's brought significant changes for the Marist Sisters as 
1 it did for other religious orders with the call from Vatican II 

to update religious life. This is a whole story in itself and suffice 
to say here that it became a time of painful change for some, at 
least for a time, at the thought of relinquishing lifelong practices, 
and a liberation for others who saw the wisdom of such changes 
enabling religious to be more fully engaged in the mission of 
Christ. The number of novices increased but often the length of 
time many stayed after first profession shortened. Even among 
sisters who had been professed for some years were those who felt 
that with the new emphasis of Vatican II their place was no longer 
in the convent. Before their departure these sisters had made a great 
contribution to the ministries in which they had been engaged. 

The realisation for some that their place was not as professed 
Marist women continued throughout the 1960's and 1970's and 
even beyond that time. Though Vatican II opened the door to 
broaden their scope of ministries other than education it was some 
years before Marist Sisters took up that option A corollary of this 
is that just as the mission of the sisters centred in education was 
becoming more demanding with increased school populations 
and other pressures, the "workforce" diminished. In a small way 
at first, lay teachers were employed on the staffs of the schools. 
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Over the years this trend increased until the situation had turned 
whole circle to the situation of schools having fewer religious on 
the staff. One remarkable lay teacher who joined the college staff 
at Woolwich in the 1950's was Miss Alexia Harte who taught Art 
of Speech and Drama. Her professionalism and delightful manner 
had a wonderful influence on the students. She remained many 
years on the staff. In the more modern world of rapidly changing 
values students have benefited from the wisdom of lay principals 
and teachers who are living in the same milieu as those they 
educate. 

The 1960's saw the introduaion of radical changes to education 
in the State of New South Wales, where Mt St Mary's, Woolwich, 
was situated and later Cerdon College at Merrylands. Some were 
put in train by the Government, the most notable being the passing 
of the Education Act of N ovember 1961. This Act was the result of a 
review of education undertaken in 1957 by the newly appointed 
Director of Education, Dr H.S. Wyndham, and became known as 
the Wyndham Scheme. 120 The purpose of the Scheme was to set up an 
educational system where all schools would have a comprehensive 
programme and it would no longer be necessary to have separate 
technical schools. It was introduced into the schools in 1962. 

This new scheme provided for an extra year of schooling with 
two external examinations, one at the end of Year 10 after four 
years and another at the end of Year 12 after six years. As yet, 
non-Government schools were receiving no financial assistance. 
Previously the system provided for an Intermediate Examination 
after three years and a Leaving Certificate Examination at the 
end of five years. As well as an extra year of schooling the new 
Scheme provided for the study of subjects at three different levels
ordinary, credit and advanced. It is obvious that such a programme 
was going to need more classrooms and more teachers just at the 
time when the number of religious available for teaching was 
declining. The two urgent needs became (i) personnel to teach in 
the schools with adequate salaries and (ii) new buildings, both of 
which required finance. 

It was quickly realised within the Sydney Archdiocese that there 
would have to be a rationalisation of schools as such a programme 
could not function effectively in schools with no provision for 
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Form Four. Regions were set up which presumed the closure of the 
secondary section ofthe Intermediate schools and the channelling 
of their secondary students in the Region to Year 12 schools which 
had previously gone to 5th Year. This became the source of much 
heartache for those schools who lost their secondary classes which 
had been well run and provided education at a reasonably close 
distance from the homes of the students. 

Woolwich - a time fOT big decisions 

Woolwich was named by the Diocesan Education Office as a school 
to proceed to Year 12. As it was located at the tip of the peninsula 
there were some questions about why it should have been chosen. 
Sr David was the College Principal when the Wyndham Scheme 
was introduced and fought valiantly for Woolwich to become a 
Year 12 school. An important reason for this was that Woolwich 
was a boarding school and had many pupils from the country 
areas of Australia as well as the Pacific Islands. The schools which 
went to Year 12 and took in students from the named local areas 
without discrim ination were now known as Regional Schools. 
When this occurred Woolwich was no longer a "private" school 
and some families withdrew their children. [t was a good reminder 
to the sisters to put into practice the words of their Founder, who 
said: 

One must avoid favouring some pupils at the expense of others.2!I 

Since the earliest days Mt St Mary's had provided education for 
primary as well as secondary pupils. In 1964, at the request of Fr 
John Slowey Director of Ed ucation, a further rationalisation took 
place within the parish of Villa Maria where Woolwich was situated. 
The Sisters of St Joseph withdrew from the Primary School at 
Gladesville Road and the Primary section of the Woolwich school 
then moved to these premises. Areas vacated at Woolwich could 
now be used to accommodate the increase of students following 
the implementation of the Wyndham Scheme. 

Among Catholic parents throughout New South Wales and 
soon the other states of Australia, there was now a strong united 
demand for government financial support in non-state schools. 
The catalyst which began such a movement occurred in Goulburn 
in 1962 when a government inspector at a Catholic primary school 
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made demands for registration which the school was unable to 
meet because of lack of funds. A decision was made to enrol the 
students in the State schools. Though this "strike" lasted only a 
couple of weeks, it became clear to politicians that this created an 
impossible situation. They also saw that there was some political 
advantage in reviewing conditions created by the Education Act of 
1882 which had cut off all financial support to Catholic schools. 

The first step was taken by Prime Minister, Robert Menzies, 
during his term of office in the 1960's. It was in the form of a 
Science Grant enabling secondary schools to build and furnish 
suitable laboratories and was followed not long after by Library 
Crants making provision for libraries in schools where libraries 
were inadequate or did not exist at all. 222 In the 1969 elections 
Prime Minister John Gorton, promised the first recurrent per capita 
grants of $35.00 per primary student and $50.00 per secondary 
student. 223 These grants opened the flood gates and it was during 
the term of Mr Cough Whitlam as Prime Minister, that in 1972 

per capita and recurrent grants became a reality. His appointment 
of the Karmel Committee224 "redefined the role of the Federal 
Government in school level education".125 

The grants varied in different schools as they were given on a 
basis of need. As far as Catholic schools were concerned a radical 
change took place. Instead of each diocese having its own policy, 
in time all united in a centralized organization which saw to the 
fair distribution of these grants. Also this centralized body was able 
to deal with the Federal and State governments more efficiently. 
Eventually it became possible to pay lay teachers in Catholic 
schools the same wage as those employed in State schools, as 
well as the possibility of obtaining grants for necessary school 
buildings. There have been many variations on the giving of grants 
by different Prime Ministers but the initial impetus goes back to 
the 1960's. 

The [(armel Committee's first term of reference was "to examine 
the position of both government and non-government primalY 
and secondary schools in all States and in the A.C.T and Northern 
Territory and to recommend immediate financial needs and 
priorities forthese needs,»" Simon Marginson, in his book Educating 

Australia. Government, Economy and Citizens since 1960 writes: 
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in the Catholic schools the Kannel grants were crucial to survival 
and restora tion. 227 

The full benefit of this new "State Aid" was not implemented 
until well into the 1970s but what had been accomplished in the 
1960's gave new heart to Catholic schools. In the case of the Marist 
Sisters these benefits affected both the Woolwich and Merrylands 
schools in New South Wales, and BUlwood in Victoria. 

Prior to these grants, from sheer necessity Woolwich had 
embarked on a building project of a new classroom block in 1958 
which bore the name of St John's. In 1966 another classroom 
block was built named Chanel House. Because Woolwich was a 
boarding school with over a hundred boarders the capacity of the 
Chapel became inadequate. It had originally been the front room 
of the original house and then moved to a demountable building. 
Dreams of building a proper Chapel were realised in 1966. It had 
the status of a War Memorial and with this assistance the cost was 
borne to a large extent by the Parents and Friends' Association. 

In th e late 1950s Sr Vincent saw the necessity, with the co
operation of the Sisters of Sl Joseph, to establish a boarding 
scholarship system for students in Intermediate schools run by 
them, for those students who wished to continue their education 
to the Leaving Certificate. All who came to Woolwich as a result of 
these bursaries were excellent students. The first publicexamination 
for the new Higher School Certificate under the Wyndham Scheme, 
to be undertaken after six years study in secondary school, did not 
take place until 1967, the students having sat the first Fourth Form 
Certificate in 1965. Results in both cases were creditable. 

The Marist Fathers in both the Oceanic Province and the 
Austral ian Province continued to be most supportive of the sisters. 
Those from the missions continued to tell them about their 
experiences in ministry, creating a lively interest in both the sisters 
and the students. Bishop Leo Lemay s.m. Bishop of the North 
Solomons, also kept the sisters up to date with first hand accounts 
of the sessions of the Second Vatican Council held in Rome which 
he attended. Fr Tom LEstrange s.m. was college chaplain for 
several years providing daily Mass and attending many Woolwich 
activities, giving the students much support. The Marist Fathers 
from the Australian Province visited the classrooms regularly and 
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finished their visit with Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament for 
all the students. 

Dr Victor Kinsella was another regular visitor to the students 
and also to the sisters. A keen disciple of Dr Woodbury s.m. at the 
Aquinas Academy he was steeped in Thomistic philosophy and 
after he retired as a surgeon, gave much of his time to sharing his 
knowledge with both pupils and sisters. Though all may not have 
grasped the intricacies of philosophy, one of the students remarked 
some years after she had left school: "He taught me to think". This 
was true for many students. 

One frightening episode experienced at Woolwich was a huge 
fire at the Mobil Oil Storage Depot located at the end ofWybalena 
Avenue on the 27th October, 1964. The problem was that all 
transport down the peninsula was held up on the other side of 
the fire at what was then known as Fig Tree and more recently 
the Overpass, so the school being further down than the fire, 
had no escape route save by the river. Thankfully, the fire with its 
huge plumes of smoke was extinguished before a crisis point was 
reached. 

Merrylands - life on the outskirts of Sydney 

In the 1960's the intake of migrants showed a marked increase, 
many of whom chose to settle in Western Sydney, an area with 
untended arable land and cheaper housing. Merrylands was in 
the heart of that district. Many migrants who settled there were 
Catholics seeking education for their children. Already St Margaret 
Mary's School, which was growing rapidly, provided such an 
opportunity for the primary classes but there was still no such 
provision for secondary girls save in private schools outside the 
financial capacity of many of the parents. 

In Chapter 9 it was seen that a first attempt to achieve this goal 
was hindered. The proposed project was then put to Fr Slowey, 
Director of Education in the Archdiocese of Sydney, and in 1959 he 
gave permission to go ahead. This was good news but it also meant 
a new debt had to be incurred by the Marist Sisters as there was still 
no state aid for Catholic schools. There was then a scuny to find 
an architect, a builder and a loan from the bank. Building began 
in the latter part of 1959 and not surprisingly was not completed 
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for the opening of the school year in 1960. Classes were set up in 
the two front rooms of I-Iolroyd's home, the original building on 
the property. The classes remained there until the middle of the 
year when the students were moved to the new classrooms. The 
initial intention was to look after the Merrylands students from St 
Margaret Mary's School and to accept all who applied, regardl ess 
of academic ability or financial status. 

Because of population growth in the area beyond Merrylands, 
the catchment area for the school became bigger and the school 
roll grew rapidly requiring additional building in 1965 and 
again in 1967 when a decision was made that Cerdon College, 
then a Fourth Form school, would proceed to Form Six. One of 
the interim steps to help with accommodation was to move the 
well travelled demountable called "St Anne's" on to the campus. 
This building began its journey at the school at Mittagong during 
the war, travelled to Bowral, then Merrylands where it served as 
temporary accommodation for the novices and finally to Cerdon 
College to serve as classrooms and ultimately a library. When no 
longer needed it met its fate with one push from a bulldozer. 

The first principal of Cerdon College, as this new secondary 
school was named, was Sr Felician. She was recalled from Fiji 
where she had been founding principal in a new secondary school 
at Loreto, a village not far from Levuka on the island of Ovalau. 
At Merrylands she was to take up the task with Sr ClaIre Penfold, 
an English sister who had also spent many years in Fiji. Both were 
true pioneers. Some part-time assistance was given them by Sr 
Veronica McColgan and Sr Pierre. The school motto, "In Omnibus 
Christus"218 was adopted and Sr Felician made this the centre of 
her vision for the College. She laid a firm foundation for both 
the spiritual and intellectual growth of the students as well as 
having the foresight to realise this school would grow rapidly. 
The principals who followed her, all took up the furtherance of 
her vision of education and were involved in an almost continual 
building programme219 

Involvement with St Margaret Mary's School and Cerdon 
College meant Merrylands was becoming a busy centre for the 
Marist Sisters in New South Wales. Vatican Council II had made 
clear the need for better formation of young sisters bearing in mind 
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the changes in society which had taken place. As well as two years' 
training in the Novitiate they were now to have further study in 
spirituality, theology and scripture as well as suitable training for 
whatever ministry in which they were to be involved. Sr Veronica 
McColgan was the first Mistress of Scholastics and was followed by 
Sr Veronica Taylor who had spent three years in Regina Mundi in 
Rome in preparation for this task. 

Merrylands became the administrative centre for the Province of 
Oceania from its earl iest days, as the Regional Superior and then 
the Provincial, resided there. During the sixties however, the num
ber of sisters living there plus those in training soon outpaced the 
accommodation provided in the original house. Even with the help 
of"StAnnes" it was soon evident that a new building which Mother 
Sabina stipulated must be "practical and modern"230 would be 
required. It was known as the Provincial House. Plans were again 
drawn, loans from the bank sought and then through excellent 
financial management by Mother Bernard, Provincial Bursar at 
the time, a loan was eventually granted in 1964. Indeed, Mother 
Bernard had needed all her financial skills to obtain this loan. 

Burwood - again a case of rapid growth 

As seen in Chapter 9, tentative steps had been taken in Burwood 
to establish a secondary school by taking on an extra class in St 
Benedict's and calling it Year 7, with the addition of Year 8 in 
1958. By 1962 students were being prepared for the Intermediate 
Certificate in Year 10. This extension of the primary school into 
the basis of a secondary school brought the number of students 
enrolled to 650. With the completion of new buildings the primary 
section became a separate school retaining the name "St Benedia's" 
with the secondary section later named "Chavoin College". In 
September 1972 it was suggested at a Provincial Council Meeting 
of the Marist Sisters that the role of Principal at St Benedict's be 
handed over to a lay principal on the completion of the new 
primary school on the "open plan" design. Mr Tom Cameron 
was duly appointed in 1973 and on the 23rd June 1975 wrote to 

the Provincial, Sr Xavier, informing her that they had managed to 

establish the "family grouping" schemeY' Marist Sisters remained 
teaching on the staff until 1986.232 
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Application for registration for "Chavoin College" was made 
in May 1961.233 Though this first attempt was not successful, 
perseverance won the crown . In 1963 an excellent report 
was received after a thorough inspection by the Government 
Inspectors, and students sat for both the Intermediate and Leaving 
Certificates.234 At a further inspection in 1966 full registration to 

Matriculation level was obtained. Fr Dillon predicted that the 
school would almost certainly become a Regional School, which 
it did in 1967. 

In bringing to birth this secondary school and having been 
principal for seven of these difficult years Sr Jeanne-Marie worked 
in a gentle, quiet and unassuming way as would her patron, 
Jeanne-Marie Chavoin, Foundress of the Marist Sisters. She 
showed great foresight in that, as well as providing a full academic 
course, Chavoi n College also offered courses in Home Econo mics, 
Needlework and Commercial subjects. It must be added that Sr 
Jeanne-Marie had many strong supporters on the staff during this 
time, both Marist Sisters, especially Sr Therese, and a lay teacher, 
Mrs Monique Horn. 

A further change took place in Burwood in 1980 when it was 
decided to merge Chavoin College with More College at Forest 
Hills, a boys' school run by the Christian Brothers. It was agreed 
that Chavoin would retain Years 11 and 12 and More College Years 
7-10, both schools becoming co-educational. The merger of the 
two schools which were 7 kilometres apart began in 1980. Mr Cecil 
Drew was the first Head of School at Chavoin and Sr Margaret Cross 
s.m at More College. The whole College was named Emmaus with 
Mr Jim Fabris appointed Principal in 1983. The motto adopted by 
the College was "To Know Christ". 2lS 

It became obvious to the Marist leaders that by the early fifties 
the need for personnel in Australia had become more imperative. 
Sisters were still going to the Oceanic missions and continued doing 
so for many years but there was now also a great demand for sisters 
at Woolwich as well as Merrylands, Burwood and Bennettswood. 
This was due especially to continued immigration and the opening 
up of suburbs in new areas in Australia and subsequent increasing 
enrolments of students in these schools. 

In the whole Congregation there were also significant changes 
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in administration with the setting up of Provinces after the General 
Chapter of 1954. The Province of Oceania included Australia, 
Fiji and New Zealand with administration centred in Australia. 
In 1960 the General Chapter made provision for Fiji to become 
a Delegation236 giving it a certain autonomy in decision-making 
and similarly at the 1969 General Chapter New Zealand was also 
made a Delegation.237 By this time there were quite a number of 
professed sisters from Fiji and New Zealand. 

1960 was indeed a landmark for the Province of Oceania. With 
this new administrative Litle it was empowered to hold its own 
Provincial Chapter, or meeting of delegates representing Australia, 
Fiji and New Zealand, to legislate for future years. There were 
delegates from each area at this Provincial Chapter who in turn 
elected delegates to represent the Province at the General Chapter 
to be held in Rome later in the year. Sr Sabina, as Provincial of 
Oceania went by right to the General Chapter to be held in Rome 
and Sr Gerald and Sr Damian accompanied her as delegates 
elected at the Provincial Chapter to represent the Province of 
Oceania. Though the sisters of the Oceanic Province had never had 
the experience of running a Provincial Chapter things went very 
smoothly due to the excellent guidance given by Fr John Webber, 
s.m. 

The 1960 General Chapter was very significant because it 
made a firm statement that the Marist Sisters were no longer to be 
considered semi-enclosed (which had been the understanding for 
many years and confirmed as recently as the 1958 Constitutions) 
but were in fact active religious ableto move into any ministry which 
conformed to the Marist criteria as stated in the Congregational 
Constitutions. At this General Chapter one other occurrence, to 
the delight of Oceania, was the election of Mother Romanus from 
Australia as the new Superior General, to be now resident in Rome. 
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ELEVEN 

Some Variation In Ministry 
(1970-1984) 

Gladstone - a move north to Queensland 

In July 1970 the Provincial then of Oceania, Mother Therese, 
received an informal note from Fr John Smith s.m., parish priest 
of Gladstone, inviting the Marist Sisters to staff the parish primary 
school, Star of the Sea. 238 Located in central Queensland this 
parish had a long history. In 1863 the parish of Rockhampton 
was established by Fr Murlay, who had been born in France and 
soon after ordination came to Australia and worked for some years 
in Queensland. Quite early he had expressed a desire to become 
a Marist Father but the Marist Provincial of Oceania, Fr Joly, 
co nsidering the work he was do ing in Queensland to be of too 
much importance, refused this request. With the creation of a new 
Diocese of Rockhampton in 1882, Bishop Cani was appointed 
Bishop239 and Fr Murlay was then accepted into the Marist Society 
and professed in 1884. He returned to Gladstone as parish priest in 
1901 and from that time the parish has been under the care of the 
Marist Fathers. The Sisters of St Joseph established a community 
there in 1874, before Gladstone had become a parish, and were 
followed by the Sisters of Mercy in 1900 when the Sisters of St 
Joseph withdrew240 Located on the central coast of Queensland, 
th e parish extends over a huge area, reputed to be roughly the size 
of Tasmania . 

As Fr Smith's request for Marist Sisters in 1970 was well after the 
Second Vatican Council, it came at a time when their numbers had 
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suffered some decline. To proceed to send sisters to another new 
foundation was not an easy decision. Nevertheless, that decision 
was taken and arrangements put in place to appoint sisters to this 
ministry in 1971. On the 28th October, in response to a letter from 
Mother Therese to Cardinal Gilroy advising him of the acceptance 
of this new work, he replied: 

"the decision to accept a new foundation is very courageous"'" 

The Sisters of Mercy had taught in the school for many years and 
an arrangement was made that for one year three of these sisters 
would remain to assist the Marist Sisters in the general running 
of the school. The initial agreement stated that the Mercy Sisters 
were to vacate the convent on the 1st January, 1971, and the Marist 
Sisters to arrive on or after the 2nd January, 1971.242 The Mercy 
Sisters however, who had been living in the convent, were having 
some difficulty in finding other accommodation. Realising this, 
the Marist Sisters' new Provincial, Sr Vincent. suggested that if the 
sisters would like to stay on in the convent with the Marist Sisters, 
they would be most welcome to do SO. 243 Such an agreement was 
made and some of them remained until October 1971. The first 
Marists to go to Gladstone were Srs Louise, Denise, Gonzaga, and 
Rose Shields. 

The student roll was 500 with 2 divisions in each class. For 
the first year Sf Francesca, rsm, led the community and was 
principal of the school. When the Mercy Sisters left for their new 
accommodation in October, Sr Rose assumed her role of superior 
and Sr Louise that of Principal of the school. Sisters Denise, and 
Gonzaga taught in the school. Settling into Gladstone was made 
easier by the hospitality and generous sharing of knowledge by 
the Mercy Sisters in a parish about which the Marist Sisters knew 
nothing. The Sisters of St Joseph, were also most hospitable and 
made their holiday house "The Haven", at Emu Park available to 
the Marists for both retreats and holidays. At the end of 1971 Fr 
John Smith was transferred to Lismore and was replaced as parish 
priest by Fr John McMillan . s.m. 

The immense size of the Gladstone parish and needs of 
the people broadened the scope of the sisters' ministry which 
previously had been concentrated on education in the schools. 
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In the 1970's huge industrial work was underway. Already there 

was a meat works in the town and in addition was the ongoing 
construction of a power house and an enormous alumina plant. 

Consequent upon this development was the influx of itinerant 
workers, many of whom lived in caravans. The parish priest of the 
time, Fr Ron Nissen s.m., who had followed Fr McMillan as parish 
priest, was concerned for these people and Sr Wendy Kavanagh 
was asked to visit the people in the caravans and prepare the 

children for the sacraments if that was the wish of the parents. In 
that way, at least for the time they were in Gladstone, their faith 
would not be neglected. Such work was the beginning of a larger 
ministry of Pastoral Work throughout the "country" areas of the 
parish, essentially concentrating on Catechetics for children in 

state schools. Sf Dorothea was appointed to the Parish Pastoral 
Team in 1981. Her task is well described in 100 Years of Faith244

: 

Another significant development in the work of the Marist 
Sisters was the appointment of one of thei r community to the 
Parish Pastoral Team set up by Fr Ron Nissen in 1981. She was Sr 
Dorothea, who for the past five years has carried out an extensive 
ministry to the Catholic children in Primary Schools throughout 
the Parish. Almost every State School from Raglan and Ambrose in 
the north to Miriam Vale in the south, to the schools at Calliope 
and all up the Boyne Valley, as well as those within Gladstone City 
itself, comes under her dynamic influence. She is constantly on the 
move, teaching religious instruction and preparing the young ones 
for Reconciliation, Holy Co mmunion and Confirmat ion. 

Sr Florence Mary, who came after Sr Dorothea also was totally 
dedicated in such a ministry. The Gladstone community of Marist 
Sisters was now committed to pastoral work as well as education. 

Another door was opened in 1977 when a new Catholic 
primary school began at Clinton, in the parish of Gladstone, with 
Classes 1 to 4. The Marist Sisters were asked to administer and staff 
it with Sr Margaret Cummins as Principal, assisted by lay teachers. 

Beginnings were difficult as there were no desks or chairs for a 
short time and Sr Margaret remembers that there was no school 
bell until a resourceful person found a cow bell adequate to the 
task! 245 Clinton was a quickly growing area on the outskirts of 

the city of Gladstone with many new families and no Catholic 
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school within reasonable distance. The Marist Sisters continued 
to administer and teach in the school until 1985. By that time the 
school was well established with classes 1 to 7. 

Blachtown - a new ministry in the "wisdom years" 

At the General Chapter of the Marist Sisters held in Rome in 1974 

Sr Vincent, Provincial of Oceania, was elected Superior General 
of the Congregation, becoming resident in Rome. At this time 
she chose to return to her Baptismal name, Sr Margaret Purcell. 
In Oceania Sr Xavier was elected Provincial to fiJI the vacancy left 
by Sr Margaret. The previous General Chapters in 1960, 1966 

and 1969 had been concerned essentially with updating of the 
Constitutions and religious life. In 1974 the focus turned to a 
new understanding of evangelization and ministry and the need 
to assess the present situation in light of the society in which the 
sisters lived. As the twentieth century moved on, so had the ages 
of the sisters who had spent their lives in education. Sr Xavier with 
her council turned now to a ministry outside education. At the 
time the western suburbs of Sydney were growing rapidly with 
migrants of many different nationalities receiving little support. 
Social problems cried out for such support. 

She sent a letter to all the sisters in the Province of Oceania 
between the ages of 65 and 75, aware of the many years they had 
spent in education and their need for a less taxing ministry.24" She 
therefore sought their views on the establishment of a community 
which would answer some of these needs arising in the western 
suburbs albeit in a small way. There was a generous response to 
this letter, a "call ", as one respondent put it "to form a community 
for the purpose of witnessing to Christ in the poorer areas". 

In November 1977 a small house was purchased at Blacktown 
in Bimbil Street. Three sisters who had responded to Sr Xavier's 
letter formed this new community - Sr Muriel, Sr Austin and Sr 
Baptista, all of whom had spent a good part of their Jives working in 
education in New Zealand. From the beginning it was understood 
that their activities would be limited to what they could manage 
comfortably. 

The first task for them was to determine the most pressing needs. 
There was no blueprint for the situation they were in or which took 
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account of their age. Even so, in collaboration with and receiving 
much support from Bishop Clancy, in whose Diocese Blacktown 
was located, they took up the task with zeal and enthusiasm. From 
the beginning they made every effort to take part in parish activities 
and soon made friends with many of the parishioners. 

Their ministry took shape gradually. One of the first needs they 
tried to address was to the elderly sick and disabled who were unab le 
to attend Mass in the Parish Church. The solution to this problem 
was, with the permission of the Bishop, to have a Mass in their 
home at Bimbil Street for them. The sisters managed to organize 
a group of generous parishioners willing to pick up these people 
from their homes and drive them back again . After the Mass there 
was always a cup of tea and the opportunity for a chat, welcomed 
by those otherwise leading very lonely lives. This practice, begun 
in ] 975, continued for many years. They also carried on with a 
Eucharistic ministry to the sick in Blacktown Hospital. 

Another activity engaged in was teaching English, an important 
work as there were many migrants in Blacktown who led very 
isolated lives until they could communicate with others. Visitation 
of the elderly and helping people to obtain work were further 
dimensions oftheir ministry as well as leading parish prayer groups. 
It is to their credit that they also undertook courses in ministry, 
home nursing and first aid, gaining their appropriate certificates. 

Keilor - contract for a "frontier" fou ndation 

By ] 978 the school at Bennettswood had been well established 
and the sisters withdrew at the end of the year. Fr Martin, who 
was Director of the Catholic Education Office in Melbourne, then 
asked the sisters to supply personnel for a "frontier" primary 
school at Keilor,247 which was a new area opening up in the 
north-western suburbs of Melbourne. It was recommended that 
three sisters begin this work, one to be the PrincipaL one to be 
a class teacher and one sister to do parish work. The remainder 
of the school staff would be lay teachers. The top priority was to 

strengthen the faith of the people in an area which did not have 
a catholic school Keitor itself was a very old town, having been a 
stopping place between Bendigo and Melbourne during the gold 
rushes. The contract undertaken by the Congregation of the Marist 
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Sisters with the Bishop and Education Office was for five years. 
The school was duly established within this time and a decision 
was made to withdraw at the end of that time, in 1983 . Sr Rose 
Harris was the first principal and was later replaced by Sr Rose 
Shields. 

Sr Muriel worked in the parish and established a most effective 
pastoral scheme given the name of "Kris Care", which had a 
supportive group of 150 volunteers assisting needy people in 
the parish, fo r example, families requiring support such as child 
minding, being driven to and from various appointments, visiting 
the sick or elderly, and some nursing care. There were 16 such 
categories. Sr Muriel visited the families taking the Eucharist and 
spiritual support to those unable to attend the Parish Masses. 

Marian House, Woolwich - an "in-house" ministry 

In 1974 a Provincial Chapter was held and the following was 
included in a Report of the Chapter to the sisters: 

The question of retirement and providing adequately for our 
elderly sisters was seen as a most important issue .... For that 
reason this question will be developed at the second session in 
Septem ber. 248 

In subsequent deliberations at the Chapter the whole discussion 
of retirement resu lted in the decision that the older sisters who were 
still active shou ld remain in the various houses of the Province. 
In a circular to the sisters sent prior to the Ceneral Chapter in 
1974 regarding pre-retirement, sisters were encouraged to present 
their preference in the matter of retraining for less demanding 
roles in ministry. ' 49 Priority was to be given to providing sui table 
accommodation at Woolwich for those older sisters no longer 
active in ministry. 

In a circu lar'50 to the sisters of the Province of Oceania, also 
prior to the Ceneral Chapter, Sr Vincent, Provincial, outlined some 
possible options for a new bu ilding to be located at Woolwich. The 
early wisdom of buying the Woolwich property now enab led such 
a building to have a magnificent view of the Lane Cove River, an 
ideal setting for those sisters who had spent their lives in ministry 
in f-iji, Tonga, New Zealand or Australia . 

The saving factor was that the Federal Government was 
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prepared to subsidise the erection of such buildings provided they 
conformed to certain criteria and it was hoped that the Marist 
Sisters would be eligible for such a grant. 2S1 Applications to the 
Department of Social Security for such a grant began in 1977 and 
it was eventually allocated. This new building, named Marian 
House, a fourteen bed hostel, was opened officially on the 19th 
August 1979. The Blessing was given by Very Rev. Monsignor J.E 
McCosker, P.c., O.B.E. and the opening by the Hon. John Howard, 
Federal Treasurer and Member for Bennelong, who was replacing 
Senator the Hon. Margaret Guilfoyle, Minister for Social Security, 
who was unable to corne. 

Prior to this completion and official Opening of Madan House, 
though the building was not quite finished, three sisters took up 
residence in January, 1979, Sisters Philibert, Marie Patricia and 
Florence Mary. On the 8th April , which was a beautiful autumn 
day, the communities of Woolwich, Merrylands, Blacktown and 
Marian House joined in a simple paraliturgy asking God to bless 
the House. Sr Xavier, elected Provincial in 1974, was unable to 

attend as she was very ill, and was replaced by Sf Carmel Murray, 
Acti ng Provincial. 

The first sisters to take up residence were Srs Gerald, Marguerite 
Marie, Irene, Perpetua, Gertrude, Kostka and Philibert. Ashort time 
later, Srs Bernadette and Odilon arrived. Sisters Marie Patricia and 
Florence Mary were "live in " staff. Sf Doris, a qualified nurse, lived 
with the Woolwich community and worked in Marian House. Sr 
Ruth, also a qualified nurse, gave invaluable support. To assist in 
the care of the sisters it was customary for sisters working in full 
time ministry in the schools or other ministries to give some of 
their time during holiday breaks. 

[n May the Ex-Students had their annual meeting and many 
visited the sisters whom they knew, the Association giving a 
generous gift of $500.00 to help with the many requirements of 
this new house. There were especially enjoyable times in this new 
way of living, such as a trip to Bowral to see the Tulip Festival and 
other interesting sites. Also during October the King and Queen 
of Tonga were in Australia. They were given a big reception at the 
University Round House, University of New South Wales, and Srs 
Zita and Perpetua were invited to attend as they had spent many 
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years in Tonga. At this celebration the sisters met many of their ex
students and the King and Queen! 

It was not long before the Lord called some of these sisters to 
1 limself. In January, 1980, Sr Bernadette was the first of this new 
community to die. She had been a missionary in Fiji for many 
years where she had a very special concern for those Indians most 
in need, in the Sa district. Though she had such a short time in 
Marian Ilouse, while there she was always gentle and quietly 
grateful for all that was done for her. 

1980 saw the departure of Sr Marie Patricia to New Zealand, 
and the appointment to Marian House of Sr Norma, who was 
to follow a Pastoral Care course at Royal North Shore Hospital. 
Srs Marie Herve and Linus were next to join the community in 
January and February. What was a great bonus for the rest of the 
Province was that the sisters of Marian House saw their new life 
as essentially one of prayer, and generously undertook various 
projects as "special intentions". The first of these was to pray for 
the staffs and students of the schools as well as offering to do any 
small service which might assist those in active ministry. 

In May of 1980 Sr Carmel Murray was elected as Provincial 
at the Plenary Provincial Council meeting held in Lami, Fiji. Sr 
Xavier's term of office was up and she had been far too ill to be 
re-elected. Sr Carmel made the official visit as Provincial to Marian 
House in September. 

Between 1980 and 1985 six. of the sisters in Marian House went 
to meet their Maker- Srs Odilon, Gerald, Marie Herve, Christopher, 
Placide, Fides. They had all lived their Marist life with great love 
and wonderful service to those close and those far away on the 
missions. In the early days when they left Australia there was no 
surety that they would ever return. Their generosity had been total 
and the life of each, an example of true ministry. 

Much could be written of all these sisters but one in particular 
does deserve special mention. Sr Gerald was the first Australian to 
become Regional Superior of the Region of Oceania after the 1948 
General Chapter. Soon after that appointment she became very 
ill after a life spent on the missions. She recovered, but not many 
years after, due to a goitre strangulation she found it was necessary 
to use a tracheotomy which caused her much anguish. As Regional 
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Superior she was extremely kind and prepared to aCl if necessary. 
Suffering dogged her steps with one serious illness after another, 
especially in the period she was at Marian /-louse while death was 
taking a long time to come. /-Ier level of asceticism was very high 
though she never expected others to imitate her example. She was 
a simple, direct soul who embraced suffering with joy and must 
have obtained many blessings for the Congregation she loved so 
much. 

The whole concept of a house of retirement was a new one to 
the sisters. By the time Marian House was opened many of the early 
sisters who had spent most of their religious lives on the missions 
were quite elderly. Their remaining years were spent together in a 
prayerful and gentle life-style. For those who were "staff' there was 
much to become familiar with. It was a steep learning curve for 
both residents and staff. A great deal was done however, to adapt 
this new lifestyle to the various needs of the sisters. 

Latin America - a radical change of direction for mission 

The followingexlract is from a reporton the Plenary General Council 
(an extended council made up of the General Administration 
and Provincials) sent to the members of the Congregation by the 
Superior General, Sf Margaret Purcell in 1977. 

There is a richness, a relevancy for LOday's world in our marist 
charism . . .. Our marist spirituality emphasizes not only how we 
should live but also sheds light on our apostolic priorities. 'Mary 
was present at the birth of the church and will be still with it at the 
end of time'; 'We will go where others cannot or do not want to go'. 
United and strengthened by solidarity we felt we could endeavour 

to implant our marist way of life in another part of the world. Thus 
we hope to explore the selling up of an inter-provincial community 
in an area to which we have been invited and where we feel we can 
be of service to the church'" 

This decision of the Plenary General Council in one sense 
turned upside down previous notions of what it was to "go to 
the missions". Geographically it was now to be where the Marist 
Sisters had never been before, it was to be directed specifically to 
the poorest people of that country and the communities were to 

be international communities. This meant that the members of 
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the community would be coming from different provinces. It also 
meant that they would all have to learn another language and 
details of the culture before they could begin their ministry. The 
formation of these communities depended on sisters volunteering. 
The General Administration received a very good response to this 
appeal. 

In Rome, where the General Administration was located, the 
sisters were frequently in touch with the members of the General 
Administration of the Marist Brothers and often met their 
missionaries from Latin America. It seems the invitation of these 
brothers to send sisters to work in Latin America and their promise 
to guide them in their deliberations made the decision-making of 
the sisters much easier. Having worked there for many years the 
Brothers knew the country well and promised to show the sisters 
something of the needs and general situation of Brazil should 
they choose to make the journey before making the final decision 
to begin a mission there. Sr Margaret Purcell and Sr Kathleen 
Caulfield, who was the Provincial of England, chose to accept this 
invitation. On their return to Rome the final decision was made, 
the result of which was the first step into a very different mission . 

The first international community of sisters to Brazil went 
to a town called Guaramiram, where there was a small hospital 
desperately needing trained nurses, for without them, sick people 
would continue to be turned away. There was also great need for 
support in the parish . The first of these international communities 
was then formed being made up of Srs Benedict from Ireland, a 
physiotherapist, Violette from North America, a teacher, Grace Ellul 
from Oceania (Australia), a teacher, Mary Duffy from Ireland , a 
nurse, and Bernadette Healy from Ireland, a nurse. On their arrival 
Bernadette and Mary took over the nursing with part of their role 
to train and supervise nurses. Some had not done even secondary 
school. Violette and Grace took on pastoral work in the parish and 
teaching English in the local secondary school. 

In preparation, the sisters had a period in Rome with the 
General Administration getting to know each other and preparing 
for departure which took place in January, 1978. They were then to 
spend four weeks at Rio de Janeiro in Brazil learning the Portuguese 
language they would be required to speak. They also acquired 
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some knowledge of Brazilian culture then moved to Guaramiram 
to take up their ministry with the sick, the children and young 
people, in this new land. 

Similar mission communities of Marist sisters were set up in 
Mexico in 1980, and Colombia in 1982. In Mexico the first sisters 
were Srs Denise Jegonday from France, Myra Niland from Ireland, 
Marlene Giblin from Oceania (Fiji), Rita Marie Riddell from North 
America and Andrena Mulligan from England. In Colombia, on 
the 9th March, 1984, the first new community was Srs Bridget 
from England, Marie Yvonne Menguy from France, Shirley Day 
from Oceania (New Zealand) and Pamela Carroll from Ireland. 

Another new international community began in 1984 this 
time for ministry in The Gambia, Africa, which was an English
speaking area. Sisters from the French Province had already been 
many years in adjoining Senegal. The community was composed 
of Sr Marcelline from Ireland, Beth Laroque from North America, 
Ruth Davis from Australia and Margaret Purcell, who had just 
completed her term as Superior General of the Congregation, also 
from Australia. 

The Second Vatican Council had spelled out clearly the concept 
of "mission", that 

requires the missionaries to share in cultural and social life, be 
familiar with national religious tradition and gladly and reverently 
lay bare the seeds of the Word which lie in them ,'" 

Th is whole movementof mission and international comm unities 
was a turning point for the Congregation. Later superiors general 
were also remarkable for a particular thrust in policy. They were 
indeed true to the Constitutions of the Congregation: 

"we must be ready to consider carefully and, in so far as this is 
possible, to accept new apostolic calls even when such acceptance 
involves risks ". Article 35. 
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1WELVE 

New Ministries and 
Significant Changes in 

Administration (1970-1984) 
Haberfield - Provincial House on the move 

On the return of the sisters to Sydney after the evacuation to 
Mittagong, the centre of administration of the Province of Oceania 
was moved from Woolwich to Merrylands, eventually to be housed 
in a specially built Administration Block there. As the ministries 
and numbers of the community increased in Merrylands, however, 
it became apparent that it would be helpful if the Provincial 
Administration moved to another location to provide more living 
space for the communi ty. The purchase of a semi-detached house 
next door to the Woolwich property, given the name of St Paul 's, 
had already been made in the 1960s'. As there was adequate room 
in that building to house the Administration, it moved there in the 
early 1970's. 

At the end of 1971 the boarding section at Woolwich closed 254 

providing further space for the College. By ]982, however, due to 
rapid growth, the school was once more pressed for space. The 
first proposition was to build a new classroom block, the cost of 
which proved to be beyond the means available. A solution to 
this dilemma was found when the sisters relinquished what had 
been their new conven t built in 1956 and moved into the semi
detached building known as St Paul's. Once more the Provincial 
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Administration had to look for another location and this time it 
was decided to move to a site in Haberfield .255 

A Provincial circular256 of August 1982 advised the sisters that a 
suitable house had been found at Haberfield and was soon to be 
purchased. Sr Carmel, Provincial, gave a good description of the 
house and its location pointing out its many advantages, especially 
the greater ease of driving to the airport as there was at that time 
much movement of the sisters to and from Fiji and New Zealand. 
The whole transfer proved to be one of wisdom in thus separating 
the administration from a local community. 

Mackay - into sugar COU1lt1l' 

Following a request from Bishop Wallace of the Rockhampton 
Diocese in Queensland toestablishanewschool in North Mackay,257 
Sr Carmel Murray pursued the normal channels of congregational 
consultation and after a vote by the Plenary Provincial Council 
replied to the Bishop in the affirmative. Sr Joan McBride made 
a preliminary visit to Rockhampton and North Mackay in early 
November of 1982. This was particularly important as the sisters 
had been asked not just to administer and staff a school but to 
begin a new one in North Mackay on the far side of the Pioneer 
River. The contract was for three years. The first sisters to come to 
Mackay were Srs Laurentia, Joan Sheppard and Joan McBride. Sr 
Austin came for a short time and then, later in the year, Sr Julia 
joined the community. 

As well as being a new school named Emmanuel Catholic School 

by the Bishop, it was also a new lype of school in Mackay in the 
sense of having an integrated programme from Year 1 to Year 10. 
This was to affect curriculum planning and staffing quite radically. 
For the first year only, 1983, Years 1-7 pupils (the normal primary 
classes in Queensland) were accepted. In 1984 there was the first 
intake of "secondary" students and each year an additional second
ary class was added until it was truly a Year 1 to Year 10 school as 
proposed by Mr Joe McCorley of the Catholic Education Office. 

What was outstanding from the beginning was the enthusiasm, 
competence and hard work sl own by the staff . This was supported 
by great energy, skill and thOl:ghtful support from the Parents and 
Friends' Association. 
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The parish of North Mackay was a very large one with the parish 
priest, Fr Noel I-lynes, and Fr Bob Cullinane living in the North 
Mackay presbytery and Fr Joe Carroll in Beaconsfield, which was 
closer to Emmanuel School and the beach areas of Bucasia, Blacks 
Beach and Eimeo. Bishop Wallace put Em manuel in the care of Fr 
Carroll who was a tremendous support to the Marist Sisters and to 
the staff. His wisdom, good judgement and sense of humour were 
much appreciated by all, from the youngest child to the oldest 
adult, be they students, staff or parents. 

When Emmanuel began in 1983 there was a little wooden 
building serving as a Church at Bucasia, very close to the beach, 
which the sisters attended on Saturday evenings. It soon became 
too small for the congregation and a new Church was built further 
in towards the school. In the meantime, Mass was said out in the 
open under a big tree with accompanying distractions, not the 
least of which was the organist playing from an organ placed on 
the back of a truck and the birds making their contribution of 
song. Yet, it was a reverent Mass and one loved by the parishioners. 
For the sisters, all of whom had worked previously in the cities of 
Sydney and Melbourne, this was a wonderful experience of the 
simplicity and integrity of country life, even though Mackay was a 
Provincial City! 

Torquay - a "two in one" parish 

After the withdrawal of the sisters from Keilor in 1983, Archbishop 
Little expressed appreciation of what the sisters had done there 
and indicated that he supported the establishment of a new 
communityofMaristSisters in Melbourne. 258 Sr Carmel Murray and 
her Council were happy with such a project which would require 
pastoral work rather than education thus giving an opportunity to 
expand and diversify the ministerial outreach of the Maris! Sisters. 
She proceeded to seek out a parish where such a need existed and 
was soon convinced that the best option foll owing Marist criteria 
was at Grovedale. 

Located closer to Geelong than Melbourne, Grovedale actually 
was the name of a parish in which there were two churches, one 
at Grovedale and another at Torquay.259 The main church was 
at Grovedale and most activities centred there. At To rquay, the 
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parishioners desperately wanted to be a separate parish and had 
built a Church themselves. The house where the sisters made their 
home in February 1984 was at Torquay which was a beautiful 
suburb close to several beaches very popular in the summer 
months. Indeed, the population rose dramatically during the 
swimming season. The pioneers at Torquay were Srs Doreen, 
community leader, Veronica Taylor, Beverley Lewis. 260 

Fr Gill was the Parish priest of both Grovedale and Torquay 
and a contract was drawn up with him concerning the sisters' 
livelihood and support. When the sisters arrived Fr Gill, having 
been asked to clarify their role in the parish responded that "the 
people need to have a tangible sign, a visible model of the Christian 
community living together in Christ - that is the main role of the 
Marist Sisters ". 261 

The ministries the sisters were engaged in were essentially of a 
pastoral nature in both Grovedale and Torquay, including running 
the R.C.I.A. (Rite of Christian Initiation for Adults) programme, 
support of various parish groups, sacramental programmes, 
visiting the sick, running prayer groups and responding to those 
needs which arose from time to time. Between themselves the 
sisters chose which section of the parish they would work in and 
concentrated their efforts there, be it Grovedale or Torquay. For 
those who had not been engaged in this type of ministry before 
it was something of a challenge to be fully involved in "parish ". 
Nevertheless, they took seriously Fr Gill's advice to be, in so far as 
they were able, "a visible model of the Christian community", in 
that way supporting those among whom they lived and prayed. 

Ministry to the Chinese in Sydney 

One other ministry begun in 1982 was that among the Chinese 
people living in Sydney. When Sr Miriam Sing returned from many 
years in Fiji to Marian House, she took an interest in the Chinese 
people, who gathered for Mass in the Blessed Sacrament Church 
at Haymarket on Sunday mornings and attended Catechetics 
classes afterwards. She helped with these classes for some years 
and introduced other Marist sisters to this work who continued it 
for many years. 
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The Province of Oceania - big changes 

As seen earlier in this text, ever since December 1907 Australia 
had been linked to Fiji. Marist Sisters had come to Australia from 
Fiji because of its proximity for the sisters who were ill, and its 
potential to support the Fiji mission financially as well as with 
personnel for the mission . Ever since the first sisters had arrived 
in Fiji in 1892 Bishop Vidal s.m ., Vicar Apostolic of Fiji, had been 
acting as the surrogate superior because of the distance the sisters 
were from the Superior General in France making immediate 
decisions impossible. This persisted even after the pioneer Marist 
Sisters had come to Australia, though in practice many necessary 
decisions were made by Fr Marion s.m., Provincial of the Marist 
Fathers, with occasional reference to Bishop Vidal 262 

Such a balance of authority remained until 19] 2 when Mother 
Elisabeth Boyer, Assistant to the Superior General in France, arrived 
in Sydney. She visited Fiji and spent much time there but made 
Sydney her administrative base. Having been sent by the Superior 
General as Mother Visitor she had all the necessary authority 
though it was meant to be of a temporalY nature. She was replaced 
by Mother Marie-Joseph, also from France, in 1920 with the same 
capacity of authority had by Mother Elisabeth. She too, left for 
France in 1926 to attend the General Chapter of that year and was 
elected Superior General. Mother Louis Chanel who replaced her 
in Sydney in 1927 was named Mistress of Novices due to disquiet 
being shown by Archbishop Kelly concerning the novitiate. In 
spite of this, Mother Chanel did in fact have the same authority as 
her two predecessors. 

It is not difficult to seethat this was a centralized form of authority 
with no formal consultation of the sisters or appointments of 
Oceanian sisters to such positions. That was to change however, 
at the 1948 General Chapter held in France. Mother Gerald, an 
Australian sister from Melbourne, was appointed Regional Superior 
of Oceania, which by that date included Australia, Fiji and New 
Zealand. At the 1954 General Chapter the whole Congregation 
was divided into Provinces. This change had to be ratified by the 
Holy See, which was given in 1958 as part of the newly updated 
Constitutions. Mother Sabina, a New Zealander, then became 
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the first Provincial of Oceania with greater authority than that 
previously held by Mother Gerald. 

From earliest times there had been a tradition of sisters moving 
to either Fiji or New Zealand according to the needs of the time. By 
1984 there was no longer such a need, with more local vocations 
and also much more sensitivity to local culture in society at large 
and within the Congregation. The sisters in their own country had 
a much better understanding of their own people than others. 
Added to this were the more stringent immigration laws in most 
countries often restricting movements of personnel. 

For a long time sisters from Australia had willingly left their own 
country to serve in Fiji, New Zealand, Latin America and Africa, 
as had those from both Fiji and New Zealand. Now however, the 
sisters were becoming more and more diversified in their ministries 
each of which did not require so many personnel. Education and 
retreats were no longer the almost sole expression of ministry. 
There was a move from Congregational corporate ministries which 
required a large personnel commitment, to individual or small 
groups of sisters being engaged in ministries individually or under 
the auspices of others and compatible with an ageing factor. A 
number of sisters also took up nursing training and then worked 
in hospitals or as community nurses. 

All these factors pointed to the need for greater local autonomy 
in Fiji and New Zealand and the advantage of having separate, 
smaller, autonomous member countries. On the 21 st November, 
1983, a Provincial Circular was sent to all communities in 
Australia, Fiji and New Zealand containing the news that at the 
Plenary Provincial Council meeting held in Auckland in January, 
the question of Fiji and New Zealand becoming Regions was 
discussed. A "straw vote" was included for each sister in the 
Province, after having discussed the issue with other sisters. This 
would give some idea of the feeling of the Province. At the First 
Session of the Provincial Chapter to take place the following 
January a vote would be taken. 263 

These considerations were generated at the first Session of the 
1984 Provincial Chapter and all the sisters of Oceania were given 
an account of what had happened and had the opportunity to 
pray, think and talk about the whole issue. In voting at the FiTst 
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Session of this Provincial Chapter each segment was voted on and 

with the exception of 1 or 2 votes on some issues, a unanimous 

vote was recorded. All the sisters saw this need for a change in 

administration. In July the newly elected Superior General, Sr 

Cathaldus, sent the following letter to the Provincial of Oceania: 

The Superior General, with the consent of her council, gives 

permission for the re-structuring of the province of Oceania: 
the province of Australia 
the regions of Fiji and New Zealand, 
depending on the province of AustraliaU

" 

The task of the Second Session of the Provincial Chapter was, 

in the light of this correspondence with the Superior General, to 

tease out any sections which could be ambiguous. 2G5 

Such strong support for the proposed restructuring of the 

Province of Oceania left no doubt in the minds of the sisters. 

The 8th December, 1984, was decided for the Inauguration of 

the Province of Australia. The ceremony was held at St Patrick's 

Church, Church Hill, Sydney, with a Mass celebrated by Fr Tom 

Ryan s.m. The following is part of his homily: 

Today we come together to celebrate a landmark in the life of 
the Marist Sisters in Australia ... The Inauguration of the Province 
of Australia and the establishing of the Regions of New Zealand 
and Fiji is a very significant milestone in the development of the 
Congregation. [t is not just a practical decision for easier and 
better administration. It is a step that facilitates the work of God, 
of MarislS in the Church. 

When a group within the Church, particularly a religious 
congregation, endeavours to allow as much development as 
possible to take place at local and regional levels - that is a very 
healthy sign ... subsidiarity has for long been an integral pan of 
the Church 's social teaching. These days it is an inescapable aspect 
of good government and one of the prerequisites for creative 
leadership.2 •• 

So, after an initial loose union and then a much stronger one of 

Australia, Fiji and New Zealand, spanning more than one hundred 

years, the new Regions of Fiji and New Zealand were now able to 

enjoy a much greater autonomy. 
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THIRTEEN 

II •• then We Are Strong" 
The title of this history of the Marist Sisters in Australia is taken 
from St Paul's letter to the Corinthians (2 Cor. 12: 10) "when we 
are weak, then we are strong", and used because what is so striking, 
particularly in the early section and later, to a lesser extent, is the 
fragility of those who began the ministry of the Marist Sisters 
in Australia. The recurring impression is that humanly speak
ing they were having to reach beyond their strength and this 
continued for many years. Demands on their resources seemed to 
be never-ending - sisters to teach, houses to be bought, additional 
building for schools, to say nothing of sisters for the Fiji mission . 
As the years passed difficult decisions had to be made, for example, 
about evacuating the school to Mittagong, or taking on the debt 
incurred in building more schools when there was no govern
ment support for such building. The Fiji mission, whose support 
was the prime mover in the establishment of the Marist Sisters 
in Australia, needed more sisters. Superiors had to accept the 
responsibility of sending these young women to what was to them 
a foreign land and culture, with nothing save good will to carry 
out their ministry. The sisters themselves often felt ill equipped for 
their task. 

There is no doubt that in spite of this fragility there was another 
side to it all. That was their unswerving trust in God and the support 
of their Constitutions which indicated to them how to live thei r 
lives on a spiritual level. The Marist Sisters had the great benefit of 
having Constitutions written by their Founder, Jean-Claude Colin 
who, when in the seminary in Lyons, France, joined together in a 
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project with a group of other seminarians who pledged themselves 
to begin a Society of Mary, which would address the spiritual 
devastation caused by the French Revolution. French Catholics 
needed to look again at their faith but, as Colin saw it the new 
Society of Mary would preach with gentleness and compassion 
and would, in so far as they were able, imitate the Blessed Virgin 
Mary in their lives. These young men were ordained on the 22nd 
July 1816, and on the following day they made a solemn pledge 
to found this Society as soon as they were able, to do "all for the 
greater glory of God and to the honour of Mary, the Mother of 
our Lord Jesus Christ"267 and in undertaking any demands of 
mission, they would not be deterred by fear. In the meantime, still 
secular priests, they were posted to various parishes in the Diocese 
of Lyons. Colin was appointed to the village of Cerdon with his 
brother Pierre as Parish Priest and in 1824 was appointed to the 
new diocese of Belley. 

The dream of these young men was a Society in Mary's name, 
having four branches - priests, brothers, sisters and laity. Colin 
took the lead and began the foundation of the sisters by inviting 
a young woman from Coutouvre who was known to Pierre Colin, 
to join him and his brother at Cerdon to begin the sisters' branch. 
Jeanne-Marie Chavoin, Foundress of the Marist Sisters, arrived 
in Cerdon in 1817. Similarly, Fr Marcellin Champagnat, one of 
the original group in the seminary at Lyons, founded the Marist 
Brothers in 1817, in the town of La Valla, to which he had been 
sent after ordination. 

To found a religious Congregation and to have it recognized by 
the Church usually takes some considerable time. In the case of 
the Marist Fathers' branch of the Society it took from 1817 to 1836 
and then, it appears, only because they had accepted the missions 
of the Western Pacific when at that time they were only twenty in 
number. It took great faith to believe that they could make any 
missionary impact in such a vast area. 

In the early days in Cerdon Jeanne-Marie Chavoin268 did much 
to support Jean-Claude Colin. As Donal Kerr writes: 

If Colin was transformed from a timid creature to a mature man, 
able to face his people and speak confidently to them, some of it 
may be attributed to the influence of this open, enthusiastic and 
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deeply spiritual young woman. As for his Marist project, jeanne
Marie brought a new dim ensi on and a new dynamic. Having won 
Colin by her com mitmeI1l to the work of Ma IY, she brought out 
hidden strengths in him. She gave him confidence, assurance of 
his role and courage to go forwa rd . She read his soul and told him 
how he had saddened the Holy Spirit by his lack of trust.. .Since 
she shared his vision of the Society, 'the work', as they ca lled it, of 
the Blessed Virgin, he had great trust in her2," 

The Marist Sisters thus have two Founders, each one supporting 
the other and when occasion arose, disagreeing with one another. 
The whole tenor of the Constitu tions, the Rule by w hi ch the 
sisters live, bespeaks the need for deep faith and trust in Christ, 
and the endeavour to live as Mary would have in the early days of 
the Church . Indeed, in the seminary in Lyons, in spi te of hearing 
many Bishops keen to recruit the students after ordi nation to their 
Dioceses, the insp iration which attracted Colin was the one th at 
aimed to do the work of Mary in the Church. 

When Colin was moved to the new Diocese of Belley, Bishop 
Devie allowed a small group of fo rmer seminarians with Colin, 
who had pledged to begin a new Society, to live together. He asked 
them to give missions in the Bugey area, a mountainous regio n 
snow-covered for many months of the year and whose people 
had had little spiritual support since the beginning of the French 
Revolution. As Fr Forissier writes: 

The curate of Cerdon transformed into a missionary found that 
he was capable of an original mission style wh ich was appreciated 
not on ly by the diocesan authorities, but also in oUler regions.>'o 

Coli n insisted that his men must be well prepared before 
preaching and start with a solid spiritual foundation with the 
fathers praying as well as the parishioners .. He insisted that the 
preaching must be positive rather than negative. The "tribunal of 
penance" became the place of mercy. While at the village Coli n 
always had a special ceremony for the deceased which was much 
appreciated. The mission ari es never displaced the parish priest 
from his house and often slept in derelict houses. They never 
asked for money. Whether many or few attended, Colin always 
continued his commitment - and even preached to one perso n 
when there was resistance in the parish to the missionaries. For 
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Colin, this whole attitude to giving missions was "doing the work 
of Mary in the Church". 

In more recent times this has been expressed by Franc;:ois Marc, 
a young Marisl priest who died in 19% at the age of 45. The 
following extracts are from a homily he preached on 15th August 
1989. 

I would like to plead for a Marian Church ... a church which "lives 
the Gospel after the manner of Mary". 

The Marian Church follows Mary into the mountains, going off 
with her to encounter life; she visits men and women, and though 
things may seem to be sterile, she is on the watch for what is coming 
to birth, for possibilities, for the life which beats in things. 

The Marian Church despairs of no one, and does not 'quench the 
smoking flax'. When she finds someone on the side of the road 
wounded by life, she is moved by compassion, and with infinite 
tenderness tends their wounds. She is the safe harbour, who is 
always open, the refuge of sinners, mother of mercy. 

The Marian Church does not know the answers before the questions 
are posed. Iler path is not traced out in advance. That is the price 
of trust. She accepts that she must search. 

The Marian Church lives in azareth in silence and simplicity. She 
does not live in a castle. Her home is like all the other homes. She 
goes out to chat with the other villagers. She weeps with them, she 
rejoices with them, but she never preaches to them. Above all she 
listens. 

The Marian Church stands at the foot of the Cross. With humble 
courage she stands alongside the most insignificant. 271 

Though the above is a recent document, it sums up lean
Claude Colin's and leanne-Marie Chavoin's inspiration of what 
it means to be a Marist in the Church - on the one hand to live a 
life of simplicity and trust as Mary would, with the centre of their 
lives in Christ, and on the other, to be engaged with people, in 
service to them and to be in solidarity with those needing support, 
encouragement and compassion, reflecting the mercy of God 
where it is most necessary. 

The spiritual strength the sisters found in this tradition and in 
later times, when the Constitutions were revised and brought 
up to date, gave them a deeper realisation of the richness of the 
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spirituality handed down by the Founders. They also had an 
excellent road map given by Colin concerning education to which 
they referred in drawing up a Marist Educational Policy. This was 
especially important as education was almost their sole ministry 
in Australia until the seventies but the elements could be applied 
to any ministry undertaken in later years. 

In 1829 when Colin's only experience in ministry had been in 
giving missions in the rugged mountainous Bugey area after being 
appointed to Belley, he was asked by the Bishop to be the Principal 
of a College which educated some seminarians and other students 
not committed to the priesthood. He had absolutely no experience 
at all of being involved in education, let alone as principal, and 
made several trips to the Bishop to be relieved of this heavy task. 
All to no avail! So Colin made it his business to make a study 
of education from all the best authors he could find, the result 
of which study is an outstanding policy in education fitted not 
only to his times but for future times. He chose not to discuss 
curriculum but rather based his text on relationships, headmaster 
to staff, staff to staff, staff to students, students to each other. The 
basis of the whole text rests on respect, in virtue of their dignity 
as children of Cod, between all these groups and gives special 
emphasis on the respect towards each student that the principal 
and teachers should have. He favours as few rules as possible and 
punishment to be sufficient to the problem, giving the example 
that if a misdemeanour can be resolved by the teacher raising an 
eyebrow, that is enough. 

The ideas of Colin about education and related matters are in 
a book Doctrine Spirituel/em , which had been jointly translated 
in the first years at Woolwich, by a Marist Father273 and by the 
first Austral ian Marist Sister, Sr Aloysia. The early sisters were very 
fortunate to have access to this valuable resource which is now 
in the Archives of the Australian Province. These Colinian ideas 
were passed on to the sisters in later times by two Marist Fathers, 
Fr Francis Rasmussen and Fr John Webber. A more recent work on 
Colin's ideas on education is the formal study, lean-Claude Colin's 
Instructions to the staff of the minor seminary of Bel/ey.274 

Over this whole period of the history of the Marist Sisters in 
Australia there were many challenges that they experienced to 
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which they felt unequal. At the same time, however, they did 
receive enormous support from the Marist Fathers, friends and 
relatives of the sisters and in the ministry of education and other 
ministries in which they were working, the never tiring assistance 
of parents and friends and various other groups. At the same time 
they were, above aIL mindful of their two Founders, Colin and 
Chavoin, and it is in the spirit described above that the Marist 
sisters gained strength - and still do - to undertake their mission. 
Their history in Australia reflects the full text of St Paul's phrase in 
his letter to the Corinthians (2 Cor. 12:10). 

"When We Are Weak, Then We Are Strong" 

Fr lean -Claude Colin, 
Founder of the Society of Mal}' 
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Epilogue 
(1984 - 2006) 

A summary of further Administrative changes in the Congregation 
since 1984 may be of interest. 

In 1989 a Pastoral Plan was undel1aken by the whole 
Congregation as a form of renewal and goal setting. 

In 1994 the Regions of Fiji and New Zealand became Provinces 
and the General Chapter gave the mandate to the Superior General 
and Council to initiate a study of the administrative structure of 
the Congregation for the sake of mission . 

In 2001 the General Chapter mandated the Superior General 
and Council with the Plenary General Council "to be courageous 
in promoting new forms of structures and/or collaboration in 
order to facilitate mission ". 

A consequence is that in 2006 a new structure was put in place 
to be evaluated at the next General Chapter in 2008. Where before 
there were a number of individual Provinces and Regions, the 
Administration of the whole Congregation is now centred on three 
Regions. The countries making up the Regions are called Sectors. 
This process is called Reconfiguration. 

The Region of Eur-Africa is made up of the following Sectors: 
England, France, Italy, Ukraine, West Africa. 

The Region of Atlantica is made up of the Sectors: Brazil, 
Canada, Ireland, Mexico, United States of America, Venezuela. 

The Region of Asia-Pacific has the Sectors: Aotearoa-New 
Zealand, (th is name being in acknowledgement of the bi-cultural 
nature of New Zealand society) Australia, Fiji, and the Phi lippines 
with the Regional Administration now located in New Zealand. 

It can be seen that Australia has gone full circle and is back to its 
previous union with Fij i and New Zealand, and happily, with the 
inclusion of the Philippines. The whole point of Reconfiguration is 
to make movement for mission more flexible. If, for example, there 
is need for a particular ministry in Fiji, New Zealand, Australia or 
the Philippines, sisters may be drawn upon from any of the sectors 
to take part in that ministry. August. 2006. 
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Some Notable Sisters 
SR ANSELM (FLORA EILEEN BERG) 

Flora Berg was born on the 15th March, 1902, the daughter of 
Joseph and Flora Berg. After coming to the novitiate on the 7th 
October, 1928 Sr Anselm was professed on the 9th October, 1930. 
Almost immediately she was sent to New Zealand where she taught 
at Mt Albert, Auckland, for five years. It was then that the Bishop of 
Auckland asked the superior of the Marist Sisters to provide a sister 
to undertake the formation of young Maori women who would in 
time form a diocesan congregation. Sr Anselm was chosen for the 
task and left for Waitaruke where the Marist Sisters already had a 
Maori mission. She felt totally inadequate for the task but went 
nevertheless, knowing neither the language of the Maori people 
nor their customs. She undertook the task courageously and grew 
to know and love her novices with empathy and wisdom. 

After spending almost thirty years in New Zealand she moved 
to Merrylands where she undertook the task of Bursar for Cerdon 
College which by that time was rapidly increasing in numbers. This 
was more in line with her experience, however, as she had worked 
in the accounts section of Grace Brothers before coming to the 
novitiate. Her books were kept with precision and the neatest of 
figures as it was well before the advent of computers. In her years 
of retirement she had the opportunity to study art and a latent 
talent came to birth so that some of her paintings were hung in the 
corridors of Marian House. 

In 1993, aged 90, she accepted it was now time to take life a 
little more slowly and retired to Marian House where she remained 
until her death in 2002. She was then almost 101 years of age. Sr 
Anselm was a gracious lady showing great courage in undertaking 
tasks she felt in herself were beyond her and completed them 
with success. She was also a wonderful support to all the sisters, 
especially the younger ones in their early years of teaching and 
was keenly perceptive of their needs. She loved prayer, especially 
the office of the day from the Prayer of the Church and had a 
wonderful devotion to Our Lady and St Joseph. Indeed, for her all 
was done wi th love. 
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SR ALOYSIA (CATHERINE CAREY) 

Catherine Carey was born at Eatonsville, New South Wales, on the 
8th August, 1887. She was the only daughter of a school teacher of 
Irish descent, Patrick Joseph Carey, and Kathleen Cregan who had 
been the Deputy Headmistress of Fort Stree Girls' School. Teaching 
was obviously in her blood. As a young girl she was educated at the 
Grafton convent of the Sisters of Mercy where she learned music 
and began teaching it in 1909. 

She felt called to religious life and was the first Australian to 
enter with the Marist Sisters, receiving at her reception the name, 
Sister Aloysia. After her profession she taught in the Secondary 
School at Woolwich and in 1930 she became Principal of Blessed 
Peter Chanel's parish schooL Hunters Hill. 

In 1931 she was sent to the Maori Mission Station at Waitaruke 
where a boarding hostel for Maori boys and girls of primary school 
age had just been established and where she remained for the rest 
of her life. In the early days she taught in the classroom but then 
concentrated on music teaching. 

From the start Sister Aloysia threw herself wholeheartedly into 
her work. Interested in Maoris as individuals and as a race with 
a great cultural heritage, Sister determined to help them preserve 
that heritage, yet at the same time prepare them to live among 
people of another culture. With a foresight that was not wholly 
appreciated at the time, Sister strove for the right of these children 
to speak their own language in school. 

Her strong faith, her interest in people and her zea l and energy 
kept Sister young at heart and she could communicate as readily 
with youngsters of the 70's as with their parents and grandparents 
before them. 

Sister celebrated her Diamond Jubilee in 1972 and that same 
year was invested by the Governor General with the British Empire 
Medal for her services to New Zealand. When she celebrated her 
100th birthday in 1987 she received telegrams from the Queen, 
the Prime Ministers of New Zealand and Australia and many other 
dignitaries. 

Early in 1988 Sister's health began to worsen, although up to 
the last days of her life she was able to attend Mass in the convent 
chapel. She received Holy Communion for the last time on May 
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3rd and died peacefully the following day. Her body was later 
carried to the marae where she was honoured by the Maori people. 
After her Requiem Mass Sister was taken to the cemetery o n the 
hillside overlooking the settl ement where she had spent some fifty
seven years 

SR AUSTIN (PEARL WOODBURY) 

Pearl Veronica was one of eleven ch ildren born to Austin and 
Margaret Woodburyon the 28th April, 1904 at "West View" Spencer 
on the Hawkesbury River. Through her brother Austin, who had 
joined the Marist Fathers, she came in contact with the Marist 
Sisters. Three of her sisters had already entered religious orders. 
She came to the novitiate at Woolwich on the 5th September, 
1922, and was professed on the 30th September, 1924. 

Sr Austin taught at Blessed Chanel's parish school in 1925 and 
in 1926 was a pioneer with Sr Bernard at Lautoka, Fiji. In ] 927 
these two capable women moved to Mt Albert, New Zea land, 
where they began a school and residence for the Marist Sisters. 
In the following year Sr Austin began another parish school wi th 
Sr Kostka at Herne Bay, New Zealand. In 1935 she moved to the 
Maori mission at Waitaruke, in the nOl1h of New Zealand and this 
was followed by many transfers in the following years to Karori, 
Putararu amd Te Hua Hua. Back in Australia in 1954 she worked 
at Merrylands, then Gladstone, Mackay, and Blacktown before she 
finally retired to Marian House in 1988 aged 84. 

Sister was a wonderfu l teacher and the children didn't forget what 
she taught them. What she loved most of all was preparing them 
for their First Confession and Communion. She was a wonderful 
community person joining into everything wi th eagerness and a 
wonderful sense of humour. To her everything was of great interest 
be it concerned with school, community, an exhibition of fa rm 
machinery or the way a coal loading centre operated . 

Sr Austin had a great love for her family and her niece Sr Maur, 
who is also a Marist Sister says that Sr Austin was her mother's 
bridesmaid when she married sister Austin's brother, Leo. Sr 
Maur's mother remembered her as a fun-loving, jo lly person who 
took life in her stride. When facing a big washing-up of dishes she 
wasn't fazed at all. She would prop a hymn-book in front of the big 
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dish and, despite being tone deaf, would sing her way through the 
hymns until the job was done. She loved gardening and seemed to 
have the proverbial green thumb, especially with orchids. Another 
hobby was to turn community or family happenings into verse 
with a good splash of humour. 

She went straight from home into the convent when she was 
eighteen years, almost one month to the day before Sr Maur was 
born. 

MOTHER BERNARD (MARY GORMAN) 

Mary Gorman was born on the l3th May, 1883, at Sligo, Ireland, 
the daughter of John and Jane Gorman. She was educated with 
the Marist Sisters at Carrick on Shannon . When she left school she 
devoted time to the upbringing of her younger sister at whose birth 
their mother had died. She entered the novitiate in France in 1904, 
receiving the name Bernard at her Reception. She was professed 
on the 2nd October, 1907. Shortly after her profession she set sail 
with Sr Benedict for Australia to teach at Blessed Chanel's School 
at Woolwich. In 1911 she became Head Teacher at Mt St Mary's, 
Woolwich, the new high school opened in 1909. It seems it was 
she who accompanied Mother Melanie in search of a residence 
suitable for a high school as the sisters could no longer fit in the 
original house, "Kamona". 

She remained I-lead Teacher of the high school until 1925 when 
she was sent to Lautoka, Fiji, where the Catholic Mission was to 
open a mission school, especially for the Indian children. Though 
there was some resistance to having a Catholic mission school in 
this town Mother Bernard had won over the people in no time 
and they proved to be most willing to help her with the school 
in many ways. She was called to further pioneering work in 1927 
to begin a Marist Sisters school in Mt Albert, New Zealand. Again 
she accomplished this task with her usual skill and prudence, 
remaining there until 1933 when she returned to Fiji. From 1939 
to 1944 she was in Herne Bay, New Zealand, then Mt Albert for 
another six years. From 1953 to 1962 she was back in Sydney 
working financial miracles in obtaining loans from the bank at 
this time of growth and building needs. She returned to Herne Bay 
in 1962, dying there on the 19th January, 1969. 
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Mother Bernard was greatly gifted. She was very perceptive 
and rose to a challenge no matter how high the obstacle to be 
overcome. She had a great sense of humour and could assess a 
situation quickly. Much of her life was spent in the role of teacher 
or bursar or both together. Her only goal was always the good of 
the people who were in her care and she never spared herself. She 
was a most intelligent woman and her greatest credit was in the 
way she treasured and lived her Marist life. She never asked people 
to do things, for example mending mattresses for the boarders, 
that she did not join with them to do the task. She baulked at 
nothing and during her last stay at Woolwich laid the base of the 
road which goes from the bottom gate to the tennis court though 
that involved carrying heavy stones and much hard manual work. 
All that was left for the professionals was to tar it! 

Her care was always for others and she did not fear being a 
bit less orthodox in achieving this than most people would have 
been. The Sisters in Australia, and no doubt elsewhere, certainly 
learnt much from her as she always used her common sense, had a 
vision of the big picture and was totally committed to her life in the 
Congregation of Marist Sisters. She is a good example of someone 
who knew the value of each person and mel them on equal terms 
where they were, not where she would have liked them to be. 

SR CYRILLE (MARIE MCDERMOTT) 

Marie McDermott was born in London in 1868 with a background 
both French and Irish. She arrived in Fiji in 1907 and was stationed 
at Levuka. She was a most intelligent woman but was also highly 
emotional, this no doubt exacerbated by her adjustment to such 
a different country from England and Ireland, with different 
customs, climate and food. After working in Levuka for one year 
she accompanied Mother Melanie to Sydney and was one of the 
three pioneers to establish the Marist Sisters in Australia. In 1908 
she taught in Blessed Peter Chanel's parish school though her time 
in the classroom was punctuated by frequent illness. 

Sr Cyrille was a difficult woman to live and work with at 
Woolwich, much of which was almost certainly due to her 
temperament and homesickness for the Europe she had left 
behind. In those days there was almost no chance of the sisters 
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being able ever to return to their home country. She returned to 

Levuka, in 1911 and came to Woolwich once more about 1919 to 
teach music and, when Sr Beatrice was sick, to take on her music 
pupils as well. It seems she returned to Fiji in the early 1920's and 
continued to work in Fiji for many years. 

She was in Delailagi, on the west coast of Viti Levu in 1929 when 
one of the worst hurricanes ever to hit Fiji blew full force on that 
mission station. The convent and church were built quite close to 
the Ba River and gradually this river flooded until the waters were 
lapping the edge of the convent. In a short time the water level 
in the convent rose until the sisters were forced to get on a table 
and when even that height was threatened to climb on top of a 
cupboard. They had to remain there for three days and nights before 
the swirling water subsided, having only a few dates to eat. When 
they finally were able to come down to floor level they found their 
convent badly damaged and when they reached the church, which 
had been sheltering the Fijians on raised platforms, they found 
the devastation even worse. Though Sr Cyrille was shocked by the 
whole ordeal she did not request any relief time away from the 
station but wrote a very thoughtful letter asking ifSr Scholastica, a 
young Australian sister, could rest at Levuka for a time. 

At heart Sr Cyrille was a kind and intelligent woman. She did 
have to live with a difficult temperament which probably made life 
no easier for her than those with whom she lived. She remained in 
Fiji for many years playing the organ, a prime requisite in all the 
mission stations, and working hard teaching and looking after the 
students. In a letter she wrote to Bishop Nicholas from Woolwich 
in 1919 she asked him to pray for her greatest desire which was "to 
die a Marist, as I have not lived like one". She died in 1942 on the 
24th September during World War II when American soldiers were 
based in Fiji. She is buried at Cawaci where Mother Melanie had 
been buried thirteen years previously. 

SR DOM INIC (CECILY MAKINSON) 

Cecily Makinson was born in 1882, the daughter of Leonard 
and Anne Makinson and descendant of Peter Makinson who, as 
an Anglican minister came to Australia about 1838, becoming a 
Catholic in 1848. He was appointed by Bishop Polding as Inspector 
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of Schools and later as Secretary to Archbishop rolding. His 
residence was in Gladesville and he was part of an influential group 
of Catholics living in the area of Hunters Hill. Cecily, descendant 
of this pioneer in Catholic Australia, entered the novitiate of the 
Marist Sisters on the 13th August, 1913, and was professed on the 
22nd November, 1915. 

After her profession, Sr Dominic taught at Woolwich until May, 
1919, when she left for the Fiji mission, the first Australian sister to 
do so. She was stationed at Levuka for a short time then returned 
to Auslralia for a year after which she left again for Fiji, this time for 
another mission station at Cawaci , located about eight miles from 
Levuka. Her task this time was to teach Latin to a group of young 
Fijian seminarians preparing for the priesthood. She was doing 
this very capably when she became ill with lymphatic oedema and 
was compelled to return to Sydney and a cooler climate. 

Having made a good recovery she was sent in 1927 to New 
Zealand to assist Mother Bernard and Sr Austin in the early days 
there. In 1930 she went to the Maori mission at Waitaruke and 
became very fond of her pupils. Her time there was short as she 
was recalled to Sydney in 1931 to go to France to make a Second 
Novitiate, after which she remained in France for the rest of her 
life, in spite of never mastering the language. She taught Music 
for many years at Montanay where she was appreciated by pupils 
and sisters. Returning later to St Prix, the centre of administration, 
she became well known for her beautiful work in embroidery and 
painting. She spent some time in Sunninghill, England, at the 
Marist Sisters convent when she was ill. On returning to France 
she went to Bon Repos, the founding house of the Marist Sisters 
and remained there for the last years of her life. 

Sr Dominic had a great spirit of faith and a great love of Our 
Lady. God called her to Himself almost without warning on the 
morning of the 9th March, 1967. 

SR ELISABETH (JEANNE BOYER) 

Jeanne Boyer was born in France in 1857, elllered the novitiate in 
Bon Repos in 1881 and was professed on the 30th October, 1883. 
She remained at Bon Repos and became Directress of Studies and 
superior in 1894. In 1889 she was named assistant to the new 
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Superior General, Mother St Joseph (Bizalion). In 1910 she went 
to Habay, Belgium and in 1912 left to visit the houses in Oceania, 
establishing the novitiate there. In 1919 she rejoined the Superior 
General at Richmond, England, being renamed assistant to the 
Superior General. From 1927 to 1936 she was superiorofMontanay 
and then went to St Prix, dying in 1942, having been appointed 
archivist of the Congregation in 1899 a work she retained until her 
death. Details of her time in Oceania are contained in the text. 

SR FRANCIS (FROZINE FLETCHER) 

Frozine Louise Fletcher was born on the 10th March, 1880, to 
Henry and Ada Fletcher at St Brieure in Brittany, her father English 
and mother French. Her parents left soon after for England. 
Louise, as she was known, was the eldest of seven children. The 
family, reputedly descended from Governor Stirling of Western 
Australia, immigrated to Australia in 1885. Against her parents' 
wishes she trained as a nurse at Royal North Shore Hospital 
and was later Deputy Matron of Windsor Hospital. She became 
a much-loved and trusted friend of Judge Heydon's family and 
nursed Mrs Heydon at their home in Hunter's Hill. Here she met 
leading Catholic families in Ryde and Hunters Hill as well as the 
Marist Fathers at Villa Maria. She was received into the Church on 
the 24th August, 1905. No doubt it was through these contacts 
that she met the Marist Sisters. She asked to be received into the 
novitiate, the second novice in Australia, and was professed on the 
21 st January, 1914. 

Sr Francis did what no one else has done since in that she spent 
her entire religious life at Woolwich. In the velY early days she 
was a tower of strength to the community because of her common 
sense but also her knowledge of nursing as well as her artistic gifts 
which she used to teach the students art, wood-carving and fine 
needle-craft. She also taught at Blessed Chanel's parish school for 
some years with Sr Sophie. As seen in the text of this history, she 
cared very much for the health of the sisters who for many years 
were living in abnormally cramped situations to leave enough 
room in the building for the boarders. It was probably she who 
pressed for the first extensions to be built. 

Sf Francis's gracious and mature personality endeared her to 
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many, especially the ex-students who remembered her kindness to 
them and always asked to see her when they visited the convent. 
Many peopl e in later times remember her only as the "old sister 
who is always sweeping up the leaves". What was behind that was 
her great love of nature, of the trees, plants, flowers, fruit - whatever 
was growing and in so far as she was able she tended them with 
loving care. Workmen at their peril would chop down a tree or 
trample on a garden. Her leaf sweeping was almost certainly the 
desire she had that none of the trees be chopped down. In her time 
she was fa r ahead in the concept of conservation. 

Sr Francis was a great collector. Nothing was ever wasted. When 
someone was looking for the impossible she could always produce 
it from her store. Even workmen used to bet on whether "Sr Francis 
would have it"! Whatever she had was generously given and she 
would leave what she was doing and go immediately to find the 
required item. 

As someone wrote "hers was a strong-willed soul, most upright, 
enduring, gracious and kind; she loved beauty in all its forms, in 
nature, in people, in all creatures." She was deeply committed to 
her religious life and spent much time in prayer. She was a lady 
with a broad, intelligent mind which she used to support those 
who were in need of it. 

In 1969 she fell and broke her hip and never really walked 
again. She died on the 23rd December, 1977, outliving all her 
brothers and sisters, but in these last days supported by her ni eces 
and nephews. Hers was truly an exceptional life as a Marist Sister. 

SR GERALD (ALICE HAWKINS) Some detail also in text. 

Alice Hawkins was born on the 1st February, 1906, at Carlton, 
Melbourne, the sixth child in a family of ten of Thomas and Mary 
Hawkins, two of whom were to become priests, one a Cistercian 
and another a Jesuit. She attended St John 's School, Clifton Hill 
and received her secondary education from the Sisters of Charity 
at Catholic Ladies College, East Melbourne. Alice entered the 
novitiate of the Marist Sisters at Woolwich and was professed on 
the 4th February, 1929. 

Sr Gerald left for Fiji in that same year and remained on this 
mission until 1949, working at Levuka, Delailagi, Varoka and 
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Nadi. In 1949 she was named Regional Superior of Oceania, which 
was a radical dlange for her to have administrat ive responsibility 
for Australia, Fiji and New Zea land. After so many years in Fiji 
her health had deteriorated and almost immediately after her 
appointment she became very ill with suspected tuberculosis. 
Recovery took a long time but it was soon realised that illness was 
to be no deterrent to her and she took on her task with courage 
and ability. In the early 1950's, while travelling in New Zealand she 
suffered from a goitre strangulation and although she recovered, 
found it necessary to use a tracheotomy for the rest of her life. 
These health experiences and her management of them proved 
how ascetical she was in her own way of life though she never 
expected that of others. 

She had a fine mind and was perceptive of and addressed 
difficulties in others acting decisively when necessary. Sr Gerald 
was a kind, gracious lady and her own sufferings seemed to make 
her more sympathetic to others. At the end of her term as Regional 
Superior she was appointed to the Woolwich community and 
then Merryands as community superior, to Mt Albert, Auckland, 
followed by Merrylands and then Burwood, acting as bursar in 
all these houses. Her books are remarkable for their neat, clear 
writing and exactitude. Sr Gerald was a most intelligent woman, 
never pushing herself forward but always ready to support those 
in need . 

After a short period of retirement at Merrylands, where her 
health deteriorated, she moved to Marian House, suffering a long 
and difficult period of illness before her death on the 21 st October, 
1981. Sr Gera ld was a great Marist and well understood the art of 
putting the good of others before her own. Hers was a generous 
and total giving of herself to God. 

Within her own family Alice was the one whom everyone loved. 
She is remembered by them as a most loving, unassuming person. 
They see her as a gentle soul who lived her life abstemiously 
while not demanding that of others. She showed a great capacity 
for understanding other people, always seeking the most truthful 
way of responding to people and situations. She was interested in 
new ideas and open to seek advice. She was gifted with a spirit of 
absolute trust in the fathomless mystery of God's love. 
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LAETITIA HASELDEN 

Though not a member of the Marist Sisters Congregation, Lettie 
Haselden merits a special place in the history of the Marist Sisters 
in Australia, because of her great generosity in giving so much 
financial assistance to the sisters in their early days in Australia, 
especially in the purchase of the Woolwich property. She too, lived 
in Hunters Hill and knew the Hayden, Makinson, and Cell families 
who no doubt put her in touch with the Marist Sisters. 

Hers was a very interesting life. As a child of two she was taken 
to England by her father and adopted by a childless, well-to-do 
couple, the Haseldens, who in turn were linked by blood to the 
influential Hunters Hill group of families. The Haseldens often 
gave hospitality to children of the Hunters Hill families and in 
this way Lettie met them. It is said that her education was rather 
eccentric and "experimental " as her adoptive parents had little 
experience of bringing up a child. Lettie trained as a musician 
and eventually took a doctorate at the Royal Academy of Music 
in London. Strangely, she did not appear to have much feel for 
music, "being too impatient and particular". 

In the early years of the century she and Mr Haselden returned 
to live in Australia. In 1919 Lettie entered the Benedictine convent 
at "Subiaco" and was given the religious name of Sr Dolores. It 
seems she retained the individualistic approach to religious life as 
she had demonstrated in earlier days. Her ideals were on a high 
plane and she kept to them rigorously. Sr Dolores died on the 2nd 
May, 1951. Her name remains as one of the great benefactors of 
the Marist Sisters. 

Details supplied by the Benedictine sisters, famberoo. 

SR KOSTKA (ALMA BEATRICE DOUGHERTY) 

Alma Dougherty was born in 1897 to Anne and Charles Dougherty. 
She was the second of two daughters, Leila being the first. Her father 
died when Alma was still a baby and Leila was only three. Alma's 
mother, Anne, was the sister of Elizabeth Purcell who was married 
to William Smith. When Anne's husband, Charles Dougherty 
died, these two families became as one - Elizabeth, William and 
Anne with three daughters between them, Leila, Alma and Vera, 
the latter later being the mother of Sr Elizabeth McTaggart, and 
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later Marie, Dorrie and Les. The girls were educated at Concord 
and after World War I when teachers were needed the girls put 
themselves forward and qualified for these scholarships. At this 
time retreats were being offered at Woolwich to young women 
and Alma attended these. Alma and Marguerite Marie Quessy 
knew each other from Teachers' College and both became Marist 
Sisters. Alma entered the novitiate on the 17th February, 1926, 
she received the religious name, Sr Kostka, and was professed as a 
Marist Sister on the 2nd February, 1928. 

Immediately she was sent to New Zealand to be the headmistress 
of a school the sisters had undertaken to staff at Herne Bay, 
Auckland, together with Sr Austin. In 1934 she was moved to Mt 
Albert and returned to Herne Bay in 1940, then to Australia in 
1946. She taught at Woolwich until 1950 when she was transferred 
to St Margaret Mary's parish school at Merrylands, which the 
Marist Sisters had agreed to administer after the Sisters of St Joseph 
completed their term at the school. It was at this school that Sr 
Kostka's undeniable qualities shone. She was an excellent teacher 
and made sure that the sisters on the staff received professional and 
moral support from her. One of her most remarkable qualities was 
her love for the poor and underprivileged. This became evident in 
the help she gave to the children's families who were not so well off 
in this frontier suburb of metropolitan Sydney, especially those of 
migrant families, Whatever she did was done quietly without ever 
embarrassing the recipients. She showed a depth of understanding 
and kindness still remembered by them to this day. 

Sr Kostka had a great interest in many subjects, perhaps the 
one she loved most being English language and literature. She 
passed on this breadth of vision to the teachers working with her 
who appreciated her interest in them. At the same time she was 
quite demanding in the level of expectation of these teachers that 
Lheir work was thoroughly prepared. She was a person of great 
integrity always saying exactly what she thought whether it was 
what you wanted to hear or not. Her influence on the whole field 
of education carried out by the Marist Sisters was remarkable. She 
also had a special love for the naughtiest children in the school. 
For her they misbehaved because they were underprivileged in 
some way. 
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SiSler also spent considerable time in the school at Burwood, 
Victoria, from 1961 to 1973. When she returned to Woolwich 
her teaching load was reduced and she undertook helping those 
students who found study difficult. Her health had not been good 
for some time and in 1979 she retired from teaching and moved 
to Marian House. She remained there, an inspiring community 
member, until she died on the 24th June, 1992. She truly was an 
unpretentious but inspiring model for the Marist Sisters and those 
who knew her. 

SR LOUIS CHANEL (CELESTINE ROBIN) 

Celestine Robin was born at Marboz, Am, France a town near to 
the birthplace ofSt Peter ChaneL She often heard her uncle, Father 
Robin, SM, speak of the first Marist Missions and of the heroic life 
of Father ChaneL She received her education at the school of the 
Marist Sisters, Belley, and entered the novitiate at the age of 19, 
taking the habit on the 9th December, 1907, receiving the name 
Sr Louis Chane!. 

We have her record of what happened on account of the 
persecutions in France. "At the end of April 1908, Mother St jeanne, 
Sr Albert (Victoire) and I set out for England; Mother St jeanne had 
left Bon Repos a few days earlier and we were to join her in Lyons. The 
eve of our departure, Victoire and I said good-bye to the community for 
we had to be at the station before G o'clock the next morning (there was 
a station at Belley then) . Passing by the community room 071 our way 
to the kitchen for breahfast we saw dear old Mother Paul in tears. She 
called us and said 'My poor dears, have you said goodbye to Mother 
Foundress'" 'No' we replied; 'Well, run down to the cemetery to say 
goodbye to our Mother and ash her to bring YOll back here one day~ 
We ran as fast as we could - the time was getting short - but with our 
whole hearts we confided all our desires to Mother Foundress. It think 
it was from that day that J began to love her." (RMJ p.503) Sr Louis 
Chane! was professed in England on the 4th January, 1909 after 
which she remained at Richmond, England, and was given care 
of some French girls who came to finish their English studies. She 
also helped with the boarders. 

Her one desire was to go to work in the Missions and in 1914 
prepared to leave for Oceania. She went home to say goodbye 
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to her parents and was there when World War I broke out, thus 
facing a difficult decision as her brother was in the army and her 
going to Oceania would mean leaving her parents for many years. 
She made the decision, however, to return to England and in 1915 
was made mistress of novices. [t is recorded that her conferences 
to the novices were based on the essentials of the Gospel and her 
commitment to the virtue of humility as fundamental. 

She later returned to Paris with the novices and in 1926 left 
for Oceania where she remained for 22 years. Details of her time 
in Oceania are contained in the text. One of the sisters wrote 
after her return to France in 1948, "I was very much struck by her 
never-failing confidence in others. Never would she 'extinguish the 
burning flax', and that which she failed to obtain by persuasion 
she succeeded in obtaining by prayer. Always affectionate, she was 
never weak; always approachable and easy of manner, she never 
lost her dignity. Her holiness had a very human touch and the 
least actions of her life were tinged by the supernatural". 

Shewas elected as Superior General of the Congregation in Rome 
in 1954 and during her term of office encouraged a deepening of 
the spirit of Mother Foundress, Jeanne-Marie Chavoin, setting up 
a committee to pursue a disciplined study of the Foundress. As 
another sister wrote: "for me, she was the personification of the 
Blessed Virgin and she constantly tried to share with us her great 
love for this same Blessed Mother". Mother Chanel died on the 
30th September, 1972, at Toulon, France. 

MOTHER MELANIE (HELEN MARY WITHNALL) 

Helen Mary Withnall was born on the 6th February, ] 840, her 
parents living at Holborn, St Andrews, West London. Her father 
was a book keeper. She made her novitiate in France and was 
professed as a Marist Sister on the 23rd November, 1861, at Bon 
Repos, the original house of the Marist Sisters, Belley, France. In 
1892 she sailed to Fiji with Sr Marthe and Sr Sebastian, to begin 
the first house of the Marist Sisters in the Pacific at Levuka. When 
she arrived in Fiji she was 52 years of age. Sixteen years later, then 
68, she sailed on the "Navua" to Sydney to found the first house of 
the Marist Sisters in Australia. Sr Cyrille accompanied her on this 
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journey and the third pioneer sister in Australia, Sr Odilon, sailed 
from Marseilles, France, to join them. 

She remained in Australia until 1912 during which time she 
taught at Blessed Chanel's parish school and purchased the house 
at Woolwich to enable the commencement of a "high" school. She 
also began a novitiate with the first three Australian candidates 
who became Sr Aloysia, Sr Franci s and Sr Lucy, all of whom were 
faithful to their vocation and lived to a ripe o ld age. In 1911 she was 
recalled to Fiji to give testimony to a tribunal chaired by Bishop 
Vidal concerning what was deemed to have been a miraculous 
cure of Sr Angela of tuberculosis in 1902. This was a very formal 
tribunal with each of the sisters who had witnessed this cure being 
called on to give evidence and before doing so taking a required 
oath. 

After returning to Fiji in 1912 she was stationed at Delailagi on 
the island of Viti Levu. The sisters had gone to this area in 1904 and 
she wanted to go and give them some support. It was in a remote 
location and in an area subject to fl ooding. After some months 
she returned to the original house in Fiji at Levuka. She was at 
this time almost 73 years of age and in a frail state of health. For a 
time she was able to do some small tasks in the house but then her 
health and memory faded and she spent most of her time on the 
verandah of the Levuka convent, never without a crochet needle 
in her hand. She died on the 15th March, 1929, and is buried 
with some other Marist Sisters who predeceased her, at Cawaci, 
which is about eight miles from Levuka and where the sisters had 
been working since 1895. The cemetery is in a beautiful location 
overlooking the Pacific Ocean. 

Mother Melanie was a woman who had little confidence in 
her own ability and often fe lt overcome by the difficulties she 
encountered. Her health was never very strong but she pressed on 
determined to do what God was asking of her. Her achievements 
in Australi a were extraordin ary. 

SR OorLON (JOSEPHINE BOUCHET) Some delaiI also in tex!. 

Josephine Bouchet was born at Vaulx, Haute-Savoie, France, on 
the 1st October, 1855. From her earliest years she was strong and 
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determined giving evidence of this by asking her parish priest if 
she could make her First Communion. In France it was customary 
to be some years older and the priest told her not until she could 
answer all the questions in the catechism, never dreaming that she 
would be able to do so. To his surprise she arrived back after a 
few weeks and knew the whole catechism off by heart. The same 
determination took her five years later to ask admission to the 
Marist Sisters novitiate. She was far too young to be accepted and 
was told to wait a little longer, so had to accept such a decision 
but as soon as she was able repeated her request and joined the 
Marist Sisters novitiate. In those days women who wished to 
become Marist Sisters but had had no or very little education 
became lay sisters while others who would be able to teach or 
do comparable work were what was called choir sisters. Josephine 
was so intelligent she would have been able to do all required of a 
choir sister but made a very definite choice to become a lay sister. 
She was professed as a Marist Sister on the 3rd December, 1873. 

The French Marist Father, Pere Cobillot, wrote of her that she 
was not a ready made saint. He writes that she was very energetic 
and had an imperious, authoritative character. He also writes that 
she struggled against these tendencies and in time managed to 
"gain the victory" over herself. She was an exceptional cook and for 
twenty-five years prepared the meals for the Bon Repos community 
at Belley. In 1896 she was sent to Richmond, England, again to do 
the cooking and similarly, later in Carrick, Ireland. 

In 1908 she volunteered to go to the Pacific Mission. She was 
then fifty-three years old and already showing signs of deafness. 
She was one of the pioneer Marist Sisters in Australia, giving great 
support to Mother Melanie and to the early sisters. She worked 
at Woolwich for the next twenty-one years, again looking to the 
material needs of the sisters, novices and students. To a certain 
extent cut off by language and deafness, she turned to prayer and 
became a target fo r those having some special intention, which 
included people ofthe Villa Maria parish. 

Her health showed a rapid decline in May, 1929, and deteriorated 
quite rapidly. Though she had excellent care from the doctor and 
spiritual support from Fr Vincent, s.m. , she went gently to Cod on 
the 23rd May, 1929. 
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SR ROMANUS (EILEEN FITZMAURICE) 

Sr Romanus was born in Gibraltar on the 25th July, 1915, of an 
Irish Father and a Scottish mother. In 1916 the family travelled to 

the U.K. in a troop ship and then to Scotland . She attended school 
there and when she was eleven the family came to Australia where 
she attended the Good Samaritan School in Balmain and then to 
the Marist Sisters at Woolwich. She entered the Marist novitiate in 
1935 and was professed in 1937. 

She accompanied the sisters who went to Mittagong during the 
War and in 1946 was appointed to the MaristSisters Maori Mission 
in Waitaruke, New Zealand. In 1958 she attended ceremonies 
to mark the centenary of the death of Mother Foundress which 
were held in Europe, visiting the other Marist houses while she 
was there. At the General Chapler held in Rome in 1960 she was 
elected Superior General, though she had not been elected as a 
Delegate. It is said that no one got a bigger shock than she did. The 
Chapter was held up until her arrival from Australia . 

Her time as Superior General covered the period of the Second 
Vatican Council and all the changes to religious life consequent 
upon the Council, which involved updating of religious life, 
study of the early history and beginnings of the Congregation and 
revision of the Constitutions. Through the subsequent General 
Chapters while she was Superior General, 1966, 1969 and 1974, 
she showed great wisdom in initiating the inevitable changes 
and allowed all sisters of the Congregation to participate through 
consultations and special studies. 

She returned to Australia after the 1974 General Chapter and was 
appointed Superior of Woolwich, then Mistress of Novices, superior 
of Marian House and finally of Burwood and Bennettswood. In 
1991 she returned to Marian House as her health had declined 
due largely to the effects of rheumatic fever in her childhood, the 
effects of which she had felt several times during her life. Though 
she underwent an operation after coming to Marian House this 
proved unsuccessful and she died on the 8th June, 1992. 

Mother Romanus had a tender love for our Lady and understood 
and lived the charism of our Marist Congregation - to follow 
Christ as Mary did. She was wise, gentle, loving and welcoming to 
all whom she met but also very astute. Her life was one of love and 
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joy. Not long before she died she said to one of the sisters: "How 
can 1 be afraid to die when I'm going to meet the One who has 
loved me so much". 

SR DAVID (MARGARET FITSMAURICE) 

Sr Romanus had the rather unique experience of having two 
other members of her fami.ly, her sister Margaret and her mother, 
Elizabeth, as Marist Sisters in Australia with her. Sr David, older 
than Sr Romanus, had come to the Marist Sisters Novitiate in 
1930, five years before her younger sister. She also was born in 
Gibraltar. 

Professed in 1932 she spent 42 years of her religious life 
involved in education as teacher, Principal and a deep interest in 
all the ramifications of education. Indeed, as has been remarked, 
it was the love of her life. At the time of evacuation to Mittagong 
she had been Principal of the school at Woolwid1 and carried on 
that responsibility through the difficulties of evacuation. It was she 
who helped to create a relaxed atmosphere there but never at the 
cost of education of the students. 

In 1947 she was transferred to New Zealand returning to 
Woolwich in 1956 becoming Principal once again in 1958. In 
1966 she was appointed Mistress of Novices and in 1974 she 
accepted a position as parish sister in St Patrick's Church Hill 
parish working there for the next 13 years. This involved a train 
trip from Merrylands each day and walking the streets, seeking out 
and ministering to the poor and the lonely. She managed to find 
hospitals and nursing homes for the needy, visited them and cared 
for them wholeheartedly. In 1987 she had to give up this work due 
to a worsening back condition. In 1992 she went to live in Marian 
House, a very different life from the one to which she had become 
accustomed. Nevertheless her interest and concern for people did 
not lessen. She was a great letter writer, having many friends all 
around the world. She was a gracious lady both to her own Marist 
Sisters and all those whom she met, be they ex-students, old friends 
or new acquaintances. Sr David died at Woolwich on the Feast of 
the Transfiguration, 6th August, 1994. 
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SR DE CHANTAL (ELIZABETH FITZMAURICE) 

Elizabeth Fitzmaurice was born in Strone, Argylshire, Scotland, 
in 1880. She studied Medicine for three years and then turned to 
nursing, marrying Myles Fitzmaurice in 1909 who was a member 
of the British Army. In 1910 they moved to Gibraltar and before 
the war ended the family returned to Scotland and later came to 
Australia in 1927. Myles died in 1940. 

Elizabeth then asked to be admitted to the novitiate of the 
Marist Sisters. She moved to Mittagong with the novitiate in 
1942 and was professed on the 21st November, 1943. Now Sr de 
Chantal, she was stationed at Woolwich until 1956 and then went 
to Merrylands. Her time was devoted to household duties and 
making altar breads. By 1960 she had become incapacitated to a 
degree and helped drying the dishes, folding clothes and washing 
and sorting stamps. This she continued to do as long as she was 
able. Her health gradually declined and she died on the 4th May, 
1970. 

Sr de Chantal was a gracious lady, loving the social dimension 
of life and full of fun, especially when she could have a quick, witty 
remark. No doubt for the three members of this Fitzmaurice family 
there must have been times that were very painful for one or other 
of them but this was never obvious to the rest of the community. 
They lived their Marist lives always putting the interests of the 
Congregation before their own. In turn, their graciousness and 
charm won many friends for themselves and for the Lord. 

SR SABINA (WINIFRED CARMODY) 

Winifred Carmody was born on the 23rd April, 1916, in Auckland, 
New Zealand. Her parents were Bridget and George Carmody. She 
was one of four children - her siblings being Emmett, May and 
Jack. Her father was a soldier in World War I and she learnt at 
an early age the effects a war can have on a whole family. Having 
finished secondary schooling she entered the novitiate of the Marist 
Sisters at Woolwich, Australia, in 1934. It is not surprising that she 
suffered much from homesickness as she retained a lifelong love 
of her family and homeland. Indeed, love of God and others was 
to be an outstanding characteristic of her whole life. She took her 
first vows as a Marist Sister on the 8th February, 1936. 
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Sr Sabina, then aged 20, was sent to Fiji the same year where she 
was to spend the greater part of her working religious life. It was 
to be some years before legislation was passed which allowed the 
sisters to stay with their families after ten years on the missions. 
Nevertheless, she embarked on this new life with energy and 
developed a great love for Fiji and its people, showing an especial 
care for the Indian sisters who were in a minority. 

In 1958 she was recalled to Sydney to become the Regional 
Superior and then the first Provincial of the Province of Oceania, 
which included Australia, Fiji and New Zealand. This was a huge 
task to be undertaken, especiaJly as her whole religious life had 
been spent in Fiji and the difficulty of the task was compounded 
by the fact that she was terrified of flying in a plane. This would be 
necessary as Provincial. In spite of that, she never held back when 
such a journey was required wh ich was a real testimony to her 
courage and consideration for others. Her new task also involved 
travelling to Rome for General Chapters at which she could be 
relied on to speak with great wisdom. 

Sr Sabina never pushed herself forward and was in the vanguard, 
well before the Second Vatican Council, of knowing how to separate 
what was important from what were at that time trivial rules. She 
had a big heart and broad mind and gave to many a support that 
sustained them in difficult times, not only in the Congregation 
but to the many outside the Congregation who approached her 
for help. 

After her time as Provincial she spent one year as Superior at 
Merrylands and then returned to her homeland, New Zealand 
until 1982 when she came back to Australia. She then worked in 
the Provincial HOllse as secretary and later on at Gladstone, Marian 
House, Bennettswood and Haberfield as bursar. After two years in 
New Zealand in 1994 and 1995, she returned to Marian House, at 
first as a staff member. Her health, which had never been strong, 
deteriorated in these latter years. She died on the 29th October, 
2003. 

As Sr Carmel Murray summed up in her eulogy at Sr Sabina's 
Requiem Mass, "it is hard to capture the essence of a person in a 
short talk Sabina was a quiet woman, rather fearful and diffident, 
but with an abiding strength, cloaked in gentleness, and with a 
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delicate senseofhumour. She loved her family, each and every sister 
and any person who carne into her life. She was never happier than 
when serving and loving others. She had an inner depth stemming 
from a genuine, intimate relationship with God". 

SR THOMAS (MARY MCDONNELL) Some detail also in !eXt. 

Mary McDonnell was born at Wellington, New South Wales, on the 
27th August, 1900, the daughter of William and Mary Hennessy. 
Iler father was a farmer and grazier and Mary grew up close to 
the land never abandoning her love of the earth. She carne to 
the Woolwich novitiate in 1924 and was professed on the 23rd 
February, 1926 receiving the religious name ofSrThomas. 

In 1927 she was appointed the Assistant Mistress of Novices 
to Mother Louis Chanel who had recently arrived in Australia 
from France. She remained in the position until 1933 and in 1934 
was made Mistress of Novices, the first Australian to be given 
such a position of trust. For almost the entire remainder of her 
life she fulfilled the role of bursar. For her, however, this did not 
merely consist of bookkeeping but the entire material welfare of 
the convent, the novitiate and the boarding school. It was she 
who bought and sold properties, had cows on the property, grew 
vegetables, saw to the repairs when needed, to financing of new 
buildings and to the care of those who had little. Sr Thomas had a 
generous heart and always saw the big picture. She had a charming 
personality and a goodness that shone through all she did. [t was 
she who saw quickly the need of others and went about helping 
them. She was generous to a degree. 

Remaining at Woolwich until 1944 she then moved to 
Merrylands to prepare the new novitiate house, an old homestead, 
for the arrival of the novices. The house was in a state of some 
neglect and the immediate need was for sheer hard work into 
which she plunged whole heartedly. She saw quickly how to 
respond to such situations. Within a few years painting had been 
done, gardens and lawns trimmed and necessary repairs were at 
least underway. 

In herself Sr Thomas had a wonderful, welcoming personality. 
People meeting herforthe first time were struck with her immediate 
rapport with them and her keen sense of understanding. In the 
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country where she was brought up, only limited schooling was 
available to the children, and she did not have the benefit of a 
higher education ava il able to sisters in later years. She was however, 
a most intelligent woman, could converse with anyone and carry 
on complicated business matters with ease. 

She was a great woman with a wonderful sense of hum our and 
loved nothing more than acting out a funny story. She was a joy 
to live with and a great model for a down to earth Marist way of 
living. In 1979 she moved to Marian House with a bad heart and 
died sudden ly on Christmas Eve, 1980. 

SR VERONICA (CECILY McCOLGAN) 

Cecily McColgan, daughter of Ethel and Thomas McColgan was 
born on the 6th November, 1906, at Bondi. She entered the 
novitiate on the 27th September, 1926 and received the religious 
name Sr Veronica, at her Reception. She was professed as a Marist 
Sister on the 3rd February, 1929. 

Sr Veronica was a most gracious and gifted woman and fulfilled 
many roles as a Marist sister. After profession she was a secondary 
and primary teacher, headmistress, mistress of novices, superior, 
mistress of scholastics, and finally became a parish worker. These 
duties were fulfilled at Woolwich, Bowral, New Zealand (Waitaruke 
and Mount Albert), Merrylands and Burwood (Victoria). 

Sr Veronica was gifted in Music, Art and Literature and was able 
to pass on an appreciation of these disciplines to her students. 
She was an educator in the best sense of the word stretching her 
students to attain limits they did not know they could read1. She 
designed the College shield for Woolwich and began the school 
magazine, "The Tower". 

She did not hold back from doing what required a high level of 
competence and courage, prepared to sacrifice her own standing 
if that was necessary. The Congregation owes her a great debt for 
always putting its good before that of her own. She died on the 
15th September, 1992. 
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Religious and family names of sisters which appear in the text 
and biographical notes. 

Mother St Joseph - leanne-Marie Chavoin 
Foundress of the Mari st Sisters 

ADRJEN, BERNAD EnE, DOMITILlA, 
Marie Bouillllrd Vera Balgowall Margaret CllmmillS 

ALEXIUS, BERNARD, DOMINIC, 
Elimbeth SlOrcil Mar}' Corman Ceci Iy M aili llSon 

ALOYSIA, BORROMEO, DOROTHEA, 
Catherine Care), Ethel Witcombe Agnes White 

ALOYSI US, CATIIALDUS, DOROTI IY, 
Teresa Sutherland Brigid Bllrns Margaret Brothers 

AMADEUS, CECILY, DOSITI-IEE, 
Eva Bailey Eillira Pedemont Ethel Trainor 

ANGELA, CHRISTOPH ER. ELISABErH, 
Tec/a Sca la Edith Home Jeanne Boyer 

ANGELA, CLAIRE, ELIZABETH, 
Mary Sulliviln BeLly Penfold Helen Leary 

ANNE, COLUMBA, EUSEBlUS, 
Agnes Bartlerr Mary Crowe, Mary Brenllan 

ANSELM, CUTIIIlERT, EVANGELIST, 
Flora Eileen Berg Agnes Kelly Norma Wood 

AQUI AS, CYRILLE, FABIAN, 
Joan McBride Marie McDermorr Creta Geoghegllll 

AUGUSTA, DAMIAN, FELl ClAN, 
Brigid ThomlOn Kathleell Dolan Doreen McOscar 

AUsnN, DAVID, FIDES, 
Pearl Woodbury Margaret Fitzmallrice MOllica Kellnedy 

BAPTISTA, DECI-IANTAL, FINBAR, 
Mary Blltler Elizabeth Fitzmaurice Anne O'Ma/lOlley 

BEATRICE, DE MONTFORT, FRANCIS, 
Kalerline O'Uiordan Joan ShePPllrd, Frozine Louise Fletcher 

BENEDICT, DENISE, GABRIEL, 
I meIda Layden Bemade!!e McManus Mary Foster 

BENEDICT, DE PAZZI, GERALD, 
Laurence Chassagne Florence Mary McHugh Alice Hawkins 

185 



APPENDICES 

GERARD, MARIE BENEDICf, PHILIBERT, 
Marche Vandebeuque Carmel MWTay Marie-Louise 

GERTRUDE, MARIE DE LA CROIX, Chaffangeon 
Marjorie McGrath Marie Challacombe PH ILOMENA, 

GONZAGA, MARIE DE LA TRINITE, Margaret Hall 
Kathleen Daley Marie Bouclter de Belle PIERRE, 

HELEN, MARIE DOLORES, Pat.ricia de Coek 
Mary Logan Kathleen O'Neill PLACIDE, 

I-lERMAN, MARIE HERVE, Mary English 
Freda Heesh 'eanne Cecile Ie Parquet RAYMOND, 

HONORIUS, MARJE-JOSEPH Ena Sharhey 
Teresa Mora n Claudia Suchet ROMAN US, 

ILDEFONSE, MARIE-LAURE, Eileen Fitzmaurice 
Berthe Colin Marguerite-Marie Quessy SABINA, 

IRENE, MARTHE, Winifred Carmod)1 
Nellie Frost Jeanne Lavin SCHOLASTICA, 

JEANNFrMARIE, MARY CHRISTOPIIER, Aurelia Guillet 
Anne Burke Nora Sweeney SCHOLASTICA, 

JEROM E, MARY OF VlCfORIES, Mary Conroy 
Maggie Kennedy Catlterine Mclean SEBASTIAN, 

JOSEPH, MAUR, Fanny Foley 
Agatlte Bizalion Josephine Quinn SOLANGE, 

JULIA, MIRIAM, Maura Fleming 
Parricia Lourey Linda Sing SOPHIE, 

KOSTKA, MAUR, Marie McDermott 
Alma Dougherty Winifred Woodbury SrEPHANIE, 

LAURENTIA, MELANIE, Muriel Austin 
Brigid Furlong Helen Wilhnall TARCISI US, 

LEONIE, ODILON, Laurence Bouquet 
Veronica Rohr Agnes Johnston THERESE, 

LlCOURI, ODILON, Brigiti SCOlt 
llelene Bonnet Josephine Bouchet THOMAS, 

LINUS, PAULA, Mary McDonnell 
Nola Power Mmgaret Cahill VERONICA, 

LOUIS CHANEL, PAULIN, Cecily McColgan 
Celestine Robin Hilda la Roche VINCENT, 

LOUISE, PERPEnJA, Margaret Purcell 
Florence Nelson Veronica McColgan XAVIER, 

LUCY, PETER CLAVER, Dorothy Dunne 
Margaret Rea Mary Cunningham ZITA, 

MARCELLINE, PH ILIBERT, Mary Wesley 
Mallreell McConn(/ck Anastasia COllnor 
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ApPENDIX A 

Sisters who were professed after 19G8 do not appear on this list as they 
retained their fami ly name and d id not receive a rel igious name. 

ORDER OF FAMILY NAMES 

ALISTIN, MURIEL CAREY, CATHERINE FITZMAURICE, MARGARET 
Stephanie Aloysia David 

BAILEY, EVA CARMODY, WINIFRED FLEM ING, MAURA 
Amadeus Sabina Solange 

BALGOWAN, VERA CHALLACOMBE, MARIE FLETCHER, FROZINE 
Bemadeete Marie de la Croix LOU ISE 

BARTLETI~ AGNES CI-IASSAGNE, lA URENCE Francis 
Anne Benedict FOLEY, FANNY 

HERG, FLORA EILEEN COLI N, BERTHE Sebastian 
Anselm Ildefonse FOSTER, MARY 

BIZALION, AGATH E CONNOR, ANA rASIA Gabriel 
St Joseph Philibert FROST: NELLIE 

BONNET, IIELENE CON ROY, MARY Irelle 
Ligouri Scholasrica FURLONG, BRIGID 

BOUCHER DE LA CROWE, MARY LlIl.renria 
BELLE, MARIE Colu mba GEOGHEGAN, GRETA 

Marie de la '1hnite CUMM INS, MARGARET Fabian 
!lOUCHET, JOSEPI IiNE DomiLilla GORMAN, MARY 

Odilon DALEY, KATHLEEN Bernard 
BOUQUET, LAURENCE Gonzaga HALL, MARGARI:"'T 

Tarcisius DE COEK, PATRlCIA Philomena 
BOYER, JEANNE Pierre HAWKINS, ALICE 

Elisabelh DOLAN, KATIILEEN Gerald 
BRENNAN, MARY Damian HEESH, FREDA 

Ellsebills DOUGHERTY, ALMA Hennml 

BROTH ERS, MARGARET Kostlw HORN E, EDITH 
Dorothy DUNNE, DOROTHY Chrislopher 

BURKE, ANNE Xavier JOHNSTON, AGNES 
Jeanlle-Marie ENGLISH, MARY Odilon 

BURNS, BRIGID Placide KELLY, AGNES 
Cathaldus FITZMAURICE, EILEEN Cuthbert 

BUTLER, MARY Romanlls KENNEDY, MAGGIE 
Bapr.isLa FITZMAURI CE, Jerome 

CAH ILL, MARGARET ELIZABETH KENNEDY, MONICA 
Pallia de Chantal Fides 
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LA ROCHE, HILDA McLEAN, SCALA, TECLA 
Paulin CATHERINE Angela 

LAVIN, JEANNE Mary of Victories SCOTT, I3RIGID 
Marthe McMANUS, Therese 

LAYDEN, IMELDA BERNADETTE SHARKEY, ENA 
Benedict Denise Raymond 

LE PARQUET, JEANNE McOSCAR, DOREEN SI I EPPARD, JOAN 
CECILE Pelician De Montfon 

Marie Herve MORAN, TERESA SING, LINDA 
LEARY, HELEN Honorius Miriam 

Eliwbeth MURRAY, CARMEL STORCK, ELIZABETH 
LOGAN, MARY Marie Benedict AlexitlS 

Helen NELSON, FLORENCE SUClIE1~ CLAUDIA 
LOUREY, PATRICIA touise Marie-Joseph 

Julia O'MAHONEY, ANNE SULLIVAN, MARY 
MAKINSON, CECILY Hnbar Angela 

Dominic O'NEILL, KATHLEEN SUTHERLAND, TERESA 
McBRIDE, JOAN Marie Dolores Aloysius 

Aquinas O'RIORDAN, SWEENEY, NORA 
McCOLGAN, CECILY KATERLINE Mary Christopher 

Veronica Beatrice THORNTON, I3RIGID 
McCOLGAN, PEDEMONT, ELVIRA Augusta 
VERON ICA Cecily VANDEBEUQUE, 

Perpetua PENFOLD, BETTY MARTHE 
McCORMACK, Claire Gerard 
MAUREEN POWER, NOLA WESLEY, MARY 

Marcelline Linus Zita 
McOSCAR, DOREEN PURCELL, MARGARET WHITE, AGNES 

Felician Vincent Dorothea 
McDERMOTT, MARIE QUESSY, WITCOMBE, ETHEL 

Cyrille MARGUERITE-MARl E Borromeo 
McDERMOTT, MARIE Marie-Laure WITI INALL, HELEN 

Sophie QU INN, JOSEPIIINE Melanie 
McDONNELL, MARY Maur WOOD, NORMA 

1110mas REA, MARGARET Evangelist 
McGRATII, MARJORIE Lucy WOODBURY, PEARL 

eer/mde ROBIN, CELESTINE Austin 
McHUGH, FLORENCE Louis Chane! WOODBURY, 
MARY ROHR, VERONICA WINIFRED 

de Paui Leonie Maur 
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Appendix B 
Deceased sisters whose ministry has been for a time 

in Australia giving dates of their first profession. 

Alexius Storck Celine Sinclair Dorothy Peterson 
2 February, I 928 8 February, 1953 11 February, 1953 

Alice Schelling Christopher Horne DositheeTrainor 
16 August, 1920 15 August, 1922 12 September, 1923 

Aloysia Carey Claudia Lewis Elisabeth Boyer 
21 ovember, 1912 2 February, 1924 30 October, 1883 

Amadeus Bagley Clare Penfold Ethelbert Storck 
14 September, 1908 30 July, 1936 10 April , 1910 

Angela Sullivan Colette Pateix Fides Kennedy 
2 October, 1893 12 August, 1902 9 May, 1932 

Anita Swadling Columba Crowe Florentine Smet 
8 September, 1941 25 February, I 929 10 January, 1918 

Anne Bartlett Columcille Dalton Francis Fletcher 
14 September, 1884 8 September, 1936 21 January, 1914 

Anselm Berg Cuthbert Kelly Gerald Hawkins 
9 October, 1930 2 August, 1914 4 February, 1929 

Austi n Woodbury Cyrille McDermott Geraldine Keenan 
30 September, 1924 7 Septem ber, 1889 8 February, 1936 

Baptista Butler Damian Dolan Gertrude McGrath 
5 August, 1935 24 September, 1932 23 February, 1926 

Beatrice Donoghue David Fitzmaurice Ilelena Selvinen 
2 February, 1950 9 May, 1932 11 August, 196 2 

Benedict Chassaigne De Chantal Fitzmaurice Herman Heesh 
14 September, 1903 21 November, 1942 26 February, 1926 

Bernadette Balgowan De Pazzi Me Hugh Hilarion Lyons 
2 February, 1924 2 February, 1934 6 June, 1933 

Bernadine Cashen Dolores O'Neill Irene Frost 
17 September, 1900 15 September, 1921 2 May, 1931 

Ilernard Corman Dominic Makinson Irene Killgour 
2 October, 1 907 22 October, 1915 11 January, 1968 

Borgia Hynes Dominic Savio Urwin leanne Marie Burke 
9 May, 1932 13 January 1962 8 February, 1940 

Borromeo Witcombe Doris Mifsud Jerome Kennedy 
4 February, 1935 14 January, 1972 14 September, 1929 

Cecily Pedemont Dorothy Brothers Joachim Cannon 
6 June, 1933 28 April. 1921 18 March, 1933 
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John Berchmans Sainty 25 January, 1937 Raymond Sharkey 
2 February, 1934 Marie-Joseph Suchet 2 May, 1931 

John Gualbert Lindsay 8 September, 1902 Regi na Casey 
4 February, 1935 Marthe Lavin 8 February, 1936 

Josephine Heneghan 29 September, 1886 Robert Laxton 
28 February, 1940 Ma ry McCarrick 8 September, 1949 

Kostka Dougherty 1 September; 1947 Romanus Fitzmaurice 
2 February, 1928 Mary of Victories, 25 January, 1937 

Leonie Rohr Mclean Rosina Stenson 
2 February 1934 4 February, 1929 12 March, 1932 

Ligouri Bonnet Maur Quinn Sabina Carmody 
15 September, 1923 21 December, 1925 8 February, 1936 

Linus Power Melanie Witllllall Scholastica Conroy 
29 September, 1939 23 November, 1861 2 February, 1928 

Louis Chanel Robin Michael SulJivan Sebastian Foley 
4 January, 1909 10 December, 1943 12 September, 1882 

Louis Marie Fong Miriam Sing Solange Fleming 
11 August, 1962 26 July, 1940 16 lanuary, 1951 

Louise Nelson Odilon Bouchet Sophie McDermott 
15 December, 1934 3 December, 1873 12 September, 1898 

Lucy Rea Odilon Johnston Tarcisius Bouquet 
8 September, 1914 1 5 October, 1 931 21 December, 1925 

Madeleine Laisa Osmund Murphy Therese Scott 
23 January, 1956 9 May, 1932 16 September, 1924 

Marcella Somerville Paula Cahill Therese Groslier 
25 January, 1937 2 February, 1928 2 September, 1928 

Marie Bernard Madigan Paulin La Roche Thomas McDonnell 
9 February, 1954 11 June, 1925 26February 1926 

Marie Dolores O'NeilJ Pelagia Murphy Ursula Mullen 
15 September, 1 921 2 May, 1931 1 January, 1930 

Marie Eustelle Loughnane Perpetua McColgan Veronica McColgan 
22 February, 1917 4 February, 1922 4 February, 1929 

Marie Herve Le Parquer Peter Claver Wendy Kavanagh 
26 September, 1927 Cunningham 11 Janua ry, 1961 

Marie Laure Quessy 14 September, 1908 Xavier Dunne 
22 Decem ber, 1919 Philibert Connor 28 January, 1946 

Marie Laurentia Hahn 2 February, 1928 Zita Wesley 
4 February, 1922 Placide English 5 February, 1923 

Marie Noellie Perrin 2 February, 1928 
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Appendix C 
SCHOOL PRINCIPALS 

NEW SOUTH WALES 

WOOLWICH/HUNTER'S HILL 
Ml Sf Mary's/Marisl Sisters College 1909 
Sr Cyrille McDermott 
Sr Sophie McDermott 
Sr Bernard Gorman 
Sr Cuthbert Kelly 
Sr Veronica McColgan 
Sr David Fitzmaurice 
Sr Leonie Rohr 
Sr Colette Conroy 
Sr Loyola Grehan 
Sr Xavier Dunne 
Sr David Fitzmaurice 
Sr Aquinas McBride 
Sr Fel ician McOscar 
Sr Marie de la Croix Challacombe 
Sr Ann-Marie Webb 
Sr Elizabeth McTaggart 
Sr Fidelis M<'T'eigue 

Blessed Chanel's Parish School 1908 
Mother Melanie With nail 
Sr Bernard Gorman 
Sr Aloysia Carey 
Sr Paulin La Roche 
No record of whidl sisters were later 
principals - the school closed in 1936. 

Villa Maria (Gladesville Rd & MarJ/ St) 
1960 

Sr Julienne Vincent 
Sr Herma n Ileesh 
Sr Emilian Gerethy 
Sr Marie Clarke 
Sr Carroll McDonald 
Sr Em ilian Gerethy 

MERRYLANDS 
Cerdon Col/ege 1960 
Sr Fe Ii ci an McOscar 
Sr Carmel Conran 
Sr Aquinas McB ride 
Sr Ann-Marie Webb 

St Margare! Malis Parish School 1950 
Sr Kostka Dougherty 
Sr Maur Woodbury 
Sr Joan Sheppard 
Sr Louise Nelson 
Sr julia Lourey 
Sr Marie Clarke 
Sr Julia Lourey 
Sr Carroll McDonald 
Sr Vivienne Goldstein 

VlCTORlA 

BURWOOD 
Chavain College 1962 
Sr Jeanne-Marie Burke 
Sr Damian Dolan 
Sr MaurWoodbury 
Sf Colette Conroy 
Sr Margaret Cross 

Nunawading Campus 1980 
Sr Margaret Cross 
Sr Marie de la Croix Challacombe 

51 Benedic!'s Parish School 1954 
Sr Paulin La Roche 
Sr Jeanne-Marie Burke 
Sr Marie Clarke 
Sr Philomena Hall 

BENNElTSWOOD 
S! ScJlOlasfica 's Parish School 1959 
Sr Gonzaga Daly 
Sf Louise Nelson 
Sr Julienne Vincent 
Sr Redem pta Ryan 
Sr Rose Harris 

KEILOR 
51 Augustine's Parish School 1979 
Sr Rose Ilarris 
Sr Rose ShieJds 
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QUEENSLAND 

GLADSTONE 

CLINTON 
Sl lolln's 1977 

SUlr of lhe Sea 1971 
Sr Lou ise Nelson 
Sr Juli enne Vincent 
Sr Andrew Vaney 
Sr Emilian Gerethy 
Sr Marie Clarke 

Sr Margaret Cummins 
Sr Vivienne Goldstein 
Sr Patricia Banley 

MACKAY 
Emmanuel Catholic School 1983 
Sr Joan McBride 

Appendix D 
LEADERS IN THE PROVINCE OF OCEANIA 
Sr Gerald Hawkins Regional Superior 
Sr Sabina Carmody Regiona l Superior 
Sr Sabina Carmody Provincial Superior 
SrTherese SCOll Provincial Superior 
Sr Vincent Purcell Provincial Superior 
Sr Xavier Dunne Provincial Superior 
Sr Carmel Murray Provincial Superior 

LEADERS IN THE PROVINCE OF AUSTRALIA 
Sr Carmel Murray 
Sr Margaret Purcell 
Sr Gail Reneker 
Sr Ann-Marie Webb 
Sr Julie Brand 

Provincial Superior 
Provincial Superior 
Provincial Superior 
Provincial Superior 
Provincial Superior 

AUSTRALIAN SUPERIORS GENERAL 
Sr Romanus Fitzmaurice 1960 - 1974 
Sr Margaret Purcell 1974 - 1984 
Sr Gai l Reneker 1994 - 2001 
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1949 - 1958 
1958 - 1959 
1959 - 1964 
1964 - 1971 
1971 - 1974 
1974 - 1980 
1980 - 1984 

1984 - 1986 
1987 - 1989 
1990 - 1994 
1994 - 2000 
2001 -2006 
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