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I NTRC)DUCTIC)N 

T o the best of my knowledge this booklet is only 
the second attempt at a comprehensive history of 

St Patrick's parish and church. 

In 1940 an Australian Marist, Aloysius jeffcott, 
published a substantial pamphlet, One Hundred Years 
of Spiritual Endeavour, on the occasion of the centenary 
of the laying of the foundation stone for St Patrick's 
church. jeffcott had little available to him in the way of 
primary sources, but his work is nevertheless a valiant 
and generally accurate attempt at surveying the history 
of St Patrick's over its first 100 years. 

In 1988, another Marist, John Hosie, published his 
Challenge: The Marists in Colonial Australia, which 
contained a more academically rigorous treatment of St 
Patrick's for the period from 1868 - 1900. 

That same year I submitted an MA thesis at Sydney 
University, Not Angels Nor Men Confirmed in Grace, 
which covered, within a broader context, the history of 
St Patrick's from 1892 - 1938. 

Broad-sweep historical outlines with a particular focus 
on heritage issues are incorporated in john Graham's St 
Patrick's Church Hill Conservation Plan (1993) and the 
Godden Mackay Logan St Patrick's Church, Church Hill, 
Final Excavation Report (2003) . 

Building on these earlier works, this booklet surveys a 
period of 164 years, from 1840 - 2004. While I have made 
use of what has already been written, I have also been able 
to include a considerable amount of new material. 
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The perceptive reader will quickly realise that the 
treatment of various eras is uneven, reflecting the 
availability of sources. While I discovered a great deal 
of hitherto unknown information about the pre-Marist 
period at St Patrick's (before 1868), the reality is that 
the sources are somewhat limited, and this is reflected 
in the coverage of these years. On the other hand, there 
is an abundance of riches for the period from the 1890s 
until the end of the 1930s. Material in Marist archives 
provides a comprehensive coverage of this period, and 
at the same time the happy accident of the offices of 
the Freeman's Journal being across the road from St 
Patrick's in these years, meant that St Patrick's received 
blanket coverage. 

Finally, when we come to the period from the 1960s 
until the present, the narrative is of necessity less 
frank and detailed. The passage of time provides both 
perspective and freedom to analyse and interpret. 
Hopefully, though, what is written for these years is 
nevertheless true and fair. 

I have lived at St Patrick's now for almost 10 years. For 
me it is a privilege and a blessing to be here. I hope this 
booklet conveys something of the rich history of this 
hallowed site. 

My thanks to my Marist confrere, Ron Nissen, and also 
to Valentina Markovina at Catholic Communications, 
for giving generously of their time and talents in 
preparing this work for publication. 

Peter McMurrich sm 



6.30am, Thursday 18 March, 2010. The front doors of St Patrick's church swing open as dawn begins to 
break over the Sydney CBD. Right through this day, as happens every day, a constant stream of people will 
enter the church to attend a Mass, go to confession, light a candle, or pray quietly in a back pew. Originally 
St Patrick's was the local parish church for the Irish Catholics who lived in The Rocks. Gradually it evolved 
into a city shrine church. The interior is old style Catholic, richly decorated, with afew cleverly integrated 
modern touchesfollowing a restoration in 1999. It is neither dreary nor offensively triumphalistic. People 
variously experience it as historical, nostalgic, prayerful, engaging, and yes, beautiful. 

This is the story of St Patrick's ... ...... 

A t lOam on Tuesday 25 August, 1840, a five hour 
religious marathon commenced at Sydney's 

St Mary's cathedral. The focus of the day was to lay 
a foundation stone for a second Catholic church in 
Sydney town, dedicated to St Patrick, on a site located a 
kilometre or two to the north-west of the cathedral. The 
preacher at the lOam choral high Mass was the vicar
general of the diocese, Dr William Ullathorne, who told 
the congregation that they were about to proceed to a 
site which was already hallowed by its earlier history. 

After Mass, at 1l.30am, 600 school children led a 
procession of clergy and laity from the cathedral to 
Church Hill, so named because it was already the site 
ofthe first Anglican church in Sydney, St Philip's. Here 
Australia's first Catholic bishop, John Bede Polding, 
mounted a large stone and pointed dramatically to a 

nearby cottage. ·See that cottage! There twenty years 
ago was our religion cradled and concealed - there its 
mysteries worshipped~ l 

Fr Jeremiah O'Flynn 
Pol ding was alluding to events which had occurred 

in the years 1817-19, at which time there were no 
Catholic priests in the colony, since government 
policy authorised only Church of England clergy. In 
November, 1817, a Catholic priest arrived in Sydney 
unexpected and unannounced; his name was Fr 
Jeremiah O'Flynn, and he told governor Macquarie that 
an official authorisation from the British Colonial Office 
would shortly be forthcoming to allow him to minister 
to the Catholics of Sydney. Macquarie, sceptical and 
dismissive, told O'Flynn to leave the colony on the ship 



Archbishop Polding 

that had conveyed him, and forbad him to perform any 
priestly functions in the interim.2 

O'Flynn, however, went to ground, and commenced 
a clandestine ministry, baptising, marrying, and 
celebrating the eucharist in private homes in the absence 
of any Catholic churches. Finally, in May, 1818, with his 
patience exhausted and with no authorisations arriving 
from London, Macquarie had O'Flynn arrested and 
deported. The facts were that while O'Flynn had been 
authorised by the Holy See to travel to Australia with 
the impressive title of Prefect Apostolic of Botany Bay, 
he had not succeeded in obtaining permission from the 
British government to minister in Sydney.' 

William Davis 
One of the private homes O'Flynn used for temporary 

lodging, and for the celebration of Mass, was the home 
of William Davis at Church Hill.' Davis had been 
transported to Sydney in August, 1799, on the Friendship, 
one of 133 Irish political prisoners implicated in civil 
disorder in Ireland. The absence of any trial records for 
these prisoners has raised speculation that they were 
transported without trial. 

Following his marriage to Catherine Miles in 1809,5 
Davis obtained a lease on land he may have already been 
occupying at Church Hill, and built a cottage there that 
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same year. This lease would have been issued by the 
military junta which deposed governor Bligh in 1808, 
and was subsequently ratified by governor Macquarie.6 

Davis received a conditional pardon from Macquarie in 
July, 1811, and an absolute pardon in January, 1814. He 
prospered as a hotelier and grazier. 

It was widely believed in later years that when O'Flynn 
was arrested in May, 1818, he had left the eucharistic 
sacrament at Davis' house, where it became the focus 
of prayer for small groups of faithful Catholics until it 
was retrieved by the Catholic chaplain from a visiting 
French ship in November, 1819. The Davis story was 
accepted and promoted by pioneer Catholic clergy 
like Ullathorne and Polding, and with the passing of 
time it developed additional layers of mystique and 
elaboration. When retold, it was variously presented as 
an account of anti-Catholic persecution, an example of 
the faithful Irish diaspora at prayer, and a manifestation 
of Divine intervention as evidenced by the miraculous 
preservation of the sacred hosts from corruption. 

Davis & Dempsey 
The Davis story has been challenged from time to time 

by an alternative tradition which has O'Flynn leaving 
the sacrament at the home of James Dempsey, like 
Davis transported through involvement or suspected 
involvement in anti British agitation, who lived five 
minutes walk from Davis, near the intersection of 
Erskine and Kent streets. The claims for Dempsey were 
first made in print in 1865 by Columbus Fitzpatrick, who 
stated that as a child he had observed the sacrament being 
venerated at Dempsey's house; his version of events was 
later corroborated by his younger brother, Ambrose. 
While the Davis tradition has generally remained the 
dominant version over the years, the case for Dempsey 
was strongly promoted by monsignor Con Duffy, who 
was Sydney archdiocesan archivist in the 1960s.' It is the 
version accepted by Patrick O'Farrell in his magisterial 
History of the Catholic Church in Australia (1968). 

Recent assessments of the evidence suggest that both 
versions might be worthy of credence." The likelihood 
is that long before his arrest, O'Flynn habitually left 
the consecrated sacrament in a wooden press at Davis' 
house, so that it would be available as needed by O'Flynn 
for administering to sick and dying Catholics. There 
were no churches available to O'Flynn for reserving 
the sacrament, so leaving it in a safe house was his only 
option. Hence, the sacrament remained at Davis' house 
when O'Flynn was arrested, and became a focus of 
prayer there for a number of months afterwards. 

The evidence supporting the parallel Dempsey 
tradition points to the strong possibility that O'Flynn 
also left consecrated hosts with Dempsey, either on a 



regular basis for use as viaticum in the months prior to 
his capture, or specifically for veneration by the faithful 
when the possibility of arrest became imminent." While 
these scenarios are in the realm of speculation rather 
than established fact, they would seem to offer a better 
way of approaching two very strong traditions than 
arbitrarily canonising one and rejecting the other. 

O'Flynn departed Sydney hopeful that he might 
persuade the British authorities to countermand 
Macquarie's decision and reinstate him in Sydney with 
official chaplain status. Instead the colonial office backed 
Macquarie, and O'Flynn was not allowed to return. 
However, the O'Flynn affair highlighted the issue of the 
Anglican clerical monopoly in the Sydney colony, and 
soon afterwards other religious denominations were 
allowed to nominate clergy. In 1820 the first official 
Catholic chaplains, Frs. j.J.Therry and Philip Conolly, 
arrived in the colony. 

Building St Patrick's 
The building of St Patrick's church on Church Hill 

took place, therefore, with a considerable pre-history 
going back to the O'Flynn affair and the traditions 
associated with William Davis' cottage. And it was 
Davis, still living in his cottage in 1840, who enabled 
the church to be built. When bishop Polding's request 
in 1839 for a government grant of land for a church 
at Church Hill was refused, Davis offered a corner of 
his property so that the project could proceed. At the 
laying of the foundation stone he followed up this gift 
ofland by placing a cheque for £1,000 on the stone, and 
later donated a substantial amount of cut stone used in 
the lower sections of the church walls. lO 

Following Davis' donation of land, a committee was 
established to further the project at a public meeting 
held at the Castlereagh street court house on 1 June, 
1840. An advertisement for the meeting which appeared 
in the Australasian Chronicle of 26 May indicated that 
there were a few givens: plans had already been drawn 
up, and the name of the new church, St Patrick's, had 
already been chosen. Polding told the meeting that 
he had long desired a church in The Rocks, for "the 
harmonizing influence of religion" was desperately 
needed in that quarter. Fr Francis Murphy was elected 
president of the committee, and £1,012 was contributed 
at this first meeting." 

The plans for St Patrick's may have been loosely 
modelled on St Anthony's Church (1833) in Liverpool 
UK, and were drawn by William Fernyhough, a Sydney 
draughts man. Unfortunately the design did not fit the 
site, with the proposed church porch extending beyond 
the street building line, and a special Act had to be 
passed through the NSW Legislative Council in 1840 
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to legitimise an encroachment onto the footpath. The 
church committee wanted an extra six feet, but the 
Legislative Council eventually adopted the compromise 
suggestion of the town surveyor and colonial engineer, 
major George Barney, that the church porch could 
extend three feet beyond the building lineY 

The Anglican architect John Frederick Hilly was then 
employed to re-design the church and supervise its 
construction. According to Broadbent and Kerr, Hilly 
not only adjusted the length of the church, but also 
decreased its width, resulting in a building which was 
"long, narrow and high': 13 

A report in the Australasian Chronicle of 26 January, 
1841, indicated that excavation and quarrying was finally 
under way, and 18 months later the builder, Andrew Ross, 
was preparing to erect the roof structure. For reasons 
unknown there were significant delays in construction 
at this point, so that in November the following year 
(1843), the church had still not been slated. l ' A keen 
observer of the building's progress would have been 
William Davis, who was still living next door in his 1809 
cottage. His wife Catherine had died in 1839, and on 17 
August, 1843, Davis himself died in his sleep at the age 
of78. 

In addition to Davis' cottage, one other building stood 
nearby as the church grew to completion, a two storey 
cottage fronting Charlotte Place (now Grosvenor street), 
on the Harrington street side of the church. In those 
years it was occupied by a night watchman/district 
constable by the name of Cornelius Kenny, who comes 
to life in a contemporary word portrait: 

Wrapped up in his big coat, which reached pretty 
well to his ankles, his waist encircled with a broad 
belt carrying his rattle and bull's-eye lantern, and 
his neck protected by a comforter against the night 
air, he picked up his short staff and started from his 
comfortable cottage on his rounds to call the hour and 
to see that all was well in the town. As he came to each 
store the bull's-eye lantern was turned on to the lock to 
see if all was well within. Should he see an indication of 
anything being wrong, the rattle would be sounded as 
loudly as possible to bring the police to the spot. IS 

Eliza Walker's contemporary description matches 
closely the job-description outlined by a later historian of 
the period: 

Each constable was still supposed to live in the district 
he patrolled, to be familiar with the residents and their 
movements, and to keep the peace among them. Like 
the constables of England, they walked the streets at 
night and cried the hour carrying cutlasses and sprung 
rattles which could be released as an alarm and a call 
for help.'· 



Details of the cost of the church and those who 
contributed to it are murky and uncertain. Cardinal 
Moran claims in his History of the Catholic Church in 
Australasia that by the time the church was opened, 
"the full amount of £5,000 expended on the building 
had been collected': 17 However archbishop Polding was 
complaining in June, 1844, that he was still carrying a 
debt of £2,000 on the church I , and repeated that claim 
early in 1845.19 Some sources claim that the colonial 
government contributed £1,000,20 while the Sydney 
Morning Herald suggested two days before the opening 
that half the expense had been borne by the general 
revenue of the colony. A search of the annual Legislative 
Council appropriation bills for the years 1839-1846 
failed to uncover any specific allocation of funds for St 
Patrick's. 

Official Opening 
St Patrick's was officially opened on 18 March, 1844, 

with a Mass commencing at 11am, preceded by a 
procession from St Mary's cathedral. Polding was the 
celebrant and the preacher was Fr Francis Murphy. 
Admission was by pre-purchased ticket. an arrangement 
which got up the nose of "R .C.~ a letter writer to the 
Sydney Morning Herald, who announced that he would 
be walking in without paying, and threatened to sue for 
assault if anyone tried to stop him.'1 According to the 
Herald. the church was "well filled but not crowded" for 
its opening Mass. In the evening there was a concert of 
sacred music at 7pm followed by a sermon preached by 
the archbishop." 

Completing the Church 
The church was still incomplete at the time of its 

opening. and the interior was particularly spartan.23 

In a letter written in 1845. Polding indicated that it 
accommodated 1600 worshippers. a total which could 
only have been achieved by a complete absence of pews 
or other seating." There was no glass in the window 
spaces. and calico was used to keep out the weather. 

A year after the official opening of the church, major 
structural work was still being done: a report in the 
Morning Chronicle indicated that a "triangular arched" 
window structure was being completed in the southern 
wall above the entrance. This had apparently created 
some controversy. with critics complaining that while 
the church design was 12th century English, the new 
window design belonged to the 14th century. In defence 
of the modifications, the Chronicle writer explained 
that the original window executed according to the 
architect's design was not strong enough to withstand 
prevailing southerly winds. and had to be replaced.25 

12 

Three years later. work was still being done on the 
church interior.'" a process delayed by the drunkenness 
of a Mr Bell, whom Polding was using as a draughts man. 
An organ ordered from Gray and Davison of London 
arrived towards the end of 1848, and was officially 
"opened" at a solemn high Mass on 21 January, 1849.27 
Polding was pleased with the organ. but less enamoured 
with a new main altar which had arrived from John 
Hardman and Sons of Birmingham. and had cost him 
£70. 

The altar. furn[ishedl for St Patrick's church does 
not give altogether so much satisfaction as the 



organ. The Tabernacle has a je ne sais quai paltry 
appearance about it. '8 

The organ was soon making its presence felt beyond 
the confines of the church. The rector of nearby St 
Philip's Anglican church, dean Cowper, was later to 
recall that the music from St Patrick's often disturbed 
services at St Philip's . Accordingly, when a new St Philip's 
was constructed between 1847-1856, it was built on a 
new site at a greater distance from St Patrick's, so as to 
eliminate musical interruptions from across the road.'· 

Polding also ordered from Hardmans a set of three 
stained glass windows, which probably arrived in the 

second half of 1849. Designed by the liturgical architect 
A.W.Pugin, they were installed in the sanctuary of the 
church, immediately behind the main altar. The centre 
piece featured the risen Christ with Sts Peter and Paul. 
flanked by windows depicting St Patrick on one side and 
St Brigid on the other. Unfortunately the windows were 
more suited to the gentler light of England, and were 
criticised for letting in so much light that the figures in 
the windows were sometimes hard to make out. This 
problem was only finally rectified when the windows 
were reworked with darker backing glass when the 
church sanctuary was extended in 1928. 
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T he first priest linked with St Patrick's following 
its opening was the president of the church 

building committee, Francis Murphy, who had only a 
brief association with the church he helped to build, as 
he was designated bishop of Adelaide, and was ordained 
bishop by Polding in St Mary's cathedral on 8 September, 
1844.30 By virtue of a provision contained in the papal 
brief to cover the absence of a third co-consecrating 
bishop, archdeacon John McEncroe assisted Polding 
along with bishop Willson of Hobart.3l 

Clearly Murphy had no doubts about the validity of 
the story ofJeremiah O'Flynn leaving the host in William 
Davis' cottage, taking with him to Adelaide a substantial 
roof beam from the Davis cottage as a relic, which he 
eventually had made into an episcopal throne." 

Early Years 
Details regarding the very early years of St Patrick's 

church are scarce. In the period immediately after its 
opening it appears to have been simply a Mass centre, 
supplied by Benedictine priests from St Mary's cathedral. 
One such was almost certainly J B Sumner OSB, who 
is commemorated in one of the stained glass windows 
in the church. John Joseph Spruson, a prominent 
parishioner in the second half of the nineteenth century, 

claimed in some reminiscences written in 1884 that it 
fell to Sumner to complete the interior furnishing of the 
church, and also that St Patrick's had no resident priest 
until around 1851 or 1852.33 

We know that a school was operating in the church 
basement by the mid-1850s, and was inspected and 
assessed in an education report presented to the 
Legislative Council in December, 1854. Conditions were 
grim: 

The school is held in a cellar beneath St Patrick's 
Church .... Being below the level of the street, it is 
dark, damp, and ill-ventilated, which circumstances 
have seriously affected the health of the former 
Teachers, and are injuring that of the present ones. 
The room is spacious, but cramped by the pillars 
that support the church, and by other fixtures. 
There is no playground, and no supply of water .. .. 
The children are clean and well behaved, but owing 
to the presence of more than a hundred infants, the 
school is somewhat noisy." 

From the mid 1850s, names of priests connected with 
St Patrick's begin to surface with greater regularity. 
The Catholic Directory published for the 1854 
ecclesiastical year lists the Rev. J. Meagher assisted by 
Rev. D.V.O'Connell OSB as priests responsible for St 



Archdeacon John McEncroe 

Patrick's. Regular Sunday and weekday Mass times are 
given, and confessions were heard each morning, on 
Friday and Saturday evenings, and on the eve of major 
feasts. There was a catechetical instruction every Sunday 
at 3pm (probably a fo rm of Sunday school for chi ld ren), 
and vespers and a lecture later that day commencing at 
4pm. 

A similar programme is outlined for the following 
year, with the priests listed as J .J.Therry and P.J.O'Farrell 
OSF. Hence, it seems reasonable to conclude that by the 
mid-1850s , at least , St Patr ick's was operating more or 
less as a separate parish rather than as merely a Mass 
centre serviced from St Mary's. 

The 1858 Catholic Directory lists Rev Jerome 
Keating, assisted by Rev Patrick Newman, as being 
attached to St Patrick's, and at least from this time 
the parish clergy were living in rental accommodation 
in nea rby Wynyard Square. By 1860 Patrick Newman 
had taken charge of the parish, and that year he let a 
contract for the building of a new presbytery, also in 
Wynyard Square. The architect was William Munro, 
and the builder was Purcell and Harnett. By the end of 
January, 1861, when his term at St Patrick 's concluded, 
Newman had paid out £10l7 for the project, and the 
tota l cost when the house was completed towards the 
end of 1862, was £1956.35 

Archdeacon John McEncroe 
The information flow regarding the early days of St 

Patrick's begins to improve with the appointment there 
of archdeacon John McEncroe as parish priest, in 
February, 1861.36 McEncroe was ordained in Ireland in 
1819 after seminary studies at Maynooth. He originally 
worked as a priest in South Carolina in the United 
States, but had to quit his mission and return to Ireland 
because of yellow fever. 

Succeeding in gaining accreditation as an official 
Catholic chaplain to New South Wales, he arrived in 
Sydney in June 1832, bringing the number of Catholic 
priests in Australia at that time to four. During his early 
years in Australia he struggled with alcoholism, but he 
eventually succeeded in embracing sobriety, and became 
an outstanding churchman and a pivotal figure in the 
early development of the Catholic Church in Australia. 
His biographer describes him as "intell igent, capable, 
urbane and liberal':37 

Prior to his appOintment to St Patrick's, McEncroe 
had lived with archbishop Polding at the Benedictine 
monastery at St Mary's cathedral. It seems that his 
transfer to St Patrick's may have been occasioned by 
strained relations between McEncroe and Polding, 
brought about by Polding's belief that McEncroe had 
played a significant role in a Vatican directive to Polding 
in 1860 to dismiss his vicar-general, confidant, right
hand man, and fellow Benedictine, Henry Gregory, 
and organise his return to England.38 There was no 
hint of scandal associated with Gregory's departure; he 
was simply one of those individuals who had a gift for 
antagonising just about everyone he dealt with. Pol ding 
relied heavily on him, and yet appeared blind to his 
limitations. 

One of McEncroe's fi rst tasks on coming to St Patrick's 
was to salvage a potentially disastrous situation resulting 
from provisions in William Davis' will. Davis had left his 
house for the use of three orphaned children, issue of 
his brother, Joseph, whom William and Catherine had 
brought to Australia and adopted. According to the will 
the orphans had use of the house until the youngest 
turned 21, which occurred in 1856. Difficulties had 
developed by 1861, with the real prospect of Davis' 
house and property adjoining the church being lost to 
the parish. McEncroe acted quickly to purchase the 
property, and issued a circular dated "Feast of St Anne, 
1861" (26 July), appealing to parishioners to make 
good the cost of the purchase. McEncroe claimed that 
it was Davis' intention that the house and land should 
eventually be a gift to the Sisters of Charity, but it had 
ended up in other hands, and he had been forced to 
purchase it for £1,500.'9 
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While McEncroe in his circular named no names, the 
villain in the piece was identified by archbishop Polding 
with some feeling in correspondence as John Davis, 
another nephew of William Davis, who had come to 
Australia with the orphans as their guardian: 

That John Davis, nephew of Mr William Davis, is 
the cause of the mischief - has caused loss to the 
Church of some thousands - taking as left to himself 
personally, what his uncle bequeathed to him as a 
Trustee for Church purposes.'" 

The opportunity to acquire the Davis property adjacent 
to the church meant that McEncroe now had a superior 
site for a presbytery compared to the house Patrick 
Newman had just built in Wynyard Square. During 1862-
63 McEncroe proceeded to build two adjoining houses 
on the corner of Grosvenor and Harrington streets; 
one, facing Grosvenor street (then called Charlotte 
Place), he planned to rent out for a shop and residence, 
and the other, in Harrington street, would became his 
presbytery. " 

It seems likely that the Davis cottage was demolished 
as part of this project.42 In the meantime, until these 
houses were completed, McEncroe continued to live 
in the new Wynyard Square presbytery. Polding dined 
there with McEncroe in September, 1862, describing it 
as a "magnificent new house".43 After McEncroe moved 
from Wynyard Square this property was first rented out, 
and then eventually sold in August, 1866, for £2,000. 

An undated letter in the Sydney archdiocesan archives, 
ascribed to 1862, indicates that McEncroe may not 
have enjoyed the normal autonomy associated with an 
appointment as parish priest. The letter, from Polding 
to McEncroe, chastises McEncroe for performing 
baptisms and marriages at St Patrick's, and demands 
that he conform to an existing diocesan regulation: 

I have heard with very great surprise that you have 
on your own authority administered the Sacs. of 
Baptism and Matrimony in the Church of St Patrick. 
You well know that this is contrary to the Regulation 
that has been for so many years observed. 

I am told also that Books are opened for the 
purpose of registration in like manner without due 
authority. 

I hereby declare that neither you nor any other Priest 
shall with impunity thus infringe discipline by lawful 
authority established. Let such Books of registration 
be brought to St Mary's - and the names therein 
contained be inserted in the Books of St Mary's." 

The priests responsible for the two other existing city 
churches, St Benedict's, Broadway, and Sacred Heart, 

Darlinghurst, operated under similar restrictions, as did 
McEncroe's predecessors at St Patrick's. Presumably the 
reason for centralising weddings and baptisms at the 
cathedral was financial, ensuring that all stole fees were 
retained by the cathedral clergy. 

In fact , baptisms appear to have been performed 
by McEncroe and his assistant priests at St Patrick's 
continuously from 1862 onwards, although weddings 
were not celebrated in the church until 1871.45 I would 
therefore favour an 1861 date for the above letter from 
Polding, and suggest that McEncroe managed to have 
Polding's ban on baptisms at St Patrick's reversed as from 
the beginning of 1862; the ban on weddings remained. 

Assistant Priests 
Duringhis period as parish priest (1861-68), McEncroe 

was aided by a number of assistant priests, each of whom 
generally served for short periods of one to two years. 
Most of these were Irish, and most were newly-arrived 
in the colony when they were appointed. 

The Rev Richard O'Shea was at St Patrick's in 1861 
and 1862. McEncroe had assisted his passage out to 
Australia, and took him in at St Patrick's when O'Shea 
developed a serious drinking problem. McEncroe's 
biographer describes O'Shea as "useless'; and McEncroe 
eventually negotiated O'Shea's return to Ireland and 
placement at Mt Malleray, a Cistercian monastery in 
Waterford.'" 

Next came Richard Joseph Duigan, who worked in 
St Patrick's parish during the years 1862-64; Duigan 
had been ordained in August, 1862, from All Hallows 
seminary in Ireland, and after leaving St Patrick's, 
worked in Deniliquin (NSW), and Yass (NSW), where 
he died in 1870, aged 32. His brief years of ministry 
were sadly hampered by alcoholism and financial 
mismanagement.'7 

McEncroe's assistant in 1864 and 1865 was 
James Conway, an Irish priest ordained in July, 1851, 
who arrived in Sydney in September, 1863. After his 
time with McEncroe he worked in Brisbane, and died 
in 1868, aged 41. Also at St Patrick's for a short time 
in 1864 was Joseph Marie Garavel, a Frenchman who 
had previously served in New Zealand; he later worked 
at Waverley (NSW) and Pyrmont (NSW), and died in 
1885. 
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For a period in 1865, McEncroe was further assisted 
by his cousin, Rev John D'Arcy, who was ordained from 
All Hallows in 1858, arrived in Australia in 1859, and 
later worked in Wellington (NSW) until his death in 
1907; and Patrick Slattery, who was ordained in Ireland 
in 1864, and after his time at St Patrick's worked at Bega 



Earliest known photograph ofSt Patrick's, by \'(IjlJiam Hertzer c.1858 

(NSW), Eden (NSW), and Cooma (NSW), before his 
death in Sydney in 1908. 

In 1866, McEncroe's assistant was Joseph 
Laffan, ordained in Ireland in 1865, who worked in 
Goulburn (NSW) and Albury (NSW) during 1867. 
His time in Australia ended in disgrace, when he was 
forced to return to Ireland following an illicit liaison 
with his housekeeper. He later obtained work as a 
priest in the United States, but only by forging letters of 
recommendation from the bishop of Goulburn, William 
Lannigan. Another assistant priest at St Patrick's at this 
time was Patrick Hewitt, who was ordained from All 
Hallows in 1866, and who ministered in the parish from 
1866-68 before appointments at AraJuen (NSW) and 
Parramatta (NSW). 

Finally, during 1868, McEncroe had as his assistant the 
Rev P.O'Connell, who had arrived in Australia in 1864, 
and initially worked in Yass and Albury. Two letters 
from parishioners to McEncroe complaining about 
O'Connell's excessive drinking and abusive behaviour 
survive in the Sydney archdiocesan archives, and he left 
Australia in 1869 due to "ill health", probably in this case 
a euphemism for alcoholism. 

If there is a pattern in the list of priests who helped 
McEncroe during the years 1861-68, it probably points 
in the direction of McEncroe, as a senior priest of the 
archdiocese, taking on a role for archdiocesan authorities 
of assessing newly-arrived clerics prior to their receiving 
a more permanent appointment. At times, too, he was 
obviously giving shelter and a second chance to priests 
who had offended against ecclesiastical discipline in 
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some manner; an alarmingly high percentage of these 
appear to have been alcoholics. Perhaps as a result of 
having to conquer his own demons in his early years 
in the colony, "McEncroe's special charism was for his 
wayward brothers, especially priests':4. 

With the appointment of McEncroe to St Patrick's and 
the construction of a presbytery adjacent to the church, 
a traditional parish infrastructure began to develop. A 
school had been in operation at least from the mid
fifties, and by that time also a system was in place to 
give catechetical instruction to children on Sunday 
afternoons. [n 1864 Mr Gerald Phillips was president of 
the St Patrick's Christian Doctrine Confraternity, where 
42 confraternity members provided religious instruction 
to 221 girls and 188 boys.'· 

When McEncroe came to St Patrick's in 1861 Thomas 
Vicary Bridson was being paid £12 per month to play 
the organ, organise the choir, and maintain the organ in 
good order. There appears to have been a strong musical 
tradition at St Patrick's dating back at least to the arrival 
of the Gray and Davison organ in 1849. While it has not 
been possible to construct a complete list of organists 
who played at St Patrick's in the early years, a number of 
names have emerged. In 1854 the organist was William 
John Cordner, who moved to St Mary's cathedral in 
1857. [n 1862 Thomas Philip Banks was organist, and 
towards the end of the decade (1868), Charles Edward 
Horsley was organist until returning to Victoria in 1870 
where he took up an appointment at St Francis' church 
in Melbourne.50 

Sisters of Mercy 

By 1865 the parish would have its own convent of 
nuns, with the arrival of a trio of Sisters of Mercy from 
Liverpool that year to commence teaching in the parish 
school. The early years of the foundation were rocky. 
Four years after their arrival, Polding was complaining 
that "the S[isterls sent out to me were altogether unfit 
for Missionary life .. :'51 and was fearfu l that the Council 
of Education would de-register the parish school 
because of poor standards. Further, while McEncroe 
had bought the sisters a house in Harrington street 
adjoining existing parish land in May, 1866, with himself 
and parish stalwart Owen Carraher as trustees, he had 
paid only a quarter of the purchase price of £1200 at the 
time of his death in 1868, leaving a considerable debt. 

Polding volunteered to his confidant, Henry Gregory, 
that he was not inclined to bail the nuns out, and 
lamented that he had been left with a 'grievous mess':" 
In fact the archdiocese did end up negotiating with the 
remaining trustee, Owen Carraher, whereby Carraher 
was released from any financial responsibility and the 

property was transferred to new trustees operating on 
behalf of the parish, which assumed the debt.53 

Marist Fathers 
One further significant development in these years 

was the assistance provided to McEncroe in his parish 
duties by the members of a French religious order of 
priests, the Marist fathers, who had been in the colony 
since 1845, and who had established themselves with 
a substantial monastery complex at Hunters Hill, a 
harbour side suburb to the north-west of the city. The 
order's purpose in coming to Australia was to set up an 
administrative headquarters and supply base for their 
rapidly developing mission territories in the South 
Pacific. The Marists' relationship with archbishop 
Polding had been strained at times: initially, because 
they threatened his dreams of a Benedictine clerical 
monopoly in the colony, and, in the late 1850s, because 
Polding suspected them of aiding and supporting a group 
of lay dissidents who eventually appealed to Rome about 
the archbishop's manner of governing his diocese. 

During the 1860s McEncroe benefited from the 
regular assistance at St Patrick's of the French Marist, Fr 
Zephirin Muraire, who eventually became McEncroe's 
personal confessor. On 18 August, 1868, McEncroe fell 
ill after celebrating morning Mass, took to his bed, and 
summoned medical assistance. Two days later he called 
for Muraire and made his last confession; he died at St 
Patrick's in the early evening of Saturday 22 August.54 

McEncroe's death was sudden, and appears not to 
have been anticipated by McEncroe himself. For in July, 
1868, only six weeks before he died, McEncroe entered 
into a contract with a builder, John Hanlon, for the 
building of a new presbytery fronting Charlotte Place 
(later renamed Grosvenor street), in an area between 
the church and his existing presbytery and shop on 
the corner of Charlotte Place and Harrington street. It 
is unclear why McEncroe, only six years after building 
the presbytery on the corner, decided to construct a 
new residence just a few feet closer to the church. The 
contract involved demolition of an existing building, 
the two storey cottage occupied from the 1840s until 
the mid 1860s by Cornelius Kenny, and afterwards by 
a Mrs Doyle. [n mid October, following McEncroe's 
death on 22 August, an agreement was reached between 
John O'Hanlon and McEncroe's executors to payout 
O'Hanlon for the work he had done to that point, namely 
demolition of the existing structure, and to cancel the 
contract.55 

18 



At McEncroe's funeral at St Mary's Cathedral on 
August 25, Polding's vicar general, Austin Sheehy, 

took aside the Marist regional superior, Victor Poupinel, 
and made him an unexpected offer: the archbishop was 
wondering whether the Marists would like to take over 
responsibility for St Patrick's church and parish. 

Poupinel asked Sheehy to put the offer in writing, and 
received a letter the following day. A reply from Poupinel 
was dispatched on 3 September, gratefully accepting the 
offer, subject only to final permission from the Marist 
superior general in France. In the meantime, Poupinel 
suggested that Fr Joseph Monnier SM take charge of the 
parish from 20 September.56 Poupinel's acceptance of 
the parish was subsequently ratified without difficulty 
by Marist authorities in Europe. 

There is a strong oral tradition among the Marists 
that McEncroe had made a request to Polding in his last 
days, asking that the Marists succeed him at St Patrick's. 
If that was the case, Polding may not have needed much 
persuasion. In April of the previous year he had actually 
written to Julian Favre, the Marist superior general, 
inviting the Marists to take on parish work in the Sydney 
city area. Although Polding does not mention a specific 
parish, he may well have been thinking of St Patrick's. 

Polding, it seems, was particularly impressed with the 
work the French Marists were doing at their dockside 

parish in London, St Anne's, which they had established 
in 1850 to cater especially for Irish immigrants. There 
were obvious parallels here with the location and nature 
of St Patrick's in Sydney, suggesting that Polding wanted 
the Marists at St Patrick's.57 

Marists at St Patrick's 
In proposing Joseph Monnier as the first Marist parish 

priest of St Patrick's, Poupinel was fortunate to have a 
man capable of rising to a formidable challenge: namely 
gaining acceptance as a French priest in a parish with a 
proportionately high Irish parishioner base. 

Monnier had come to the Pacific in 1856 after 
some years working in France as a specialist Marist 
parish missioner and retreat preacher. After 8 years 
as a missionary in Tonga he was sent by the Marist 
missionary bishop, Peter Bataillon, to help establish a 
seminary at Clydesdale, west of Sydney, for the training 
of Polynesian clergy. Through no fault of Monnier's, the 
seminary was a disastrous failure; its attached farm was 
ravaged by successive years of drought and floods, and 
its students experienced profound cultural displacement, 
homesickness, and illness brought on by uncongenial 
and unfamiliar food. 58 

The seminary had closed by 1871, but well before 
that time Monnier had started branching out into other 



activities. Gaining a proficiency in English, he began 
helping out with parish Masses around the Hawkesbury, 
and at Windsor, Penrith, Richmond, St Mary's, and 
Blacktown. Gradually, he resumed his occupation as a 
specialist preacher, adapting his skills to the challenge 
of a second-language. Requests flowed in for parish 
missions: 

In over two years he rarely paused, and there were 
few parishes where his voice was not heard in the 
dioceses of Sydney, Bathurst, up and down the 
Hunter Valley, in north central New South Wales, 
as well as over hundreds of miles in Queensland, 
then one vast diocese. Each new place where he 
preached brought invitations to go on afterwards 
to somewhere else nearby. Each departure brought 
earnest requests to return.'-

So Poupinel was confident that in Monnier he had 
a priest with a good command of English, abu ndant 
pastoral zeal. and an ability to relate to people. But 
initially, at least, his man would also need a thick 
skin. When rumours began circulating that French 
priests were taking over St Patrick's, a protest meeting 
was organised in the church basement on Sunday 6 
September, and a petition was sent to Polding objecting 
to "Foreign Missionaries" and requesting that a priest be 
appointed who was representative of the parishioners' 
own language and customs.'" 

The same day, however, Joseph Spruson, a prominent 
parishioner, also wrote to the archbishop, claiming that 
the protest meeting was a "hole and corner one", that 
it was not representative of the parish, and that the 
majority of participants were children and strangers 6l 

The Freeman's Journal, a Catholic weekly founded by 
McEncroe, also weighed in, welcoming the Marists to 
St Patrick's with a long, enthusiastic feature article in its 
September 19 edition entitled "The Priests of the Society 
of Mary at St Patrick's". Monnier was most certainly on 
notice with some of his new parishioners, but there is 
ample evidence that there were many, too, who were 
familiar with the Marists, and welcoming of Monnier's 
arrival - or at very least, willing to give him a go. 

The parish which the Marists had inherited had as 
its boundaries the harbour foreshore on the north 
and west, and on the south and east was enclosed by 
a line running from Darling Harbour along King street 
to George street, from George street to Hunter street, 
along Hunter street to Macquarie street, and down 
Macquarie street to Bennelong Point. It included the 
areas of Darling Harbour, Wynyard, Circular Quay, The 
Rocks, Dawes Point and Millers Point. 

Monnier quickly won over any opposition, and 
introduced a number of popular devotional practices. 
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He began reciting the rosary in the church prior to his 
early morning Mass, and before long parishioners were 
arriving early to join him. On Wednesday evenings he 
established a midweek instruction; and extra devotions 
and a sermon on Sunday evenings. He gained a 
reputation for being gentle and approachable in the 
confessional. and the numbers attending the sacrament 
progressively increased. 

An indication that the worm had definitely turned 
regarding opposition to French priests in the parish 
occurred in 1871, when Monnier reported in 
correspondence to France that his Irish parishioners 
were passionately supporting France in the Franco
Prussian war. Altogether too passionately, it seems, for 
one of them, Michael O'Toole, was brought before a 
magistrate on a charge of assault for striking a Protestant 
who commented to him that France would never get 
over its defeats '" 

Having authorised acceptance of St Patrick's by the 
Sydney Marists, the Marist general administration in 
France was anxious to staff St Patrick's as adequately 
and appropriately as possible. It began searching for 
English-speaking Marists, preferably Irish, to send to 
Sydney. 

Charles Heuze sm 

In October, 1869, Charles Heuze arrived as an 
assistant priest to Monnier. Heuze was a Frenchman, 
but he had previously worked in the United States, in 
Dublin, and at the Marist St Anne's parish in London. 
On arrival he astonished the parishioners at St Patrick's 
with his facility at English: some initially thought him 
Irish, others Scottish, and others again, American. 

But while he may have had an excellent command of 
English, Heuze had Significant health problems, and even 
four months after his arrival he had not commenced 
helping Monnier in the church· 3 Similarly, during 1871, 
Heuze was absent through sickness from St Patrick's 
between April and September, trying to shake off his ill 
health at Villa Maria monastery, Hunters Hill. Claude 
)oly, who had taken over from Victor PoupineJ as the 
Marists' regional superior, described him in 1870 as "a 
man for regulations, order, and duty .... he is severe and 
even a little hard".64 

Charles Kirk sm 
In December 1871, in response to Monnier's 

increasingly desperate appeals for more help, an Irish 
Marist, Charles Kirk, arrived as a second assistant priest 
in the parish. However Kirk arrived with a mouthful of 
rotten teeth, and was immediately off work for several 
months recovering from the extraction procedure. 



Obviously blessed with a strong stomach, Claude Joly 
assisted the dentist with the extraction, describing the 
procedure as "very painful and horrible to watch"'" 

In mid 1872 Monnier was still describing Kirk as 
"delicate and sickly~ and was not optimistic that he 
would be able to contribute much to the work of the 
parish.66 

Marist Brothers Arrive 
A development of considerable importance for the 

parish and for the history of the Catholic Church 
in Australia occurred early in 1872, when Monnier 
welcomed four Marist teaching brothers direct from 
France, under the leadership of Brother Ludovic 
Laboureyas ."' In anticipation of their arrival. Monnier 
had purchased two properties at the eastern intersection 
of Grosvenor and Harrington streets. One was an 
existing school building, having previously been St 
Philip's Anglican parish school; the other, adjoining it, 
would be developed as the brothers' monastery. 

A difficulty which Monnier faced, and which 
prevented him doing much to the buildings prior to the 
brothers arriving, was uncertainty as to whether they 
would be allowed to establish themselves at St Patrick's . 
Archbishop Polding had several times suggested that 
they might be better utilised at St Mary's cathedral 
parish, or even at St Benedict's church at Broadway, on 
the other side of the city. 

When the brothers arrived in Sydney on 26 February, 
1872, one of Br Ludovic's first priorities was to organise 
a meeting with the archbishop, at which Ludovic 
insisted that the brothers had come to Sydney on the 
understanding that they would establish themselves in 
a Marist fathers' parish. So finally it was agreed that St 
Patrick's parish would be their home, and the place where 
they would establish their first school in Australia, and 
work commenced on renovating their two properties. In 
the meantime the brothers were accommodated at the 
Marist fathers' monastery, Villa Maria, at Hunters Hill. 
Sufficient progress had been made on the residence and 
school buildings by April, 1872, to allow the brothers to 
move into the city and commence enrolling students. 
They opened their school on 8 April.68 

Parish Divided 
Joseph Monnier was destined to spend six years 

as parish priest of St Patrick's, dying in office on 15 
September, 1874, at the early age of 49. In his last 
years he was continually troubled by rumours that the 
archbishop was regretting his decision to entrust St 
Patrick's to the Marists, and Monnier was fearful that 
the Marist presence at St Patrick's might be extremely 

short-lived. Early in 1871, for example, he was warned 
by his fellow Frenchman, Fr Joseph Garavel, that Polding 
was planning to divide St Patrick's parish in two, and 
install a secular priest in the newly-created parish.68 
Monnier wondered whether he had somehow incurred 
the archbishop's displeasure by failing to perform to 
expectations, and felt personal responsibility for the 
Marist presence at St Patrick's being under threat. 

In fact, the opposite may well have been the case. 
More likely that Monnier had done too well, with his 
very success occasioning a developing groundswell of 
clerical envy and jealousy. In August,1874, only a month 
before his death, Monnier heard from parishioners 
that a priest had appeared in the Millers Point section 
of the parish, announcing that he was their new parish 
priest, and that he would be basing himself temporarily 
at St Bridget'S hall, a new school which Monnier had 
completed in Kent street, Millers Point, in March, 1872.'0 
Confusingly, this new school was only 300 metres south 
along Kent street from a small school and Sunday chapel 
built for the Catholic Church by the colonial government 
in 1835, and also called St Bridget's. This latter building 
has survived to the present day, and is still in use for 
Sunday Mass, and for weddings. 

When an official letter finally reached Monnier from 
the archdiocesan authorities, it brought the consoling 
news that he was not being replaced as parish priest, 
but the reality was only marginally more congenial. 
As Fr Joseph Garavel had warned Monnier three years 
earlier, the parish was to be divided, and a separate 
parish created in the Millers Point area, effectively 
stripping St Patrick's of more than half of its residential 
parishioners. The motives for the division appear 
to have been pragmatic and mercenary, rather than 
pastoral. The new parish was to be entrusted to a Fr 
William O'Riordan, who had preached a series of highly 
successful appeals throughout the archdiocese for funds 
for the construction of the new St Mary's cathedral; the 
newly created parish was to be his reward. 
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Monnier's Death 
Monnier's death and funeral occasioned a great 

outpouring of sympathy and affection for the Marists, 
and a corresponding build-up of resentment and hostility 
towards the hapless Fr O'Riordan. Contemporary 
accounts suggest that as many as 40,000 mourners 
participated in the funeral ceremonies or lined the route 
to the graveside. After the funeral the Marists returned 
to their residence at St Patrick's to find that fervent 
admirers of the dead priest had stripped his room of 
personal belongings in the quest for a memento of the 
deceased. 



Joseph Monnier sm, parish priest of 5t Patrick's 1868- 1874 

Meanwhile, Fr O'Riordan found himself having 
to endure the cold shoulder from the Catholics of 
Millers Point, many of whom still preferred to attend 
St Patrick's. On a Sunday not long after his arrival, he 
climbed into his pulpit and launched a possibly alcohol
fuelled harangue, denouncing those of his parishioners 
who continued to attend St Patrick's, as traitors . A few 
weeks later he was gone, eventually turning up at a 
parish on the New South Wales south coast, and later 
still finding his way to Geraldton, Western Australia, 
where he died.7l 

The silly and sorry story of the division of St Patrick's 
parish played out for a little longer. Fr Eugene Luckie 
was appointed to replace O'Riordan, however he 
was anything but; he too lasted only a few weeks, 
and departed in the face of considerable parishioner 
hostility. Before the end of the year the third pastor 
to be appointed in four months, Fr Peter Young, had 

taken up residence in the area. More resilient than his 
predecessors, he battled on for four and a half years until 
finally capitulating in August, 1879. In lune, 1880, the 
new parish was suppressed, and the original boundaries 
of St Patrick's were reinstated. 

Some Straight Talking 

Immediately following Monnier's death, and against 
the general background of the insecurity the Marists 
were feeling in their position at St Patrick's, Claude loly 
sought an interview with Polding's deputy, the coadjutor 
archbishop of Sydney, Roger Vaughan. loly was seeking 
some straight answers. In particular, he needed to know 
whether the Marists were still wanted at St Patrick's. 

loly had two interviews with Vaughan in lanuary, 
1875, to try and get to the bottom of the perceived 
archdiocesan dissatisfaction with the Marists, and to 
get a straight answer about whether the Marists should 
continue at St Patrick's parish. On both counts he was 
successful. 

Vaughan firstly advised loly that as a matter of priority 
he should remove his confrere, Fr Charles Kirk, from 
Sydney. Kirk, it seems, had been bad-mouthing his fellow 
Marists over a long period, and on several occasions had 
been to see Vaughan to criticise and attack his Marist 
confreres. Kirk had spoken in a similar vein to many 
members of the archdiocesan clergy and to lay people. 
He had also spread abroad rumours that the Marist 
brothers' superior at St Patrick's, Br Ludovic, lived a 
life of extravagant luxury, while subjecting his religious 
subjects to prison-like conditions. Vaughan told loly that 
while he, Vaughan, was now definitely convinced that 
Kirk had been trading in pure calumny, Kirk had done a 
lot of damage to the Marist reputation in Sydney. 
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In reporting the interview to his superiors in France, 
loly expressed the view that "the ill will of the archbishop, 
of some priests, and of many parishioners of St Patrick's 
is largely the result of his indiscretions and calumnies of 
every kind. He did much harm to the Brothers, too".n 

As to the whether the Marists would be staying on at 
St Patrick's, Vaughan adopted a position which was both 
pragmatic, and ultimately reassuring to }oly. 

He told loly that he had consulted widely among the 
clergy, and had found many who were not in favour of 
the Marists retaining St Patrick's. Vaughan believed, 
however, that the motives of the Marist critics were often 
unworthy, and not based on pastoral considerations . He 
needed the Marists in Sydney, and thought it would be 
best for him and for the Marist fathers if they remained 
at St Patrick's. 



The fact that he had not appointed them there in the 
first place would deflect any criticism which he might 
anticipate through allowing them to stay there. Finally, 
the idea to divide the parish was archbishop Polding's, 
not his, and Polding would not live forever. 

Having received a measured but definite affirmation 
from Vaughan about the Marists' tenure at St Patrick's, 
Ioly moved swiftly to rid the Sydney Marists of Charles 
Kirk. He had been thinking of giving Kirk his marching 
orders even before his interviews with Vaughan, and 
now he was absolutely resolved to do so. Fortunately 
he had already established an in principle agreement 
with the Marist bishop of Wellington, Francis Redwood, 

that Redwood would receive Kirk into his diocese in 
exchange for Maurice Tresallet, a French Marist who 
was experiencing burn-out and was anxious to come 
to Australia after many years working as a Maori 
missioner. 

On February 1, 1875, Ioly confronted Kirk with his 
disloyalty, told him that the steamer Easby would be 
leaving the following day for New Zealand, and that 
he would be a passenger. Kirk initially played for time, 
pleading that he needed a month to prepare for his 
departure, but in the end Ioly prevailed, and Kirk was 
aboard when the Easby departed Sydney the next day.73 

St Patrick's church from the east c.1879 
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The death of Monnier and the departure of Kirk left 
one continuing Marist on the staff at St Patrick's, 

the sickly Charles Heuze, who had arrived in Sydney 
in October, 1869, and who now assumed the mantle of 
parish priest. By early 1876 Heuze's health had further 
deteriorated, and he was repatriated to France. 

A French Marist with the impressive name of 
Theophile Le Menant des Chesnais, who had worked 
at St Anne's, London, from 1867-74, was sent out from 
France to administer the parish, arriving in Sydney on 5 
May, 1876.74 Eventually Heuze's health showed sufficient 
improvement for him to offer himself again for Sydney, 
and he had returned by May, 1877. Le Menant remained 
in Australia until 1881 or 1882, based at St Patrick's but 
mostly following his earlier trade as an itinerant parish 
missioner and retreat preacher. 

In the late 1870s Heuze had the assistance of john 
Baptist Coue, a French Marist who came to Sydney in 
1879 after working as a missionary in New Caledonia;75 
james Foley, an Irish Marist who was at St Patrick's 
from 1875 until 1880;76 and Maurice Tresallet, a French 
Marist who arrived in Sydney in 1875 after many years 
as a Maori missioner in New Zealand. n 

There were undoubtedly tensions in the presbytery 
community at this time. In his letters back to Marist 

headquarters in France in these years, Heuze frequently 
lamented Le Menant's long absences from the parish and 
Foley's fragile constitution, factors which contributed 
to Heuze's perception of having an excessively heavy 
workload. For their part, Le Menant and Foley were 
less than happy with Heuze. Foley was always unsettled 
during his time at St Patrick's and wrote several letters 
to France over the years he was there, pleading for 
a transfer. He criticised Heuze's tendency to make 
decisions without any consultation, and his abruptness 
and lack of patience in the confessional; he did not 
find Heuze a person he could approach for guidance 
and support. Eventually, citing medical advice that he 
was close to nervous breakdown, Foley took it upon 
himself to return to Europe in july, 1880. Le Menant 
also wrote to France expressing concern about the 
situation in Sydney, and recommended the appointment 
of a Visitor from France to report back to the Marist 
general administration and make recommendations for 
change'>" 

Swapping Homes 
Up until june, 1875, the Marists at St Patrick's had 

continued to live in the presbytery built by archdeacon 
McEncroe on the corner of Harrington and Grosvenor 
streets, although in 1870 they had given notice to the 



tenants in the adjoining McEncroe-built shop on 
Grosvenor street, and during 1871 had combined the 
two structures into a single residence. 

Similarly, the Sisters of Mercy at St Patrick's had 
continued to live in the house in Harrington street 
adjoining the presbytery and purchased for them by 
McEncroe in 1866. This latter building was described 
by Monnier in 1872 as "wretched': and as "the most 
contemptible convent in Australia'?" In June, 1875, 
Claude loly convinced archbishop Vaughan to order the 
Sisters of Mercy to swap houses with the priests. 

It would seem that loly's primary motivation in 
arranging the swap, a major disruption for the nuns, was 
to prevent them from entering the church through the 
sacristy, which they had been able to do via a connecting 
passage from their convent. This arrangement apparently 
offended loly's sense of propriety. As a sop to the nuns 
for losing direct access to the church, the following year 
loly and Heuze built them a free-standing chapel at the 
rear of their newly acquired convent. 'o The chapel was 
officially opened by archbishop Vaughan on 31 luly, 
1876, and the Freeman's Journal reporter was there to 
cover the event: 

The chapel is small and only for community use, 
but it is one of the prettiest and most devotional 
little chapels we have seen in the colony. His Grace 
preached after the Gospel of the Mass a most 
beautiful description of convent and religious 
life. There were about 80 of the leading Catholics 
of the city present, and the music discoursed was 
excellent'l 

Making Improvements 
In 1878-79 Heuze oversaw a number of improvements 

to St Patrick's church. The architect William Wardell, 
recently dismissed from his position as inspector general 
of public works in Victoria, had moved to Sydney and 
was engaged to install ventilators in the church roof, 
necessitating a complete reconstruction of the roof. 
A tower which contained a spiral staircase for access 
from the courtyard to the sacristy was converted into a 
belfry, and a bell weighing 250 pounds was installed; to 
Heuze's delight it could be heard all over the parish. He 
was hopeful that more people from Millers Point might 
experience it as an inducement to start coming back to 
St Patrick's folloWing the resignation of Fr Peter Young 
in August, 1879. Finally, some plaster mouldings were 
commissioned for the church interior, including a set of 
ten angels for installation high up on the nave walls." 

The experience of raising money for the work had 
been a positive one for Heuze. In March, 1878, he wrote 

St Patrick's interior early 1880's 

in a buoyant mood to Victor Poupinel (now returned 
to France), detailing how he sent "begging letters" to a 
number of prominent Catholic citizens, most of whom 
he did not know personally. To his surprise and delight, 
he had received a bunch of magnanimous responses: 
Michael Fitzpatrick, the colonial secretary, had sent 
£10; William Bede Dalley, former advocate general, 
had weighed in with 5 guineas; the solicitor E.G.Ellis, a 
long-standing friend of the Marists, had kicked in £10; 
lames Mullins, the merchant, sent £10; Edward Butler, 
barrister and politician, also sent £10; and there were 
others besides. Most had combined their cash donation 
with letters of fulsome praise for the Marists, and Heuze 
quoted some extracts for Poupinel's benefit: 

My aim in quoting the above mentioned letters is 
to make you see that the Society of Mary is known 
in Sydney and appreciated .... On a simple request 
made to these men unknown to me, in several days 
we have found £80 for our parish." 

As it turned out, Heuze needed all the money he could 
get. Wardell had estimated £250-£300 for the work, but 
by the time the project had been completed in March, 
1879, Heuze had spent £850.84 

Not much information has emerged regarding 
organists and music at St Patrick's in Heuze's time. 
But in 1880 he was crowing to Victor Poupinel that 
he had just picked up "the best musician in Sydney" as 
his new organist. The organist at St Patrick's in the late 
1870s was Thomas Philip Banks, who had also been at 
St Patrick's for a time during the McEncroe period. In 
1879 Banks took up a position at St Mary's cathedral at 
a considerable increase in salary: St Patrick's was paying 
him £70 per year, and St Mary's had offered him £100. 
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Heuze's new organist was Paolo Giorza, who had 
come on board midway through 1880 for £80 a year. 
Giorza was a Milan-born composer and organist who 
had migrated to Australia and who was organist and 
choirmaster at St Francis' church in Melbourne 1872-74, 
and music director for the 1879-80 Sydney International 
exhibition."' Heuze's description of Paolo Giorza as "the 
best musician in Sydney" is more than substantiated 
by Giorza's Australian Dictionary oj Biography entry, 
which describes him as "the most significant musician 
to work in Australia during the nineteenth century".86 

The French Shamrock 
The years 1879, 1880, and 1881 were important years 

for St Patrick's in that they saw the arrival successively 
of three young French priests, Peter Le Rennetel (1879); 
Peter Piquet (1880); and Augustin Ginisty (1881), who 
would devote their lives to St Patrick's, and who would 
each serve successively as parish priest over a period 
stretching from 1883 until 1920. 

The appointment of these three men was exceptional 
in the history of the Society of Mary in Australia in the 
nineteenth century, in that in the eyes of the Marist general 
administration in France, the Society's operations in 
Australia had a low priority. Australia was seen primarily 
as a service facility for Marist mission operations in the 
Pacific, and there was no commitment to implanting 
the Society in Australia. With the exception of a small 
number of hand-picked and talented administrators, who 
had responsibility for administering the Pacific mission 
territories, most Marists who found their way to Australia 
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were 
former missionaries sent back from the front lines because 
of physical, spiritual, or moral limitations. 

The appointments in successive years of Le Rennetel, 
Piquet, and Ginisty also signalled the end of attempts to 
recruit Irish Marists to work at St Patrick's. Following 
the failure associated with the appointments of Charles 
Kirk and James Foley, a decision was obviously taken at 
general administration level to establish St Patrick's as a 
French Marist enclave. For the next 50 years, until the 
arrival of New Zealand Marists in 1926, all the priests 
working at St Patrick's would be French. 

Seeking Security 
It was primarily at Heuze's insistence, and coinciding 

with the suppression of a separate St Bridget's parish 
in 1880 and the re-establishment of St Patrick's original 
boundaries, that a formal document was drawn up under 
the signatures of archbishop Roger Vaughan and Claude 
Joly, guaranteeing the Marists care of St Patrick's parish 
in perpetuity. 
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Charles Heuze sm, parish priest ofSt Patrick's, 1874-1883 

Early in 1879 Heuze had written to Victor Poupinel 
in France, pleading with him to instigate a process for 
the canonical institution of St Patrick's parish by which 
the Marists would be granted permanent tenure. An 
undated but signed copy of such a document survives 
in the Marist Sydney archives. '7 However, the 
document can be dated as 1880 on the basis of a letter 
from Heuze to Poupinel of 22 September, 1880, where 
Heuze declares "the Society of Mary has now her 'in 
perpetuum": '" While this document presumably added 
an extra layer of security to the Marist position at St 
Patrick's, its existence appears to have been forgotten 
or its value discounted by 1895, when the Marists 
successfully agitated for a similar document from the 
then archbishop of Sydney. cardinal Patrick Francis 
Moran. 

Stained Glass 
The 1880s also saw the staggered introduction. 

window by window as funds allowed. of stained glass 
in the nave of the church. 

Monnier had ordered from France a complete set 
of windows for the nave soon after his appointment 



as parish priest, but these had gone down with the 
shipwrecked Walter Hood off the New South Wales 
south coast in 1869. 

In 1876 a start was made on installing stained glass 
in the nave using local glass manufactured by the 
Sydney firm of Falconer and Ashwin, and funded by 
the Monnier memorial window fund. That year five 
windows were installed on the Harrington street side of 
the church, being the first five nave windows closest to 
the main altar. Each contained at its base a dedication 
to significant figures in the history of St Patrick's to 
that time: one to Jeremiah O'Flinn (sic) and J.J.Therry; 
another to archdeacon McEncroe; a third to Joseph 
Monnier; another dedicated to John Hubert Plunkett 
and William Davis;·9 and a final one dedicated to dean 
Bede Sumner. 

The use of local craftsmen was eventually 
discontinued; after 1876 no further Falconer & Ashwin 
glass was ordered for the church, and only two of 
the original five Falconer and Ashwin windows have 
survived to the present day. 

Instead, orders were progressively placed with the 
Paris firm of Claudius Lavergne, and the nave windows 
were gradually filled with Lavergne-made glass during 
the years 1879-1886. A single exception to this pattern 
occurred in the early 1880s, when the parish treasurer, 
William Holmes, commissioned a window from the 
Sydney firm of Lyon Cottier & Co., as a personal 
donation to the church. 

Of the 16 windows presently in the church nave: 10 
are Lavergne (1879-86); two are Falconer and Ashwin 
(1876); one was made by Lyon Cottier & Co. (1883-84); 
one was manufactured by Nicod and jubin of Lyons in 
1930, and replaced an original Falconer and Ashwin 
window; and another was manufactured by John 
Hardman of Birmingham in 1935, also replacing an 
or iginal Falconer and Ashwin window. The remaining 
window is obscured by the steps to the choir gallery, 
and is a plain lead light . 

The triangular window structure in the choir gallery, 
above the main entrance, did not receive stained glass 
until the 1920s: in August, 1920, seven panels of glass 
manufactured by Nicod and Jubin of Lyons were 
installed there; below these panels, partially obscured 
by the floor of the choir loft, seven small windows 
were installed in 1928, each depicting one of the seven 
sacraments, and again the work of Nicod and Jubin. 
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St Vincent de Paul Society 
One final significant development which occurred 

during Heuze's term as parish priest was the establishment 
at St Patrick's of the first conference or branch in New 
South Wales of the St Vincent de Paul Society. This took 
place on the night of Sunday, 24 july, 1881, when Charles 
O'Neill, recently arrived from New Zealand, convened 
a meeting attended by a small group of St Patrick's 
parishioners. O'Neill, Scotland-born of Irish Catholic 
parents, migrated to New Zealand in 1863 at the age of 
35, where he practised as an architect and civil engineer, 
and served as a member of the national parliament. 

Charles Heuze attended the initial meeting of St 
Patrick's St Vincent de Paul conference, and became the 
fledgling conference's first spiritual director. Heuze's role 
in the establishment of the St Vincent de Paul Society in 
New South Wales is commemorated in the stained glass 
window in St Patrick's church which was installed and 
dedicated to his memory in 1884. Panels in the window 
feature images of the Society's patron, St Vincent de Paul, 
and its founder, Frederick Ozanam.90 

Heuze's Death 

On 1 june, 1883, Heuze wrote to Victor Poupinel in 
France. He complained about his "miserable bones'; and 
suggested that he might not have long to live9 ' Charles 
Heuze eventually died at Villa Maria monastery, Hunters 
Hill, on 26 August, 1883, after nine years as parish priest 
at St Patrick's, and after many years of ongoing ill health, 
particularly severe gastric disorders, rheumatism, and 
violent attacks of asthma. 

He was buried from St Patrick's on 28 August. Heuze's 
achievement had been one of consolidation. He had 
taken over at the death of Joseph Monnier, weathered 
the disruption and uncertainty caused by Polding's 
division of the parish, and lived to see the reversal of 
that decision and the issuing by archbishop Vaughan 
of a contract granting the Marists responsibility for St 
Patrick's parish in perpetuity. Finally, his pleas to the 
Marist general administration for competent and suitable 
reinforcements had borne fruit with the arrival of Peter 
Le Rennetel, Augustin Ginisty and Peter Piquet. Heuze's 
legacy was to preside over the establishment of a stable 
Marist foundation at St Patrick's on which others, more 
charismatic and robust than he, might now build. 









H euze's successor as parish priest from 1883 until 
his death in 1904 was Peter Francis Le Rennetel. 

Only 32 years old at the time of his appointment, Le 
Rennetel had arrived in Australia late in 1879. He was 
originally anticipating a posting to the Pacific missions, 
but his superiors diverted him to Sydney, and he quickly 
made himself at home at St. Patrick's; two years spent 
teaching in Ireland at the time of his ordination gave him 
a head start with his predominantly Irish parishioners 
in The Rocks. A portrait of Le Rennetel taken perhaps 
in his late thirties shows a smiling, welcoming face, 
the eyes suggesting both inner strength and gentle 
humour.92 

Le Rennetel's talents and capacities were wide 
ranging. An astute financial manager, he oversaw and 
financed three major parish building projects, installed 
a spectacular polished brass altar imported from France, 
and organised the replacement of the church organ, all 
in a decade of severe financial depression. 

A charming, witty, and daring speaker, he was able 
to attract and hold an audience whether speaking on 
secular or religious topics. 

His concern for the poor was expressed not only in 
a close involvement with the recently established St. 

Vincent de Paul Society, but through personal contact 
and assistance, and apparently no-one in his audience 
scoffed when in 1898 he made the extraordinary and 
brave statement that "there was not a poor man or 
woman in the parish he did not know"·3 

He was active in both French and Irish national 
associations, was highly regarded by cardinal Moran, 
Sydney's third Catholic archbishop, and was broad 
minded and flexible in his approach to life. 

Finally, together with his assistant priests Augustin 
Ginisty and Peter Piquet, he created a climate at St. 
Patrick's which was attractive to Sydney Catholics as a 
centre of religious devotion and spiritual nourishment, 
and where a perhaps unique bond of warmth and 
affection existed between priests and parishioners. 

Getting Busy 
Three years into his term of office, in mid 1886, Le 

Rennetel moved to sell the St Bridget's hall property at 
107 Kent street. where Monnier had completed a school 
building and hall in 1872. This property had served as the 
parish centre for the ill-fated divided parish experiment 
which had finally come to an end in 1880. and was 
now surplus to requirements. Le Rennetel eventually 



1889 Presbytery on Harrington Street, photographed in 2009. 

purchased with the proceeds a property in Princes street 
for use as a new and more centrally situated parish hall. 
Since the Kent street site had been granted to the parish 
by the colonial government for Church purposes, an Act 
of parliament was required for the sale of the land, and 
this received assent in December 1887.94 

Le Rennetel's next major project was the construction 
of an elaborate, three storey, brick presbytery fronting 
Harrington street and backing to the rear of the church. 
The building cost £5,446, and was blessed and opened 
by cardinal Moran on Sunday, 16 March, 1890.95 As well 
as catering for the Marists servicing St Patrick's parish, 
Le Rennetel planned the building to accommodate an 
annual influx of Marist missionaries stopping over in 
Sydney on their way to the Pacific from Europe. Large 
basement and storage areas were incorporated in the 
building to accommodate stores and equipment carried 
by the missionaries. 

The opening ceremony was held on the open, flat roof 
of the new building, Le Rennetel announcing that only 
£618 remained for the building to be completely free of 
debt, and receiving that afternoon a further £253 towards 
liquidation of that sum. 

With the presbytery completed and all but paid for, Le 
Rennetel was immediately off and running on his next 
project, a new parish hall to be erected on the opposite 
side of Harrington street, at the intersection with 
Grosvenor street. He announced the new building on 
the day of the presbytery opening, indicating a cost of 
£11,000.% 
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A fortnight over 12 months later, on the evening of 
Tuesday, 31 March, 1891, everyone assembled again 
for the official opening of the new building. Hoping to 
benefit from the presence and patronage of delegates 
to the Federation Convention, then meeting in Sydney, 
Le Rennetel called his new building the "Catholic 
Federation Hall", and organised a "concert of the best 
kind", to coincide with the opening. In the event only 
two delegates took the bait: Sir Patrick Jennings (NSW), 
and W.E. Marmion from Western Australia. 

Most likely indulging in some face-saving spin, the 
Freeman's Journal speculated that the untimely death of 
the Queensland delegate, John Macrossan, at the nearby 
Grosvenor hotel the previous evening, and preparations 
for his funeral on the Wednesday, had undoubtedly 
interfered with the attendance of the Federation 
Convention delegates!7 

The new building was an impressive structure in 
neo-classical style, having six small shops for lease 

Above: Federation Hall, 1891 and in 2009, with an extra 
storey added after it passed from parish hands. 



on street level, with the actual hall occupying the 
first floor. While it provided a useful facility for 
the parish, Federation hall was to be Le Rennetel's 
least successful project. With the onset of severe 
economic depression in the 1890's, he found the 
debt on the building extremely difficult to payoff, 
and his successors were to find that the rent from 
the ground level shops barely covered the rates. 

New Convent 
After a respite of 15 months, Le Rennetel was ready to 

begin his third major parish building project, and called 
his parishioners together after Sunday devotions on the 
evening of 12 June, 1892. The convent of the Sisters of 
Mercy, a stone and wooden building on the corner of 
Grosvenor and Harrington streets, substantially the two 
sandstone cottages built by archdeacon McEncroe in 
1862, was falling into disrepair: 

The Very Rev. Father Le Rennetel in opening the 
meeting humorously explained that he was there 
that night as an advocate of eviction. Certain 
tenants who, besides paying no rent, did a great deal 
of damage to the property, had installed themselves 
in the convent, and it had come to this, that these 
objectionable tenants would have to be cleared 

St Patrick's site <.1900 showing Church, Convent, & Presbytery 

out bag and baggage, or the convent would have 
to be handed over to them. For fear he should be 
misunderstood, he desired to make it clear that he 
did not refer to the Good Sisters, but to the wicked 
white ants. [Laughter.)98 

A motion was quickly passed "that prompt steps should 
be taken to have the convent properly repaired or rebuilt". 
Le Rennetel expressed confidence that despite the hard 
times, the generosity of the St Patrick's parishioners 
would see the project through. But the times were in fact 
harder than Le Rennetel may have realised, and would 
become increasingly so; the Australian colonies were in 
the grip of a severe economic downturn and banks and 
financial institutions collapsed and closed their doors. 

In October, 1892, the convent project was in 
suspension, presumably because of a shortage of funds, 
and a meeting was held to organise a pre-Christmas 
"Celtic Fair" to raise some cash. Premises were hired 
in George street, opposite the General Post Office and 
adjoining David Jones' emporium, and the fair ran for 
four weeks over the Christmas period, beginning on 10 
December."" 

The fair was not as financially successful as had been 
hoped, but demolition of sections of the old convent 
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Peter Le Rennetel sm, parish priest of St Patrick's, 1883-1904 

nevertheless began in mid January, 1893, and the new 
building on the corner of Grosvenor and Harrington 
streets, opposite Federation hall, was commenced 
immediately. In order to cut costs, parts of the earlier 
structure were retained and incorporated in the new 
building.loo 

Le Rennetel was soon in financial bother. On 1 May, 
1893, John Doyle, parish priest of MacDonald town, 
wrote to cardinal Moran in Europe, advising him that Le 
Rennetel had been refused a bank loan for the project, 
and had to float a private loan using parish buildings as 
security. 101 On 3 June the Freeman's Journal announced 
that "rapid progress" had been made with the new 
convent, and that, "it will soon be out of the contractor's 
hands". 1he word "soon" was obviously relative. The 
Sisters of Mercy, who had been living in temporary 
accommodation elsewhere in the parish, finally moved 
into their new three-storey residence four months later, 
in early October. 

The official opening and blessing was postponed until 
cardinal Moran's return from Europe, and took place on 
Sunday, 10 December, 1893. Le Rennetel, described by 
the Freeman's reporter as having "the Gladstonian faculty 
of investing figures with poetry, and even romance" told 
the gathering that the building had cost £1,830 and that 
a little under £1,000 was still outstanding. A further 
£765 was collected that day, and by means of an art 
union, a concert, and a public lecture by Le Rennetel on 
"The Devil in Australia", the debt was finally cleared in 
October, 1894102 
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The New Altar 
[n addition to overseeing three substantial bUilding 

projects in the later years of the nineteenth century, Le 
Rennetel also provided for the church a new main altar, 
and a new pipe organ. The altar replaced the original 
main altar supplied by John Hardman and sons in 1848. 
If archbishop Po[ding thought this latter construction 
suffered from a certain plainness and lack of style, Le 
Rennetel's replacement more than made up for the 
perceived deficiencies of its predecessor. A spectacular 
and extravagant creation in polished brass, the new altar 
had been crafted by M. Trilot of Paris, and was installed 
in the church at Easter, 1889. Henceforth, people visiting 
the church for the first time would be transfixed by the 
sheer brilliance and dominance of the main altar, which 
added a warmth and richness to the whole interior. 

New Organ 
Rennetei's final major financial undertaking during 

the 1890s was the provision of a new organ for the 
church, replacing the original Gray and Davison 
instrument installed in 1848. Described when it was 
installed as "the largest church organ in this colony, if 
not in Australia",!o3 the organ was built by the French
Belgian firm of Anneessens and Sons . It arrived in two 
shipments, the first being landed in December, 1894 
and the second arriving in June of the following year. IM 

Comprising three manual keyboards and 42 stops, the 
organ was reconstructed by Auguste Wiegand, Sydney 
town hall and St. Patrick's organist, and appears to have 
been given its first public airing on 22 August, 1895. A 
more elaborate "opening" ceremony, in the presence of 
a number of the bishops assembled in Sydney for the 
Second Plenary Synod, and probably with the organ 
in a more complete state, was held on the evening of 2 
December of the same year. lOS 

The Public Speaker 
Le Rennetel's building projects were impressive; so 

was his ability to speak with eloquence, charm, and 
power in a language other than his native French. He 
seems to have been equally successful whether speaking 
from the pulpit or lecturing publicly on secular subjects 
in the form of fund-raising entertainments. 

Despite his busy parish life he somehow found time 
to travel widely giving missions and retreats. In January 
and February of 1892 he was in New Zealand; at the 
end of that year he preached a post-Christmas retreat 
of eight days to the Patrician brothers at Ryde, and in 
April, 1893, preached an Easter mission at St. Stephen's 
cathedral in Brisbane. 



Australian Hierarchy and Sydney Marists and diocesan priests in courtyard, 1888. 

The following June found him conducting a mission 
at Moree; in March, 1894, he was in Mudgee, where 
the Mudgee Independent reported he was "drawing large 
congregations, all denominations being represented by 
those who attended to hear the wonderful oratory of this 
talented preacher";,(]6 and in November he was again in 
western New South Wales, being "stirring and eloquent" 
at NarrabrL107 

In June, 1895, he returned to Mudgee. and to New 
Zealand early in 1896 for a series of four retreats. 
Tamworth heard him in October. the Freeman's 
correspondent avowing that "The sermons preached by 
the eloquent priest were most powerful. impressive and 
clear. and must ever remain stamped on the hearts and 
minds of those who listened"'os 

In june, July, and August of 1897 he conducted 
retreats and missions in Glen Innes(NSW). Sydney and 
Hamilton(NSW). When the then Marist provincial 
superior, Augustine Aubry. departed for the 1900 Marist 
general chapter in France, he arranged with Le Rennetel 
that on his return he would move to St. Patrick's to allow 
Le Rennetel to accept more of the missions and retreats 
he was constantly offered."l9 

Only a handful of Le Rennetel's sermons and lectures 
have been recorded. but they give a glimpse of some 
of the qualities of his public speaking. He was, firstly. 

genuinely witty, as in his remarks on the white ants in 
the convent quoted above, or in a lecture he gave in 
December, 1890, entitled "Denominational Physiology", 
where in a clever, inoffensive way he invited his listeners 
to stand with him at the General Post Office and pick the 
religious affiliation of the passers-by through observing 
their faces and manner of behaviour,uo Le Rennetel was 
also an engaging speaker, often communicating great 
warmth of feeling for those he addressed; the speech 
he made on returning to St. Patrick 's parish after an 
overseas trip was specia l, but it was not atypical: 
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While in Europe, he had, so to speak, found his level 
- he had grown smaller and smaller even in his own 
estimation [laughter], and it was quite a relief to find 
on coming back to Sydney that he was - at least in 
the extravagantly generous opinion of his friends -
a really great man. [Renewed laughter.] This was 
worth coming back for. [More laughter. ] He would 
like very much to convince himself that all the kind 
things in the address and in the speeches were 
true.... Now that he had come back, what could 
he say? - simply th is: he would devote the rest of 
his life, the whole of his time, to the service of St. 
Patrick's parishioners, and, if the Almighty so willed 
it, he would die in the service of those who were 
bound to him by every bond of love and duty. III 



A third characteristic in Le Rennetel's speaking is his 
use of a certain charm-coated daring, as in this address 
to cardinal Moran's coadjutor, bishop Higgins: 

He (Fr. Le Rennetel) did not hesitate to say that 
His Lordship was the most popular bishop among 
both clergy and laity in the colony. [Applause.] 
Of course he did not intend to set up any kind of 
rivalry between His Lordship and His Eminence 
the Cardinal Archbishop [laughter]; for the simple 
reason that the Cardinal's high position and great 
accomplishments placed him quite outside the 
range of competition. [Applause] This, however, 
he (Fr. Le Rennetel) could say without fear of giving 
any offence, that any diocese in the world would be 
proud to have Doctor Higgins at its head. [Applause. 
His Lordship, "No! No!"] ll2 

Concern for the Poor 
A man of action as well as being skilful with words, Le 

Rennetel had a reputation for caring a great deal about 
the poor, the unemployed, and those in trouble. Le 
Rennetel commented on his attitude to the poor on one 
occasion in particular, when he was being farewelled 
prior to a trip to Europe in May, 1898. He said that he had 
sometimes been reproached for exhausting his purse in 
helping the poor. Most of the speakers on this occasion 
alluded to his concern for the poor. He was described 
as "a good adviser to those in trouble or sorrow", and 
it was said that "the poor had never appealed to him in 
vain"; he was "pre-eminent" in his kindness to the poor 
and the unfortunate, and "only those who knew of his 
work in the slums and in the haunts of vice could fully 
appreciate his character as a priest and as a citizen".Jl3 

At the time of his death in July, 1904, further mention 
was made of his compassionate qualities . Cardinal 
Moran said that "he loved the poor and lived for them 
... everything he could command belonged to the poor", 
while the Catholic Press noted that "Dozens of the poor 
were fed by him at his presbytery every day"."· 

Irish & French Sympathies 
Le Rennetel also identified strongly with Ireland 

and with the movement for home rule, the Catholic 
Press commenting that "while he remained a patriotic 
Frenchman he became as Irish as the Irish themselves". 115 
So, for example, he was present on the platform at large 
meetings in the Sydney Town Hall in June and July of 
1902 to launch a formal home rule movement in Sydney, 
and was appointed a member of an executive to organise 
a home rule fund. Commenting on his involvement in 
Irish causes, Le Rennetel took a certain pride that he 
had been involved right from the start: 

I came here with strong Irish feelings, and people 
need not be surprised that at a public meeting I 
would have been called the Franco-Irishman. I 
can recollect the time when in Sydney Home Rule 
was not in favour, and no hall could be had for the 
Irish delegates . Their first meeting was held in St. 
Patrick's Hall, and when later on they held a meeting 
in the Opera House it required a certain amount 
of courage to attend it. Happily, 1 had a shillelagh 
[laughter], and I went, and when they saw the bit of 
blackthorn in my hand they kept a safe distance, and 
they did well."· 

While making his own the causes and 
preoccupations of his predominantly Irish flock, Le 
Rennetel continued to identify with his native France 
and his fellow countrymen. He was active among the 
Sydney French community, a fact borne out by the 
French names in the official list at a farewell in 1898, 
prior to his trip to Europe: M. Biard D'Aunet (consul 
general for France), M. Rigoreau (French vice consul), 
M. Bovin (consulate general) and A.W. Puget (Courier 
Australien). 117 
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His strait-laced confrere Zephirin Muraire thought 
he was too involved in French affairs, delating him to 
the Marist superior general in 1892 for taking an active 
role as vice president of a committee organising 14 July 
celebrations for the French community in Sydney and 
attending the 14 July banquet. Muraire was prepared 
to concede that these functions did not have quite the 
same meaning in Australia as they would have in France 
where they often had anti-clerical overtones, but he 
nevertheless thought Le Rennetel to be "extraordinarily 
brazen".!'" At the time of his death he was vice president 
of the French Benevolent Society. 

The Cardinal's Choice 
Le Rennetel was particularly close to cardinal Moran, 

who valued his advice, respected his judgement, and 
was unusually expressive in speaking publicly of his 
affection for him. For the whole of the 1890s, until 
his resignation in 1898, Le Rennetel was a member of 
the cardinal's council of advice, a hand-picked group 
of half a dozen influential clerics who assisted Moran 
in running the archdiocese. Speaking at Le Rennetel's 
requiem, Moran, an unusually private man, revealed his 
affection and respect for the deceased: 

I speak these words from my heart. I loved your 
pastor, for he was a councillor whom no one could 
know and not love; his counsel was wise and 
prudent, and those lessons which he extended to all 
the clergy could not be but fruitful on account of the 

blessed example he gave. ll9 



A further indication of Moran's respect for Le 
Rennetel's prudence and judgment was that Moran 
used to refer to Le Rennetel individuals who came to 
him with difficult moral cases. Writing to the Marist 
superior general in a 1892 report, Fr lohn Leterrier, 
Marist provincial superior in New Zealand, ventured 
the opinion that, "He is the most influential man in the 
episcopal council ... The cardinal is very favourable 
towards him". l2O Le Rennetel himself believed that his 
influence with the cardinal was a protection for the 
Marists against the malevolence of Moran's secretary, 
monsignor Denis O'Haran: 

His secretary does not like us very much (he does 
not like any of the religious) but if I do not deceive 
myself he is frightened of me, and for this reason 
he will not speak against us to the Cardinal.... He 
believes what is probably true, that I am the only 
priest who is able to do him damage in the mind of 
his Eminenceyl 

Over and above his influence with cardinal Moran, 
Le Rennetel is supposed to have had influence with the 
highest levels of power in the government and in the 
police force. Writing to the superior general in 1899, 
the then provincial superior, Augustin Aubry, claimed 
that "he is consulted by the Cardinal and the Premier as 
well as by poor women and unemployed workers". 122 

No Parish Boundaries 
The parish of St. Patrick's for which he was responsible 

included the areas of Darling Harbour, Wynyard, Circular 
Quay, The Rocks, Dawes Point and Millers Point. 
Large sections of the parish at this time consisted of 
overcrowded slums, with sub-standard accommodation 
and poor sanitary facilities. A high proportion of the 
Catholics in the area continued to be Irish or of Irish 
descent. St. Patrick's was a parish like any other parish, 
with territorial boundaries, but in another sense it had 
no boundaries: St. Patrick's church was frequented by 
Catholics from all over Sydney. Reporting to the Marist 
general administration in 1886, Claude loly wrote: 

St Patrick's is dear to the Irish, is quite central and 
people come there from other parishes which have 
a population out of proportion to their churches. 
Also it must be said that Catholics are attracted by 
the devotions which take place there, and by the 
confidence which is given them by the zeal of our 
confreres .. . 123 

St Patrick's was a particularly popular church for 
baptisms. Around 75 per cent of the 350-400 baptisms 
conducted annually at St. Patrick's over the period 
1890-1904 were for people from outside the parish 

boundaries. The French Marists at St. Patrick's were 
also popular with Sydney Catholics as confessors. In his 
1886 report to the general administration, Claude ]oly 
noted that: 

Confessions are heard there almost every day of 
the week, but on Fridays and Saturdays, and on the 
evenings before feasts, our confreres are in the holy 
tribunal from three o'clock in the afternoon until 
ten or eleven at night. 12' 

The situation was exactly the same 13 years later, in 
1899, when loly's successor, Augustin Aubry, reported 
to headquarters: 

Penitents come from all over: and every Thursday, 
Friday and Saturday, and every day before feasts or 
before sodality meetings, the three confreres are in 
the confessional from three in the afternoon until 
half past ten or eleven. I have a confessional there 
myself, and on more than one occasion I have seen 
the work lasting until midnight with four confessors 
- and you need to work fast. 125 

Parish Activities 

During Le Rennetel's term as parish priest, St. 
Patrick's continued a strong tradition of sacred music 
with an involvement of musicians of high calibre. The 
organist and choirmaster during most of Le Rennetel's 
period as parish priest was Herr Hugo Alpen, who was 
also conductor of the Sydney University Musical Society 
and superintendent of music for the NSW Department 
of Public Instruction. Alpen was replaced in June, 1892 
by Auguste Wiegand, a Belgian, who was also official 
organist for the city of Sydney.l26 Wiegand oversaw the 
purchase and construction of St. Patrick's new organ 
before returning to Europe in 1900. 

Music at St. Patrick's was elaborately presented, with 
orchestral accompaniment and an emphasis on solo 
performers, as the priest continued silently with the 
ritual of the Mass. Professional musicians and singers 
visiting Sydney for concert performances, or engaged 
in musical comedy productions, often performed there 
during the Sunday morning high Mass, or at Sunday 
evening vespers. 

St. Patrick's had a number of religious confraternities 
or sodalities for those parishioners who wanted to do 
more than simply attend Sunday Mass. 

The Apostleship of Prayer was one such group. 
Organised in the parish into separate male and female 
divisions, members gathered monthly in the church for 
a sermon and benediction. They committed themselves 
to daily prayers of petition for specified intentions, 
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as outlined on monthly prayer leaflets distributed 
Australia-wide to members. 

The members ofthe Christian Doctrine Confraternity 
taught catechism to children at the church on Sundays, 
and organised an annual ferry picnic to Chowder Bay or 
Cabarita Gardens for upwards of 1,500 children and a 
similar number of adults. 

The Children of Mary, a sodality for older children and 
teenagers, was active in the parish from the latter years 
of the 1890s. Members gathered for special church 
services, practised devotion to Our Lady, and were 
exhorted to imitate her purity. There were 25 members 
only in 1897, but by early 1898 this had increased to 38, 
and by September, 1898 to "close on one hundred". 127 

The first branch or conference of the St. Vincent de 
Paul Society in New South Wales was established at 
St. Patrick's in July, 1881, and was active in works of 
charity in the 1890s. As well as carrying out traditional 
Vincentian works of providing food, clothing, and 
lodging for the poor, the St. Patrick's conference ran a 
highly successful penny savings bank as a service to poor 
families in the area. A report given in 1894 stated that 
between 1889, when the bank began, and 1893, over 600 
accounts had been opened, and that £3,771/15/9 had 
been lodged with the branch. The bank was destined to 
operate for almost 30 years, finally ceasing operations 
in 1918.128 

As well as the various parish sodalities and groups, 
popular devotion was also catered for with special 
Feast days in the parish, and regular parish missions. 
St. Patrick's day, 17 March, was always celebrated with 
great liturgical solemnity, and the church was invariably 
packed. The Feast of the Marist martyr Peter Chanel 
was likewise a popular day, as was 12 September, the 
Holy Name of Mary, patronal feast day of the Marist 
order. 

Every couple of years there was a parish mission to 
urge the faithful to greater efforts. The missioners, 
normally members of a religious order, would aim at 
a thorough visitation of the parish, especially urging 
those who had become slack in their religious practices 
to attend the mission. Special sermons and devotions 
aimed at renewing the spiritual commitment of the 
parishioners would be held each evening in the church. 
In 1892, the Vincentian fathers conducted a four-week
long mission at St. Patrick's; in 1894 the Redemptorists 
attracted "immense crowds" who packed the church 
in the morning and evening. l29 The Redemptorists 
returned again in 1898 and in 1901. 

Fairs, parish balls, and picnics raised revenue and gave 
parish ioners the experience of working together for a 

38 

common goal. A French fair, held in January, 1890, to 
raise money for the new presbytery, took £1,700; in 
1892 it was a Gaelic fair at Christmas time, running over 
four weeks, with most of the stall-holders appearing in 
the "picturesque dress of the Irish peasantry"; I30 and in 
1899 the parish ran a three week long Japanese fair in 
rented premises in George street. 

Le Rennetel was active in fostering a Young 
Men's Association in his parish, initially for his own 
parishioners, and from 1893 open to all Catholic young 
men in Sydney. He made available Federation hall for 
the use of the club, which had 200 members in May, 
1893. Activities included "smoke concerts", debating, 
gymnastics, and sport. 

The Marists at St. Patrick's were active visitors of 
their flock, and attracted a steady stream of visitors 
themselves: 

Visiting the sick in their own homes or in hospital 
takes up almost all the time left from people coming 
to the presbytery. On Sundays the parlours are 
hardly ever empty: and almost every evening when 
people finish work the Fathers are busy instructing 
Protestants, of whom a large number are converted 
every year at St. Patrick's. I31 

Le Rennetel, Ginisty and Piquet were deeply bonded 
to the people they lived with and ministered to. In 1898 
Le Rennetel told his parishioners: 

It would be impossible for a priest to live for nineteen 
years in a parish like St. Patrick's without the 
relations between him and his parishioners leading 
to mutual trust, mutual esteem, and mutual love ... 
he would not exchange his parish and his people for 
any in the world '" there was no priest in Australia 
more proud of his people. '" 

Speaking of the harmony and affection which existed 
in the 1890s between the priests at St. Patrick's, Le 
Rennetel said in 1902, shortly after Ginisty's transfer 
from the parish: 

I can say that we had a happy home. We never had 
any difference, except, perhaps when Fr. Ginisty and 
Fr. Piquet wanted too much money for the poor. 
[Laughter.] But we were of one heart and one soul.... 
We lived happily and therefore we could do good."3 

The Marist provincial superior of New Zealand. 
John Leterrier, spent only a few weeks in Sydney in 
1892 following Claude Joly's death, prior to reporting 
to the general administration on the Sydney Marist 
communities, but the special ness of St. Patrick's did not 
escape him: 



What is special about this House is the goodwill and 
devotion in the work of sacred ministry, the team 
spirit and mutual understanding shown by the three 
confreres; and the success of the work they do. l34 

Final Years 
Le Rennetel died of a cerebral haemorrhage on 25 July, 

1904, at the comparatively early age of fifty-three. His 
last years were not the happiest of his life. In June, 1897, 
Claude Joly's replacement as Sydney superior, Augustin 
Aubry, wrote to the superior general to warn him that 
Le Rennetel's health had been causing concern for some 
time: "excessive nervous irritation", and behaviour at 
times bordering on hysteria.135 

His doctors advised a long sea voyage, and in May, 
1898, Le Rennetel was sent on a nine months' trip to 
Europe. On his return he appeared at first to have 
improved, but the condition, probably the onset of 
disseminated sclerosis, reasserted itself and became 
worse. Le Rennetel blamed it on sunstroke and took 
to wearing a pith helmet, but his strait-laced confrere 
Zephirin Muraire suggested to the superior general 
that some of Le Rennetel's problems at least, could be 
attributed to other causes: 

He has contracted the habit of drinking whiskey 
... At the present time Father can't do without it. 
Father Provincial and the other Fathers have spoken 
to him about it, but he gets angry and won't listen to 
anyone ... last week, the good Father was forced to 
leave the altar, fortunately before the consecration -
not that he was under the influence, but as a result 
of sleepless nights which he has regularly and which 
are obviously caused by what he calls sunstrokes -
or glass strokes. l36 

The superior general ordered that Le Rennetel be given 
a canonical monition, informing Aubry that he would 
soon have to be replaced as parish priest, but death 
intervened before any action could be taken. 137 It was a 
sad ending to an outstanding life. Following his death 
on 25 July, 1904, incredible scenes accompanied his 
funeral as an estimated 40,000 people blocked Sydney's 
streets to pay their last respects .l38 

Neil Vaney, writing about French Marists working in 
New Zealand in the nineteenth century, states that "one 
cannot help but be struck by two qualities: their broad 
humanity and their love of learning':13. The phrase 
"broad humanity'" seems to sum up well Le Rennetel and 
the spirit he and his brother priests engendered at St. 
Patrick's in the last decade of the nineteenth century. At 
a meeting of citizens to erect a memorial to Le Rennetel, 
B.R.Wise pinpointed this as Le Rennetel's outstanding 

quality: "He was a man before he was a priest; and 
while doing his duty as a faithful priest he never forgot 
humanity': 140 

Successful Adaptation 
The success of St. Patrick's under Le Rennetel's 

leadership as a parish, and as a centre of worship for 
Catholics from all over suburban Sydney, was parallelled 
by city churches of other denominations. 

In the latter half of the nineteenth century, population 
movements from the city to the suburbs, and the 
beginnings of a modern central business district in the 
centre of Sydney, meant that city churches had to either 
find a new role, or disappear. 

In fact, St. Patrick's did not really have to face the 
dilemma of a shrinking resident parish population until 
after the first world war, but already at the turn of the 
century it exhibited features common to city churches 
of other denominations which had successfully made 
the transition from traditional parish to city-church. 

Typically, those church congregations which survived 
and flourished were led by men of vision and initiative; 
there was generally emphasis on innovative forms of 
worship, more elaborate liturgies, or an outreach to 
the unchurched; and usually there was a heightened 
awareness of the need to assist the poor and those in 
special difficulties. 

In the early 1880s the congregation of the York street 
Methodist church had fallen to 17 formal members, with 
a maximum of only four times that number attending 
weekend services. The future was bleak, and proposals 
were made to close the church. In a last ditch attempt 
to resuscitate the corpse, William George Taylor was 
appointed as superintendent minister in April, 1884. 
Strong organisation, innovative worship services, and an 
outreach programme directed towards the unchurched, 
combined with Taylor's personal magnetism, saw the 
decline reversed, so much so that the church became too 
small. It was demolished, and a new complex opened in 
April, 1889. So was born the Sydney Central Methodist 
Mission; in April, 1908, a further move was necessitated 
to larger premises, this time to the Lyceum Theatre in 
Pitt street. More than 5000 regularly attended weekend 
services, many of whom apparently had no previous 
church affiliation.HI 

St. James' Anglican church, a gracious survivor 
from colonial days, was another to make a successful 
transition from parish to city-church. Originally serving 
inner-city residents, and being the church for Sydney 
society and official government functions, St. James' had 
fallen on hard times by the early 18805. In 1896 William 
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Isaac Carr-Smith was appointed rector; by the time he 
retired in 1909, St. James' too had successfully adapted 
to a new role. It became a centre for Anglo-Catholic 
and sacramental worship in Sydney, offered weekday 
services for those working in the city, and developed a 
new social outreach. I' 2 

A similar development occurred at Christ Church 
St. Lawrence, near Central railway station, from the 
1920s, following the appointment of John Hope as 
rector in 1926. Hope's unique personality, coupled with 
his attraction to Anglo-catholic ritual and his warm 
humanity, brought the church a new congregation: 
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The residential section of his parish dwindled rapidly 
though in fact it covered the whole city and suburbs, 
his congregation coming Sunday by Sunday from 
within a radius of thirty-five miles. I

'
3 

St. Patrick's popularity as a centre of devotion and 
its use for baptisms and weddings by people from the 
suburbs of Sydney, together with its elaborate worship, 
assistance to the poor. and charismatic leadership, 
placed it comfortably in the fold of other city churches 
adapting at this time to changing circumstances . 

- ------- ------------



I n the Dawes Point section of St. Patrick's parish, 
towards the intersection of Cumberland street 

with Lower Fort street, Claude Joly had purchased 
an old colonial mansion in May, 1872, because of its 
potential as a city-base for the Marists in the event 
of their losing St. Patrick's.l44 Known as Cumberland 
Place, it had been the residence early in the century 
of the Anglican archdeacon (later bishop) Broughton, 
and also at one time of Dr James Mitchell, father of 
the donor of the core collection of the Mitchell library. 
Joly had rented out the house until July, 1879, when 
the Marists began using it for their Missions procure, 
calling it St. Michael's .l45 

The Josephite sisters established a "providence" 
on adjoining property in May. 1881, which served as 
a soup kitchen for the destitute. a nursing home for 
elderly and infirm women, and as an orphanage. 

St Michael's Church 
In 1882 the Marists built a church, also called St. 

Michael's, on part of the Josephite property facing 
Lower Fort street, and began stationing priests there 
to care for the Catholic population in the vicinity. 
Although still part of St. Patrick's parish, the area 
around St. Michael's was operated as a de facto parish. 
within a parish.l46 

Peter Piquet lived and worked there between 1880 and 
mid-1882, Augustin Ginisty from 1882 until 1884, and 
Peter Le Rennetel was there from mid-1882 until his 
appointment back to St Patrick's as parish priest in 1883. 
Other Marists who served there between 1883 and 1888 
were Jean Baptiste Coue, and Jean Baptiste Chataigner. 

Living there in 1888 were John O'Dwyer and Charles 
Murlay, both originally secular priests who had become 
members of the Society of Mary. O'Dwyer, a bird of 
passage, had been ordained priest in his native Ireland. 
He worked in the diocese of Auckland for nine years 
prior to 1882, when he went to Tonga; there he joined 
the Society of Mary, and was professed in May, 1885. 
He came to Sydney early in 1888, and was appointed to 
St. Michael's."7 

Charles Murlay, a Frenchman, had been the pioneer 
priest in the Rockhampton district in Queensland, 
where he laboured from 1862 until the arrival of the 
first bishop, John Cani, in 1882. A stern, somewhat 
aloof person with a strong sense of duty and definite 
ideas, Murlay was remembered in the northern city for 
roaming the streets of Rockhampton on a white Arab 
stallion, armed with a horse-whip, in search of truants 
from his parish school. 

He had been trying to join the Marists from at least as 
early as 1867, and was finally able to leave Rockhampton 



with the arrival of Bishop Cani in 1882. T.P. Boland 
claims that he was "piqued at not being nominated 
for bishop";"" an equally unsubstantiated tradition 
among the Marists has it that "when the diocese of 
Rockhampton was erected, he was chosen to be its 
bishop; but declined the episcopate and entered the 
Society of Mary".!" He was professed a Marist in 1884 
and sent to St. Michael's lso 

If the Marists were running a successful operation 
at St. Patrick's in the 1890s, they were presiding over 
an unmitigated disaster at St. Michael's . Murlay had 
been less than a success in his first Marist appointment: 
in 1888 )oly was complaining that he was "hard and 
cold" with his parishioners in the parlour and in the 
confessional; his sermons were "lengthy, monotonous, 
and tiring"; he was attempting to exclude those who 
drank to excess and those who kept taverns from even 
entering the church. The congregation quickly dwindled, 
the contest between gospel and grog clearly being one 
sided. Murlay took the rejection hard; by 1890 he was 
a recluse, "afraid to leave his room, to write letters, or to 
talk to anyone". l5! He performed a solitary baptism in 
1890, two in 1891, and two in 1892. 

By way of contrast, O'Dwyer had initially been 
successful at St. Michael's. In May, 1888, )oly was 
writing to Marist superior general Antoine Martin: 

Since Fr. O'Dwyer has been in charge there it has 
filled up again: the fact that he is Irish and his 
friendliness have brought back the parishioners. !S2 

But within twelve months O'Dwyer had fallen foul 
of the parishioners because of his laziness and his 
propensity to run up debts. 

Murlay was finally taken out of his misery in 1892 
when he was transferred to St. Patrick's, and from there 
to the Marist monastery at Hunters Hill, Villa Maria, in 
July, 1894. O'Dwyer lingered on at St. Michael's until the 
latter half of 1895. despite a firm decision of the Marist 
provincial council in November, 1893, to transfer him to 
Villa Maria as chaplain to St. Joseph's college. Eventually 
his wanderlust got the better of him and he applied 
successfully to join the Trappists. Augustin Aubry, 
Claude Joly's successor as Marist regional superior in 
Sydney, thought it was good riddance, lamenting that 
O'Dwyer had left with £50 from parish funds, and 
informing the superior general that it had only just 
been discovered that O'Dwyer had been regularly using 
Sunday collections to buy beer and cigars .!S3 

An Explosive Mix 
By May, 1895, Auguste Guillemin, a repatriated 

missionary from New Caledonia, had been installed 
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at St. Michael's as the new procurator of the Missions, 
and in )uly Francis Huault, repatriated from New 
Caledonia. was sent there to assist with parish work and 
keep Guillemin company. Unfortunately for the long 
suffering Catholics of Dawes Point it was an explosive 
mix: Guillemin was "unbelievably rigid ... inclined to 
cut up his inferiors unmercifully"; and Francis Huault 
was gloomy, sullen, and "somewhat fond of drink".!" 

Before long they were at each other's throats, and only 
spoke to each other when one thought of something to 
say which would make the other more miserable. Aubry 
seemed to be understating things when he observed 
that "charity and good feeling are conspicuous by their 
absence". Huault was eventually sent elsewhere and 
Aubry gave up looking for a compatible confrere for 
Guillemin: 

Except by giving that man a companion direct from 
the seminary who knows how to practice complete 
abnegation, there is no real way of establishing a 
permanent community there.tSs 



.. 
In 1892, at the time of Claude Joly's death, John 

Leterrier, Marist provincial superior in New Zealand, 
had been sent to Sydney by the superior general to 
report on the Marist situation in Sydney. In his report, 
Leterrier had recommended that St. Michael's be closed 
down, but urged that this not be done until cardinal 
Moran had fulfilled his promise to grant the Marists 
the care of St. Patrick's par ish in perpetuity. l56 Moran 
signed the appropriate documents in 1895, but at the 
turn of the century the Marists had stilI not disposed of 
the St. Michael's property. To their immense relief that 
problem was taken out of their hands in most dramatic 
circumstances. 

Bubonic Plague 
On 19 January, 1900, Arthur Payne, a resident in a 

house near the intersection of Windmill street, Ferry 
lane and Lower Fort street, just a stone's throw from St. 
Michael's church, was diagnosed as having the bubonic 
plague. IS' The threat lasted until early August, and was 
at its severest in the autumn months of April and May. 
In the period between 19 January and 9 August, 303 
Sydneysiders caught the plague, and 103 of these died. 
Thirty-eight per cent of reported cases occurred in the 
Darling Harbour area of Sydney, easily the worst affected 
part of the city. The remainder were spread throughout 
other sections of the city and suburbs: Redfern had 24, 
Paddington 19, Glebe lO, Manly 9. The Rocks area, 
despite registering the first reported case of plague, was 
only moderately affected, with 12 cases.15S 

On 26 June, 1900, the government gave notice of 
a Darling Harbour Wharves Resumption bill, which 
received its first reading on 28 June, and was debated at 
the second reading stage on 5 July. The bill was promoted 
as a means to empower the government to take action 
to clean up and redevelop the Darling Harbour area, 
the part of Sydney most affected by the plague. But as 
several speakers pointed out, the wording of the bill 
was sufficiently vague to enable the government to also 
resume the adjoining Rocks area. It seems likely that 
this was no accident and that the government had in 
fact hoped to use the hysteria of the plague outbreak to 
gain legislative sanction for a wholesale redevelopment 
of The Rocks. 

Eventually the government was forced to come 
clean, and agreed to incorporate three schedules in 
the bill, specifying in precise detail, street by street, 
those sections of the city which it wished to resume. 

Left Top: Early depiction of Cumberland House 
Left Bottom: Cumberland House as St Michael's Presbytery c.1900 
Above Top: Exterior ofSt Michael's Church, opened 1882 
Above Bottom: Interior ofSt Michael's church opened in 1882 
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Schedule 1 would outline the government's intentions 
with regard to The Rocks, and the government agreed 
to incorporate a proviso in the bill, prohibiting it from 
acting on Schedule 1 without the further "approval of 
Parliament expressed by resolution". The bill was sent 
to the Legislative Council on 18 July, received back with 
amendments on 22 August, and passed by the Assembly 
on 28 August. is9 

One who spoke strongly in favour of the bill in the 
Legislative Assembly was W.J. Spruson, the young, newly 
elected member for Gipps ward, who represented The 
Rocks. Spruson had lived in The Rocks all his life, was 
a parishioner of St. Patrick's and was actively involved 
with parish affairs. There is good reason to believe that 
Spruson played a major role in formulating the Darling 
Harbour Wharves Resumption bill, and strengthening 
the government's resolve to redevelop The Rocks. 

On 24 March, 1900, he had written to cardinal Moran 
describing conditions in some of the worst slum areas 
in The Rocks and asking Moran to speak out publicly 
on the issue in order to generate public pressure for a 
redevelopment of the area. It is clear from Spruson's 
letter that he was interested in more than sanitation; 
his reforming zeal was primarily motivated by moral 
outrage and a strong anti-Chinese bent. In one slum 
arrangement of 15 houses grouped around a common 
yard, 

The residents and habitues are black, yellow and 
white - mostly Chinamen and white women - and 
at least four of the houses are brothels. There are 
opium dens in several of the houses. 

In another place, 

We found two filthy Chinamen lying on one bed 
smoking opium, whilst on the other bed, a few 
inches from the first one, there lay a young woman 
asleep; she was eighteen or nineteen years old, and 
wore neither boots or stockings; she woke upon our 
entering, lit a cigarette and conversed in a manner 
which proved that no womanly reserve was left in 
her ... 

Spruson quoted Moran a third example: 

A young fellow of sixteen or seventeen smoking 
opium with a well known white woman who has 
lived freely with Chinamen for years. 

He concluded by suggesting to Moran that "such facts 
make one feel that there is something more to correct 
than sanitary conditions", and that "whilst we have slums 
in which white children are brought up in full view of 
such Sights we must expect to find newcomers in crime 
and degradation" . i60 
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Spruson wrote again on 11 April. informing Moran 
that events were moving in a promising direction, and 
detailing his involvement: 

My reply to your letter has been purposely delayed 
pending the result of a Slum Inquiry in Gipps 
Electorate ordered by Mr. Lyne. This Inquiry so far 
has proved very satisfactory for the officers charged 
with the Inquiry seem to think that a comprehensive 
scheme of effacement and remodelling must be 
adopted to obtain beneficial sanitary results. 1 am 
now preparing a scheme of considerable proportions 
for submission to the Government, and am very 
hopeful that it may be endorsed by the Inquiry 
Officers. i61 

The Darling Harbour Wharves Resumption bill, which 
included in Schedule 1 the government's proposal to 
resume the entire Rock's area, represented the fulfilment 
of Spruson's hopes. 

On 29 November, 1900, the government moved in the 
Legislative Assembly for the resumption of The Rocks, 
Schedule 1 now including an exemption of "all buildings 
erected for religious and scholastic purposes". But not 
everyone wanted to be exempted: the Marists were 
happy to be rid of St. Michael's, and Spruson, who spoke 
about the redevelopment proposal on the floor of the 
House with familiarity and enthusiasm, told Parliament 
that the Rev. Mr. Taylor of the Wesleyan church in 
Princes street was also desirous of selling out to the 
government. 

St Michael's Resumed 

In the early hours of 30 November John See moved 
an amendment specifically mentioning those religious 
and scholastic properties which would be exempted: St. 
Patrick's church and surrounding buildings, St. Bridget's 
church -school in Kent street, and Holy Trinity Anglican 
church and school in Argyle place. St. Michael's, and the 
Princes street Wesleyan church were happily ceded by 
their owners to the government, which formally became 
the new landlord of The Rocks on 31 December, 1900. 

In March, 1901, the government appointed a City 
Improvement Advisory Board to prepare proposals and 
plans for the redevelopment of The Rocks. Its suggestions 
were breathtaking, involving nothing less than the 
demolition of the entire area, and the reconstruction of 
a model suburb. 

In the meantime, the worst of the slum dwellings were 
demolished, and at the end of 1903 the Public Works 
department reported that "upwards of 1,000 homes '" 
have been altered and repaired, especially in regard to 
their sanitary arrangements" . In addition, a limited 



number of new workers' cottages were built, although 
some cynics had the bad grace to suggest that these were 
more slum-like than the buildings they replaced.l64 

In the end, the ambitious plans for The Rocks were 
never realised, the government having enough difficulty 
paying for the resumed properties, let alone building 
anything new on them. Spruson became a victim of his 
own enthusiasm, the ultimate kamikaze politician who 
promoted a measure which disrupted and alienated most 
of his electors. Newspaper columnists were queuing up 
to write Spruson's political obituary: 

This resumption business was largely Spruson's little 
scheme, and Mr. Spruson, M.P., who hoped to make 
a great political home and fame by it, is surely finding 
now that he has taken charge of a most troublesome 
white elephant ... It is not healthy, therefore, politically 
speaking, for a resuming politician to wander about 
"1he Rocks" just now. I' S 

The anonymous journalist had his finger on the pulse. 
Spruson was destined to serve just the one parliamentary 
term, being soundly defeated the first time he faced the 
electors. A royal commission tried to sort out the mess in 
1909, and eventually settled for a relatively modest scheme 
of street widening and straightening; the redevelopment 
of The Rocks was left on the shelf for a later era. l66 

The last baptism was performed in St. Michael's church 
on 20 February, 1901, and the Marists were initially told 
to quit the property by 19 March. In fact, Guillemin was 
able to remain there until 4 July, when he finally moved 
the operations of the procure to St. Patrick's.I'7 

The buildings vacated by the Josephite sisters and 
the Marist fathers were not demolished for many 
years. The )osephite providence served as the Public 
Works department cement testing branch in 1902-
1903, and became afterwards the premises of the State 
Labour bureau; St. Michael's church was occupied by a 
government night refuge for destitute men during 1903-
1904, and from 1904 became the Sydney City Mission 
hall; and St. Michael's residence played host to the Gipps 
Working Men's Club until 1907, and afterwards to C.). 
Ohler, coffee roaster. As compensation for St. Michael's 
church and residence, and several smaller properties in the 
resumed area, the Marists received £8,800. Surprisingly, 
perhaps, the disruption caused by the government 
resumptions seems to have had little discernible affect on 
numbers attending St. Patrick's church. l68 
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Peter Le Rennetel died at St. Patrick's on 25 July, 
1904; on 30 July the Marist general council met 

on the other side of the world, and appointed Augustin 
Ginisty the new superior and parish priest. l68 

At the time of his appointment in charge ofSt Patrick's, 
Ginisty was parish priest of the other Marist parish in 
Sydney, Hunters Hill. Ginisty had come to Australia in 
1881, and apart from a year in Gladstone, Queensland, 
in 1901-02, and two years at Hunters Hill (1902-04), he 
had worked exclusively in St. Patrick's parish. In two 
portraits of Ginisty which survive, an ordination snap 
and a photograph taken at a much later date, the most 
striking features are his eyes, which give him a startled, 
timid appearance. 

He was something of an enigma to his superiors, 
Augustin Aubry describing him as "a mass of 
contradictions" and despairing of ever understanding 
him. Regarded by the Marists as their most competent 
English speaker and best preacher, Ginisty was also 
"zealous" and "earnest" in exercising his priestly 
ministry.l7o 

Le Rennetel found him somewhat temperamental, 
with a deficient sense of obedience, but acknowledged 
that "he does as he is told provided one tells him clearly 
and positively what he is to do". l7l Aubry thought him 

"imprudent in word and action", with an "obvious 
prejudice in helping his superior only in things which 
he likes"; he was "cold" towards the Society of Mary, 
avoiding the company of his confreres, and not visiting 
other Marist houses in Sydney for months or even a year 
at a time. 

He was farewelled by the parishioners of Hunters 
Hill on Sunday, 7 August, 1904, and took charge of 
the parish of St. Patrick's the following Thursday. As 
assistant priests he inherited Peter Piquet, Victor Suleau 
and Eugene Englert; towards the end of 1906 Englert 
would be replaced by Louis Chatelet. 

Peter Piquet sm 
Piquet had already clocked up 24 continuous years at 

St. Patrick's parish, having arrived in Sydney towards the 
end of 1880. He had become a celebrity way beyond the 
boundaries of his own parish, and was already regarded 
by many Sydney Catholics as a living saint. 

He had literally become the stuff of legend, with 
endearingly unlikely tales about him circulating widely 
in the Catholic community. 

There was, for example, the story of Fr Piquet's 
miracle: Piquet was walking through the streets of 
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Early photograph of Augustin Ginisty sm 

Sydney when a beggar asked him for a coin. Certain 
that he had no money with him, Piquet replied that 
he didn't have anything to give the beggar, and put his 
hand in his pocket to confirm for the beggar that this 
was the case. To his complete surprise, he pulled out a 
sovereign, which he gave to the beggar. Later that day at 
the meal table, Piquet recounted the incident, expressing 
the belief that the beggar had been the beneficiary of a 
miracle. "Miracle be damned", said his confrere, Peter 
Le Rennetel: "I've been searching for my trousers all 
morning, and you're still wearing them". 

Devotees used also enjoy the edifying elements in this 
story about an all-night train ride: Piquet was frequently 
called all over Sydney to hear the confessions of dying 
Catholics, and sometimes even to country towns. 
One evening word reached him that a dying man in 
a NSW country town wanted him to come and hear 
his confession. Armed with only his breviary and the 
sacred oils, Piquet caught a late night mail train passing 
through the country town, and heard the dying man's 
confession and gave him the last rites. He was then able 
to return to Sydney in the early hours of the morning on 
a milk train, and reached St Patrick's in time to open the 
church and celebrate the first Mass of the day. 

To those who heard him preach, or sought his counsel 
and encouragement in the confessional, he projected 
warm humanity, deep sincerity and a special something 
which people confidently attributed to familiarity with 
the ways of God. He was renowned as a friend of the 
poor, and had been closely linked with the St Vincent de 
Paul Society since its inception in Sydney in 188l. 

His extraordinary popularity as a confessor was 
evidenced by the long queues which formed outside his 
confessional, and the constant summonses from dying 
Catholics wanting him to come and help them make 
their peace with God. 

A short, intense, bearded little man, Piquet was most 
typically observed darting through the streets of Sydney 
in response to some urgent call. Augustin Aubry 
remarked in 1899 that he was "the universal confessor 
in Sydney: he is called everywhere", and summed him 
up with great accuracy and economy - "Father Piquet: 
health good; activity insatiable". 172 

By 1904 his health was not so good. In May the 
Freeman's Journal told its readers that Piquet had left for 
a holiday in Tonga "to endeavour to regain health and 
strength, used up in overwork". Piquet was still absent 
from Sydney when Le Rennetel died, and eventually 
returned on the Manapouri towards the end of August. 
His health was still causing concern, but gradually 
improved after his tonsils were removed in September. 

While his superiors acknowledged his sincerity and 
zeal, and did not hesitate to aver that he was a genuinely 
holy man, they were uneasy about a tendency towards 
grandstanding. In 1891 Le Rennetel had described him 
privately as "a bit of an exhibitionist", while Aubry 
would have preferred to see "less singularity in the way 
he acts ... less trouble and fuss". 173 

Other Assistants 
The first of Piquet's fellow curates was Victor Suleau, 

who had been ordained in July, 1900, and was sent 
immediately to Sydney; he commenced work at St. 
Patrick's in October. Suleau was fluent in English, 
having spent two years of his theology course at the 
Marist seminary at Paignton (UK). Gaston Regis, 
the Marist general procurator in Lyons, told Auguste 
Guillemin, in a letter written in July, 1900: "He is said 
to be very intelligent. I hope he will give you good and 
long service"174 

Suleau quickly developed health problems and in 
January, 1902, Le Rennetel asked the Marist's new 
Sydney superior, Armand Olier, to write to Europe for 
a replacement because of his "shaky state of health". 
Suleau's illnesses may have been symptomatic of inner 
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turmoil; right from the beginning he seemed to be 
struggling to come to terms with the life he had chosen 
as a clerical religious. In April. 1902. the Marist general 
council noted a complaint from Le Rennetel that Suleau 
was lacking in "religious docility". but Le Rennetel 
advised a gentle approach. Olier explained to Aubry: 

He is afraid that a monition coming from the top 
would discourage him and make him decide to leave 
the Society. It is better to be gentle than violent; he 
thinks he can get to the bottom of a character which 
is a bit difficult and proud.175 

Eugene Englert was the third assistant priest at St. 
Patrick's when Ginisty became parish priest. German by 
birth and ordained in June. 1895. Englert went straight 
to the Pacific. working first in Samoa before going to 
the North Solomons in 1899. Following a breakdown 
in health and conflicts with fellow missionaries. Englert 
was sent to Sydney midway through 1902; in March. 
1903. he was appointed as curate to St. Patrick's. but 
after three years his continuing poor health necessitated 
a transfer to the warmer climate of Gladstone (QLD). 176 

Englert's replacement. Louis Chatelet. had a similar 
background to the man he replaced. Following ordination 
in June. 1897. he went to the New Hebrides. In 1903 his 
vicar apostolic. Bishop Fraysse. sent him to do a second 
novitiate at Villa Maria. Hunters Hill. with the injunction 
not to return. 177 He was accepted by the superior of the 
South Solomons' mission. but arrived back in Sydney in 
July. 1905. following a physical breakdown. At Ginisty's 
request he was sent to St. Patrick's late in 1906. 

A Major Crisis 
Three years into his term as parish priest. Ginisty 

encountered a major crisis. On 24 September. 1907. 
monsignor Denis O 'Haran. cardinal Moran's private 
secretary and dean at St Mary's cathedral. wrote Moran 
a seven page memo complaining about "outside clerical 
interference" by the Marist fathers within the boundaries 
of St. Mary's cathedral parish. 

He was not. he insisted. writing through prejudice 
or impulse: the matter had been on his mind for some 
months. He had complained personally to Ginisty and 
Piquet but without result; and finally the priests on the 
cathedral staff and many other priests in the archdiocese 
had urged him to put the facts before the cardinaL 

It was Piquet who had incurred O 'Haran's wrath: 
firstly. by celebrating a mixed marriage at St. Patrick's 
after permission had been refused. but principally by 
administering the sacrament of extreme unction to dying 
Catholics on three occasions within St Mary's cathedral 
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parish without seeking permission from the cathedral 
staff. or without informing them after the event. 

O 'Haran told Moran that the cathedral priests were 
threatening to resign and had urged him to do the 
same unless "punishment is metered out to flagrant 
offenders". He then moved to a bitter attack on Piquet. 
accusing him of attending the dying in order to benefit 
financially: Piquet indulged in "scandalous grab and 
grasp under the pretext of piety"; he was a "marauding 
priest [who 1 attempted to exploit all the parishes in the 
city and suburbs"; he was "constantly hanging on to the 
coat-tails of the rich in every instance. whilst we know 
the poor people of The Rocks are not cared for, nor even 
looked after". 

Following a neat little disclaimer about "not wishing 
to press any of these views on your Eminence's better 
judgement", O'Haran came to his conclusion. He 
suggested to Moran that the only way to stop Piquet 
"exploiting all the parishes" was to suspend him from his 
priestly duties. Finally he thought Moran should know 
that the cathedral priests were of the opinion that Piquet 
had. by his actions. automatically excommunicated 
himself from the Catholic Church. quoting a canon law 
text which stated that a priest belonging to a religious 
order who administered the last sacraments in a parish 
other than his own without the permission of the 
appropriate pastor was ipso facto excommunicated. 17• 

O'Haran's complaints about Piquet's carelessness 
in observing the archdiocesan marriage regulations 
and failing to observe the conventions relating to the 
administration of the last sacraments may well have been 
justified. A dying Catholic was at liberty to choose any 
priest to hear his confession and prepare him for death, 
but it was expected that if a priest did so in another 
parish he obtained the consent of the appropriate parish 
priest or at least informed him afterwards. 

Thus far O 'Haran may well have been on reasonable 
ground; Piquet exhibited a compulsive zeal which seems 
to have made him oblivious at times to regulations or 
conventions. 

But what of O'Haran's accusations that Piquet 
ministered to people with the motive of benefiting 
financially, and that he neglected the poor of his own 
parish in order to go chasing after the rich? Despite 
O'Haran's assurance to Moran that he was motivated by 
"no sentiment of resentment", no "prejudice or impulse". 
it is difficult to see O'Haran's memo as anything else 
but a vindictive. unfair and unwarranted attack on the 
integrity of a fellow priest. 

Piquet's own confreres admitted his predilection for 
grandstanding and his casualness with regard to rules. 



but they would have been horrified and outraged had 
they known of O 'Haran's accusations. So would a great 
many Sydney Catholics. In 1893 Peter Le Rennetel had 
commented on O'Haran's dislike for the Marists; in 
1907 it appears that the bitterness and jealously that had 
been welling up inside Denis O'Haran for many years 
was finally unleashed. 

Piquet Excommunicated 

To Moran's discredit he acted speedily and impulsively 
on O'Haran's complaints. The following day, without 
any attempt to discover Piquet's side of the story, he 
called a meeting of his diocesan consultors to discuss 
the matter, and afterwards wrote to Piquet: 

I regret to learn from unquestionable sources that 
you have been administering the Holy Viaticum and 
Extreme Unction to patients not of your parish and 
without the approval or knowledge of the respective 
clergy. Under these circumstances I have to intimate 
to you that you have incurred Excommunication 
reserved to the Pope, and in consequence I suspend 
you from the exercise of any and all the faculties 
which you have hitherto enjoyed in the Diocese. 
Praying that God may grant you the grace to set all 
matters speedily aright.'7• 

One of Moran's consultors was the elderly Benedictine, 
Austin Sheehy, who left the meeting with a feeling of 
unease and a nagging doubt. A friend of the Marists, he 
had listened to Moran read the passage from O'Haran's 
canon law text, heard his fellow consultors agree that 
Piquet had indeed incurred excommunication, and 
looked on helplessly as Piquet's fate was discussed. But 
somehow the whole business did not sit right. At 79, 
Sheehy's memory for canon law was perhaps not what it 
used to be; in any case, he needed to go home and look 
something up. 

Later that night or early the next day a smile crossed 
Sheehy's face: O'Haran had got it wrong. The text he 
had quoted had no application whatsoever to Piquet's 
situation and there was absolutely no question of Piquet 
having incurred ipso facto excommunication. ISO He 
wrote to Moran, explaining why, and concluding with 
gentle understatement: "I thought it advisable to call 
attention to this lest what was decided at our meeting 
might be called in question". ,., 

Moran moved immediately to rectify his mistake but 
without admitting it . On 28 September he wrote to the 
acting Marist provincial, Placid Huault: 

I daresay that my letter to Father Piquet has produced 
sufficient effect for the present. I will require him 

however to send me in writing a promise to observe 
in future the general law of the Church ... and 
further that he will be faithful in the observance 
of the Diocesan laws ... On his sending me such a 
document duly signed by him, you may allow him 
to resume all his former faculties on Tuesday the 1st 

of October next. ' •
2 

Piquet sent his promise on 29 September, gave thanks 
that "on the third day, most unexpected, the two dreadful 
sentences were quashed by the very same hand that had 
written them", and resumed his ministrations as before. 
But O'Haran, beaten once, decided to try again. 

More Trouble 
On 30 October that same year, Fr. Edward O'Brien 

of Mosman complained to O'Haran that Piquet had 
married one of his parishioners, Miss Annie Pigott, at 
St. Patrick's on 11 September even though O'Brien had 
refused permission for the marriage two days before the 
ceremony. Quaintly, O'Brien had only got wind of the 
wedding because Piquet, displaying equal measures of 
magnanimity and naivety, had sent him the wedding 
stipend! 

Armed with O'Brien's letter, O'Haran penned another 
memo and saw Moran on 12 November. He also accused 
Piquet of that day administering the last sacraments 
to a Miss Byrne within St. Mary's parish boundaries: 
"Whether he is moved by bravado, or craze, or fatality 
I do not pretend to suggest - We are only acting for 
your Eminence and we will not offer advice". While 
O'Haran's memo of 12 November was shorter than his 
previous one, and less vicious in its denunciation of 
Piquet, he nevertheless took the opportunity to feed 
Moran a little gossip associated with Piquet's suspension 
in September. His particular target was W.J,Spruson, 
St Patrick's parishioner, and former member for Gipps 
electorate. O 'Haran wrote: 

I am told by the priests and it is just as well to advert 
that very tall talk was indulged in by some outsiders 
at St. Patrick's on the previous occasion when it was 
mooted that the right thing would be to proceed to 
St. Mary's and pull down the Cathedral the people 
had built, and assault the Cardinal as Merry del 
Val had been treated a few weeks previously. We 
understood that Mr. Spruson was a leader of [?] and 
one of the loudest in such tall talk.'8J 

Letters in the Sydney archdiocesan archives indicate 
that Spruson acted as an adviser on property to cardinal 
Moran. 'M One suspects it would not be doing O'Haran 
too much of a disservice to speculate that he was jealous 
of Spruson and was trying to discredit him. 
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Two days later, on 14 November, O'Haran wrote a 
further memo informing Moran that "another case of 
flagrant and stupid interference occurred at St. Kilda 
hospital in Cathedral street practically under your 
Eminence's windows". O'Haran alleged that Piquet had 
been called to hear the confession of a Mrs. Seymour, 
that having heard her confession and pleaded inability 
to anoint her and give her communion he had not taken 
sufficient care to alert the cathedral staff that they were 
required to do this, and that the woman would have 
died without the last sacraments had not O'Haran heard 
of her plight from another source and despatched Fr. 
Rohan of the cathedral staff. He told Moran: 

We do not dispute the perfect right of every penitent 
to choose her own confessor. Nor are we desirous 
of dethroning Fr. Piquet from the position of city 
confessor which he has usurped ... All we demand is 
that Fr. Piquet and the French Fathers act honourably 
by us: that they honestly warn us when a call to our 
district and parish is made to them. lss 

In concluding, O'Haran could not resist a final 
salvo, begging Moran to protect the cathedral priests 
"from being constantly harassed by perSistent and 
unscrupulous intrusions for which the clergy are now 
tracing not pietistic but mercenary motives". 

Having been bitten once, Moran was inclined to act 
more circumspectly. After reading statements from 
Piquet and a cathedral priest, John Rohan, Moran 
apparently concluded that it was by no means certain 
that Piquet had acted improperly in the cases most 
recently cited by O'Haran: Piquet claimed he had made 
reasonable attempts to alert the cathedral staff, and 
Rohan's version was less damning towards Piquet than 
O'Haran's, allowing at least the possibility that Piquet 
had acted in good faith . Moran therefore seems to have 
taken no action against Piquet over the cases cited in 
O'Haran's memos of 12 and 14 November. IB6 

But Moran did act with considerable severity on 
Fr Edward O'Brien's complaint of 30 October about 
Piquet marrying one of O'Brien's Mosman parishioners 
in apparent defiance of an explicit prohibition. After 
enquiring into the incident, Moran confronted Piquet 
at Manly on 11 December, charging him with a "grave 
dereliction of duty". On 20 December he wrote to 
Ginisty, placing strict limits on the performing of 
marriages at St Patrick's: 

In consequence of the many irregularities that have 
been reported to me, I deem it a duty to require that 
no marriages be solemnised in St. Patrick's parochial 
church except those in which at least one of the 
contracting parties may have a domicile in your 
parish. l87 

The prohibition had a dramatic affect on the number 
of weddings performed at St. Patrick's. In 1905 there had 
been 150 weddings, 1906 brought 188, and in 1907 there 
were 149; the figure for 1908 was a mere 65, a drop to 
less than half the normal number. It remained similarly 
low - 66 in 1907, 68 in 1910 - until 1911, the year of 
Moran's death, when 93 weddings were performed. 

Andrew Marion, who was Marist provincial superior 
from 1904-lO, was absent in Europe when the above 
events occurred; he arrived back in Sydney in the 
last days of December, 1907, and interviewed Moran 
regarding the Piquet affair a fortnight later. He reported 
to superior general Jean-Claude Raffin that Moran 
"believed that Father was always more or less pushing 
himself", whereas he, Marion, was certain the Piquet 
"acted purely from zeal; I am quite convinced of this, he 
only lives for souls". He promised Moran that he would 
do his best to ensure that the Sydney Marists conformed 
to Moran's wishes. lss Marion was later to express a view 
to Louis Copere, Marist procurator to the Holy See, that 
the whole incident had been prompted by "jealousy".l8' 

Marion's assessment seems to be borne out by the 
excessive language and unfair judgments contained in 
O'Haran's memos to Moran. The Piquet affair points to 
an over-reliance by Moran on the viewpoints fed to him 
by O'Haran, a strange and ambiguous individual with 
more than a few clerical enemies, who served Moran 
faithfully, but in a way often compromised by O'Haran's 
considerable ego and by his numerous personal 
agendas. 

Jealousy may not have been the only factor at work: 
there is a strong likelihood that the Piquet affair also 
reflected a conflict between two different ways of 
ministering to the Catholic faithful, the one strict, 
legalistic, and in this context Irish; the other more 
broadly human, more tolerant of human weakness, and 
expressed for Sydney Catholics in the French Marists at 
St. Patrick's. 
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St. Patrick's was a church that certainly attracted 
people from all parts of Sydney for baptisms, weddings, 
and especially confessions. It does not seem too far 
wide of the mark to speculate that part of the attraction 
lay in the pastoral approach of the French Marists. 

In his first memo of 24 September against Piquet, 
O'Haran accused him of "abusing without even 
understanding the confessional", perhaps suggesting 
that Piquet's popularity as a confessor and the general 
popularity of the French Marists at St. Patrick's with 
penitents, was partly attributable to their willingness 
to adopt a more human, less severe approach. 



Neil Yaney, in analysing the ministry of Marists on the 
west coast of New Zealand, 1865-1910, was particularly 
struck by what he calls their "broad humanity", a greater 
openness to the human condition which was much 
less obvious in the secular Irish priests who worked 
alongside them. Yaney notes that the difference cannot 
be traced to more liberal seminary training, since in 
France as in Ireland, the teaching of moral theology was 
characterised by "puritanical attitudes to sexuality and 
a heavy emphasis on the sinful tendencies of human 
nature". He concludes that the crucial difference was 
the attitude of the founder of the Marists, John Claude 
Colin, and the experiences of the first Marists while 
trying to encourage the peasants of post-revolution 
France to return to the practice of their faith: 

Many of the positions were modified through the 
personal experience and insights of John Claude 
Colin and the early Marists ... they quickly learned 
that in winning back the people rigorist positions 
were out of the question. l90 

Colin, in 1843, had thrown the full weight of his 
authority behind a moral theologian who taught a 
more merciful perspective and whom Colin engaged to 
instruct his priests: 

The elder Father Epalle was appointed to give 
theological conferences on the sixth commandment, 
during the summer, to the Marist Fathers of the 
Mother House. He had the greatest difficulty in 
gaining acceptance for a theology favourable to the 
salvation of souls at the expense of the older, severe 
moral theology generally taught in France at the end 
of the great revolution of 1793.191 

Ultimately, there is no absolutely conclusive evidence 
for attributing some ofO'Haran's anger at Piquet's alleged 
misdemeanours to a conflict of pastoral approaches, 
but it is a fact that the Marists did have a tradition of 
adopting a more merciful, flexible, tolerant approach 
to penitents, and this may well have been a Significant 
contributor to the dispute. 

As a result of O'Haran's vendetta, relations between 
Moran and the Marists were severely undermined. 
Marion summed up the mood in June, 1908, in a letter 
to Augustin Aubry, now an assistant general of the order, 
based in France: 

The Cardinal is rather cool towards us; he has 
arranged for Bishop O'Connor of Armidale to 
replace him for confirmation at St. Patrick's. At 
every Conference [of clergy] one of our confreres 
is questioned and criticised; at the last one he 
criticised severely a sermon of Fr. Suleau which 
many of the clergy admired. 192 
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Treading Carefully 
The years following 1907 must have been difficult for 

the priests at St. Patrick's, and for Piquet in particular. 
Caught between the need to stay out of trouble on the 
one hand, and his almost compulsive zeal to respond 
to a cry for help on the other, Piquet tried to meet the 
first without compromising the second. In a style which 
might be best described as saccharine-deferential, 
he continued to pester Moran for mixed marriage 
dispensations and induits to rectify invalidly contracted 
marital unions: 

I am not worthy to express my welcome greetings 
to you and suite, back again to us. Nevertheless I 
venture to do so, and very heartily, in the sincere 
hope that you have greatly benefited by your trip to 
Maori-Land, and by the Eclat which your Presence 
and Preaching have imparted to the Auckland 
Catholic Celebrations. t93 

Something of the pressure Piquet felt himself under in 
the years 1908-1911 can be gauged from the St. Patrick's 
baptismal registers; whenever he baptised a child from 
another parish he was careful to inscribe a word of 
explanation alongside, presumably for Moran's benefit 
when he next came on episcopal visitation to inspect 
the church registers: "urgent"; "child sickly"; "very 
sick"; "on alc of difficulties"; "unavoidable"; "propter 
periculum"[on account of danger}; "parents with their 
business in the parish"; and lastly, the mysteriously 
cryptic notation, "A kidnapped nigger from the New 
Hebrides into New Caledonia". 

Overall, baptisms dropped about half, from 373 in 
1907 down to 155 by 1910, reflecting a more cautious 
approach by the priests at St. Patrick's to requests from 
parents outside the parish. 

Take-over Bid 
One further aftermath of the events of 1907 played 

itself out early the following year. with a bizarre attempt 
by members of the Marists' New Zealand province to 
undermine their confreres at St Patrick's, and have New 
Zealand Marists appointed there instead. 

In 1908, 63 years after the first Marists came to 
Australia, the Society of Mary was an insignificant 
group in the context of the Australian Church: it ran 
three parishes - St Patrick's on Church Hill, Hunters Hill 
(NSW). and Gladstone (QLD) - and owned a monastery 
complex, "Yilla Maria'; at Hunters Hill . And that was the 
grand total of its involvement in the Australian Church. 

Not so across the Tasman in New Zealand, where the 
first Catholic missionaries had been Marists and where 
the Society of Mary had developed and prospered. 



The Marists were particularly strong in the dioceses of 
Wellington and Christchurch, which had Marist bishops 
and where Marist priests considerably outnumbered 
secular priests. In 1900 there were 40 Marist priests 
in the archdiocese of Wellington and only 14 secular 
priests; in Christchurch there were 18 secular priests 
and twice as many Marists l94 

Because the Society of Mary had primary responsibility 
for the evangelisation of New Zealand, the Marist general 
administration sent men to New Zealand right through 
the nineteenth century; in particular it sent teachers 
to open secondary schools and a seminary, and it sent 
Irish Marists as well as Frenchmen, so that the Society 
in New Zealand did not have a totally French image. 

Neil Yaney attributes the success of the Marists in 
attracting local vocations to two factors: firstly, the 
prominence of Francis Redwood, a New Zealand Marist 
who was ordained in 1865 and who became bishop of 
Wellington (later archbishop) in 1874; and secondly, 
the founding by the Society of St. Patrick's college, 
Wellington, in 1885, and the opening of a seminary at 
Meanee, near Napier, in 1890: 

By the time that the first class to pass right through 
the College's ranks had graduated, the first seminary 
in New Zealand was ready to accept those who 
wished to study for the Marist priesthood ... the 
national seminary at Mossgiel was not established 
until 1900.195 

By 1908 the New Zealand province of the Society of 
Mary was strong and vibrant; in that year it began to 
flex its muscles in a most unusual way. 

Thomas O'Shea was a Marist priest who had come 
to New Zealand from America as a child; he attended 
St. Patrick's college, Wellington, and later the Marist 
seminary at Meanee, where he taught for some years 
after ordination. He was destined to succeed Francis 
Redwood to the see of Wellington. 

In 1908 he was administrator of the cathedral parish 
in Wellington. He had been to Australia on several 
occasions, most recently at the end of 1904, when 
he attended the Melbourne Catholic Congress; at 
this gathering, if not previously, he would have made 
the acquaintance of Denis O'Haran, cardinal Moran's 
secretary. 

On 20 March, 1908, six months after the 
excommunication of Peter Piquet, and three months 
after Moran's restrictions on marriages at St. Patrick's, 
he wrote a letter to O'Haran marked "Private and 
Confidential". He had heard, he told O'Haran, that 
the state of affairs at St. Patrick's, in Sydney, was not 
"altogether satisfactory": 
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I refer especially to the staffing of the Parish with 
suitable men. Of course we in New Zealand 
belong to quite a distinct Province as far as the 
Marist Fathers are concerned and it is no business 
of ours to interfere or to make suggestions . But 
on account of the good of religion, as well as our 
Society in Sydney, prompted by the kindly relations 
existing between us, I talked the matter over with 
our Provincial here, with the result that [ resolved 
to write to you. You know that the New Zealand 
Province of our Society is composed of men of quite 
a different kind from those of the Sydney Province, 
and it goes without saying that they are more suited 
to countries like Australia, and this country. Now 
our Father General is going to visit us next summer, 
and if His Eminence and yourself put the matter to 
him, [ think you would find him quite ready to bring 
about an improvement. My own opinion is that it 
would be better for a time at any rate, to detach St. 
Patrick's from the Australian Province, and hand it 
over to New Zealand. l96 

Wisely, O'Shea told O'Haran to proceed with 
prudence: "We would not like it to become known to 



anyone in Sydney, as naturally they might resent our 
interference". 

It seems that the New Zealand provincial, Peter 
Regnault, was very interested in gaining a toehold for 
the New Zealand province in Australia. Regnault was 
coming to believe that the numerical strength of the 
Marists in the context of a small, isolated country like 
New Zealand could have undesirable results. He feared 
his priests could become too parochial. too closed in 
on themselves, with too few opportunities to mix with 
other Marists and drink anew of the authentic spirit and 
ethos of the order. In a word, he was worried that the 
New Zealand province might become a ghetto. Several 
years later he expressed this view clearly to Charles 
Nicolas (provincial superior for Oceania, 1911-18) and 
to Dominic Duclos'97 in separate letters written on 27 
June, 1911, in the specific context of an interchange of 
men between New Zealand and Australia. To Nicolas 
he wrote: 

... it is not conducive to the preservation of the true 
religious spirit such as it existed in the first Fathers 'at 
home: to keep within the limits of a small Province, 
like New Zealand, men born and bred here and 
without experience or knowledge of other Marists. 
They get into a groove, into habits and ways which 
are not those of our Society.'9. 

He made a similar point to Duclos: 

In a small Province like New Zealand, there must 
necessarily be a good deal of parochialism; little by 
little the members of a Society must imbibe a spirit of 
their own which is not exactly the true spirit of their 
Order, but if they mix up with Fathers of another 
Province and even of a different nationality, they will 
more easily preserve the true religious spirit ... l 99 

In encouraging O 'Shea to write to O'Haran, proposing 
that New Zealand Marists take charge of St. Patrick's, 
Regnault may well have been motivated by a belief that 
the Sydney Marists were giving the Society a bad name, 
and that his men could run St. Patrick's more efficiently 
than their Sydney Marist confreres. But it is also clear 
that in the forefront of his thinking was a belief that 
he needed a New Zealand Marist colony in Sydney, a 
place where his men could mix with other Marists, and 
where they could be cross-fertilised by influences and 
experiences different from those they encountered in 
New Zealand. 

How O'Haran reacted to O'Shea's letter, and Moran if 
he saw it, is unknown. However it was not successful in 
bringing about the banishment of the Oceanian Marists 
from St. Patrick's and their replacement by New Zealand 
Marists. 

Business as Usual 
Meanwhile, despite the turmoil of 1907, St. Patrick's 

continued to function as a busy spiritual and devotional 
centre, popular with Sydney Catholics and with visitors 
as well. Early in 1909 the Brisbane Australian printed 
a description of St. Patrick's, written by a visitor to 
Sydney. He noted that "Few Catholics from Queensland 
ever visit Sydney without praying for a short time in the 
church of St. Patrick's on Church-hill". It is a church 
which "reflects a fine concentration of devotion, piety, 
taste, art, and refinement .. . Its doors are open at all 
hours, and its confessionals are rarely, if ever, empty".wo 

In 1905 Sydney Hoben resigned from the positions of 
choir conductor and organist prior to going overseas, 
and was replaced as conductor by G.E. Boyle and as 
organist by Mollie Fitzpatrick . Several years later Ernest 
Truman, who was also Sydney city organist, took over 
from Miss Fitzpatrick. Boyle reconstructed the choir, 
whose membership stood at 46 in March, 1905 and 
Ginisty ventured the opinion shortly afterwards that "the 
choir had been brought to such a state of proficiency that 
its singing would compare favourably with any heard 
in Australia".'o, A Freeman's Journal writer tempered 
his appreciation with a little more realism six months 
later, describing it as "one of the finest to be heard in 
the city". 

Professional musicians and Singers who were visiting 
Sydney on concert tours often found their way to St. 
Patrick's. Blanche Arral, described as a "French prima 
donna", who was touring Australian capitals, sang there 
in September, 1906; and on 8 August, 1912, the 160-
strong Quinlan Grand Opera Company, touring for J.e. 
Williamson's, sang at the 11 a.m. Mass. The director, 
Thomas Quinlan, sang solos in the church the follOWing 
year when the company returned to Australia .202 

Death of Ginisty 
On 8 May, 1912, Augustin Ginisty, the fourth Marist 

parish priest of St. Patrick's, died of perforation of the 
intestines at St. Vincent's hospital at the age of 60. In 
writing to the then provincial of Oceania, Charles 
Nicolas, to offer his condolences, the superior general, 
Jean Claude Raffin, gave a frank assessment of Ginisty's 
life: "despite defects of character, above all lack of 
regularity, discipline, and religious spirit, he was much 
respected for his capacity, dedication, and zea l ... "203 

The grieving over, Nicolas began thinking of a 
successor. He was hoping to use the occasion of 
Ginisty's death to carry through the superior general's 
demand for stricter adherence to the religious rule at 
St. Patrick's. In fact he had taken up residence there 
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to try to bring this about: "It is now or never. This is 
why I remain at St. Patrick's and take on the function of 
curate; my presence is necessary to put a little order and 
regularity into a house where each one has been in the 
habit, for a long time, of doing what he pleases".204 

He was not keen on Piquet being given the position of 
parish priest of St Patrick's, and he was aware that when 
his predecessor, Andrew Marion, had proposed Piquet 
as parish priest of Hunters Hill in 1908, cardinal Moran 

had blackballed him. But in case the superior general 
could find no one else for St Patrick's apart from Piquet, 
he had sounded out the new archbishop of Sydney, 
Michael Kelly, who had indicated that he would not 
block Piquet's appointment. Piquet was subsequently 
appointed parish priest and superior of St. Patrick's, 
and the appointment was announced in Sydney by the 
Freeman's Journal of 4 July, 1912. 
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As assistant priests Peter Piquet inherited Victor 
Suleau and Louis Chatelet, and Leopold Carcenac 

was sent to St. Patrick's as a third curate in August, 
1912. John Baptist Chevreuil also lived at St. Patrick's, 
exercising his function as Missions procurator. 

Victor Sl,lleau had been at St. Patrick's for 12 years, 
the sum total of his time in Australia. In recent years 
he had continued to be plagued by poor health. In 
February, 1910, he was operated on for appendicitis and 
gall stones, and early in 1911 he was in hospital for a 
number of weeks with sores on his toes. Later that year 
he had informed the superior general of his desire to 
leave the Society and join a diocese, and although he 
subsequently changed his mind, he was clearly in an 
unsettled state. 

He was called to second novitiate towards the end 
of 1911, and arrangements were made for him to live 
with Dominic Duclos (as novice master) and Francis 
Laurent and Emile Talon as fellow novices in a cottage at 
Cronulla from November, 1911, until May, 1912. Time 
would tell whether this opportunity to reflect on his 
Marist vocation had strengthened his commitment. 

In July, 1912, when Piquet was appointed parish priest, 
Louis Chatelet had been at St. Patrick's for a little under 
six years. In November, 1911, he had become chaplain 

to the Catholic Seamen's Mission, a work of the St. 
Vincent de Paul Society. 

Leopold Carcenac was appointed to St Patrick's in 
August, 1912, to provide a fourth priest on the staff. 
He had only been in Australia three years, but this was 
his fifth appointment; originally sent to St. Patrick's 
when he arrived in Sydney in the latter part of 1909. he 
subsequently spent time at Gladstone (QLD), was back 
at St. Patrick's early in 1911, worked in Hunters Hill 
parish over Christmas, 1911, and during the first half of 
1912, and had finally returned to St. Patrick's. He would 
remain there until early 1919, except for a period of two 
years from mid-1913 when he was briefly at Gladstone 
and afterwards at Villa Maria. 

Hidden Talents 
Until his appointment as parish priest of St. Patrick's, 

Peter Piquet had little involvement with the material side 
of parish life: managing finances, planning, bUilding 
schools, buying land. He was known as a man of prayer, 
a spiritual guide. a consoler of the afflicted; but over the 
next eight years he was to reveal a great entrepreneurial 
talent, and would launch St. Patrick's parish on a building 
programme which would rival Peter Le Rennetel's efforts 
in the early 1890's. 



Peter Piquet sm, parish priest of St Patrick's, 1912-1920 

In October, 1912, Piquet called a meeting of 
parishioners with a view to liquidating the hefty debt of 
£13,500 left him by his predecessor. In August, 1909, 
the parish debt had stood at over £5,000 and Ginisty 
had increased this considerably in the years prior to 
his death. In 1910 a new girls' high school had been 
built in Harrington street between the convent and the 
presbytery, on the site of the former presbytery; and 
later that year, or early in 1911, £4,000 had been spent 
on buying two parcels of land, one at the back of the 
presbytery, and the other on its northern side. 

Piquet was soon in the spending business himself. 
In March, 1913, he had the previously free-standing 
confessional boxes attached to the internal walls of 
the church, and in December was forced to announce 
a major reconstruction of the church roof, which had 
been eaten out by white ants. 

In January, 1914, a public meeting was held in the 
church to launch an appeal for £2,000 to cover the work; 
according to the Freeman's Journal, "Hundreds were not 
able to gain admission".205 Archbishop Kelly agreed to 
come to speak in favour of the appeal, a gesture which 
was always a mixed blessing for organisers. For while, 
as head of the Catholic Church in Sydney, his presence 
brought a certain gravitas and lustre to an event, he was 
not an accomplished public speaker. 

Kelly had a gift for expressing unsophisticated 
thoughts in a most convoluted and complicated manner; 
at other times he said things which were simply silly.206 
With more originality than he normally mustered, Kelly 
took the opportunity to draw a parallel between the ant
infested roof, and his pet hate, mixed marriages: 

They were there that night to preserve St. Patrick's. 
He did not care if all the white ants in Australia came 
there, for he would rather have them than mixed 
marriages any day. [Laughter.] A few thousand 
pounds would put a new roof on the edifice, but the 
mixed marriage would eat away the faith out of the 
hearts of future generations ... 207 

The appeal was moderately successful, bringing in £770. 
More interesting was Piquet's use during the appeal of a 
theme which he would exploit most successfully in the 
years ahead: St. Patrick's as the "Cradle of Catholicity" 
in Australia. Piquet used the story ofJeremiah O'Flynn, 
William Davis, and the Davis cottage, with its alleged 
overtones of government persecution and catacomb
style Catholicism, to create a sense among Sydney 
Catholics that St. Patrick's was the birthplace of 
Australian Catholicism, and to give them an incentive to 
donate to a whole series of appeals for building projects 
in his parish. Piquet was not being insincere in this; he 
believed in the tradition passionately; but he also used it 
from 1913 onwards as a very effective fund-raising tool. 
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The church was officially reopened on Sunday, 25 
October, 1914, with a new roof and a "Wunderlich" 
pressed-metal ceiling. Piquet had taken the opportunity 
to also renovate the interior, providing a new pulpit, new 
altar-rails, and a new set of stations of the cross.208 

Even while the new roof was being built, Piquet 
launched a further project which he had been planning 
at least as early as May, 1913, a combination parish hall 
and primary school to be constructed on land on the 
northern side of the presbytery. Authorisation for the 
project was cabled by the superior general in October, 
1913, and the foundation stone blessed by archbishop 
Kelly on 3 May, 1914. Originally cos ted at £6,679, the 
building featured a 90 foot by 40 foot hall at street level. 
a gallery and three classrooms on the first floor, and a 
rooftop playground. Kelly returned to St. Patrick's on 
17 January, 1915, to bless and open the structure, finally 
erected for £7,500.209 

In March, 1917, Piquet began working towards 
his next project, a new school and monastery for the 
Marist brothers, who conducted a parish boys' school 
to Intermediate standard, opposite the presbytery and 
convent in Harrington street. Having approached 
archbishop Kelly and obtained his approval for the 



buildings, Piquet conveniently confused his English 
verbs, telling his provincial superior, Charles Nicolas, 
that Kelly had commanded that the work be commenced. 
Nicolas wrote to Kelly in june to clarify the position; 
he pointed out that labour and materials would be 
expensive during the war years, and that he personally, 
his provincial council, and the Marist brothers, were all 
reluctant to begin the project.2!O 

Kelly replied on 20 june. He had not given Piquet a 
command to commence the project ("I do not command 
often, if at all"), but he was in favour of the work 
commencing. He was confident that Piquet would be able 
to raise the necessary money.2ll The Oceania provincial 
council finally accepted Piquet's plans on 2 October, and 
recommended to the general administration that they be 
formally approved. 

On the evening of Sunday, 27 January, 1918, Piquet 
called a meeting of parishioners in the church to launch 
the work. The significance of the year was not lost on 
him: the new buildings would be erected as a memorial 
to the "centenary of the wonderful preservation of the 
Sacred Hosts in William Davis' cottage, Church- Hill, for 
two years, from 1818 till 1820".212 Further, the centenary 
would be marked in May by three days of ceremonies and 
solemn devotions and a "Eucharistic Centenary Fete". 

He began his fund-raising drive with a full page 
advertisement in the Freeman's Journal of 21 February. 
It announced the "First Centenary of the Foundation 
of Catholicity in Australia"; a century ago the blessed 
sacrament had been "wonderfully preserved for two 
years (1818-1820) in a little cottage standing on the site 
now occupied by St. Patrick's Church"; "The Catholic 
People of Australia" were invited to buy one or more of 
20,000 bricks at a cost of ten shillings each. Piquet had 
sold his first 1,000 bricks by April, 1918. The cost of the 
building was eventually cleared in September, 1919. 

Elaborate preparations were made to celebrate the 
centenary in May. Five days of religious celebrations 
culminated in the blessing and laying of the foundation 
stone for the memorial buildings by archbishop Kelly on 
12 May. The project had been completed by April, 1919, 
but the official opening and blessing did not occur until 
Sunday, 21 September. 

Like Le Rennetel's projects in the 1890's, Piquet's 
building programme coincided with a period of 
considerable social upheaval and financial restriction, 
in this case the war of 1914-1918. It is estimated that 
between 1912-1918 Piquet raised something in the order 
of £30,000 to liquidate parish debts and construct the 
new buildings.213 

Disquiet & Disputes 
On the surface then, Piquet appears to have been a 

most successful parish administrator; in fact, by 1916 
the Marists' Sydney superior, Charles Nicolas, was so 
dissatisfied with his performance that he tried to edge 
him out of St. Patrick's. 

Apart from Nicolas' long-held belief that Piquet was 
lax in observing the religious rule and would have 
more time for his prayers in a quieter parish, he was 
becoming increasingly dismayed by what he saw as 
Piquet's absolute identification with the parish of St. 
Patrick's to the detriment of his commitment to the 
Society of Mary. In concrete terms it came down to 
money: Nicolas believed that Piquet was contributing 
a disproportionately small percentage of the monies he 
collected at St. Patrick's to SOCiety funds. 

During these years Piquet was also at odds with his 
house-guest, the Mission procurator John Baptist 
Chevreuil, over Chevreuil's position in the community 
and his declared unavailability to help with church 
services and confessions. 

In June, 1914, Piquet wrote a letter to superior general 
Raffin headed: "Request to the Very Rev. Father General 
to be so good as to regulate the relationship between 
the Procure in Sydney and the parish of St. Patrick's". 21. 
Piquet's main grouch was that it was costing the parish £200 
per year to feed and clothe Chevreuil; in addition, the 
procurator had declared himself unavailable to help in 
the church, "even refusing to hear confessions on the 
eve of the great Feasts, although there are very many of 
them ... " 

Chevreuil was asked for his version while he was in 
Europe for the general chapter of the Society in the 
latter half of 1914; he penned a four page statement at 
Nantes on 28 October. Le Rennetel had been happy, 
Chevreuil said, to have the procurator at St. Patrick's, 
but Ginisty and Piquet had regarded the presence of the 
procurator as an intrusion. Piquet delivered himself 
of "violent outbursts" against the role of procurator, 
claiming it to be a sordid occupation, incompatible with 
priestly dignity. Chevreuil claimed he gave Piquet 150 
francs (£6) each month to cover his personal expenses, 
an amount he considered "more than sufficient"; as 
regards availability to help with church services, he had 
done this in the past, but now found it incompatible 
with his work as procurator: he nevertheless agreed to 
help with confessions on a limited basis.215 

Raffin wrote to Piquet on 3 january, 1915, with a three 
point peace plan: the procurator would continue to live 
and work at St. Patrick's; he was not to be considered 
a curate for carrying out parish ministry, but he would 
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do what he could by way of saying Mass, hearing 
confessions, and preaching; he would pay 150 francs 
(£6) per month for his board. Raffin ended his letter 
with a plea for peace: "I hope that these conclusions will 
put an end to the misunderstandings which have been 
brought to our notice, and will be the foundation of a 
cordial and lasting understanding which will be religious 
and Marist".216 

But the misunderstandings were destined to continue, 
if no longer with Chevreuil, then henceforth between 
Piquet and his provincial superior, Charles Nicolas. 

In the middle of 1914, the charismatic and competent 
Francis Laurent had been transferred from Hunters Hill 
parish to become first assistant at St. Patrick's. Laurent 
had been appointed to the North Solomons in 1903, but 
was repatriated to Sydney the following year with black 
fever and scurvy. Although he recovered his health, he was 
susceptible to a relapse if he returned to the tropics, and 
therefore remained in Sydney. Prior to his appointment 
as parish priest at Hunters Hill he had served reluctantly 
but competently for four years as procurator for the 
Oceania province, and presumably on the basis of this 
experience he was given the responsibility of managing 
the financial accounts at St Patrick's, although Piquet 
still signed the cheques. 

By 1916 it had become clear to Laurent that the £200 
Piquet paid annually to the Society was only one-fifth of 
the amount it should have been receiving according to 
an agreed formula for Marist parishes. Nicolas wrote a 
long letter to Raffin, proposing that Piquet be transferred 
and that Laurent become the new parish priest of St. 
Patrick's. Nicolas acknowledged that the change would 
cause Piquet great hardship: 

After thirty-five years at St. Patrick's he will suffer 
much from leaving this parish, and will not find 
sufficient work for his taste. This will be to uproot 
him, and very late, from a vineyard which he loves, 
to which he has given without taking account, and to 
which he consecrates himself more than ever ... 217 

But Nicolas believed that the change, painful though 
it might be, was necessary for Piquet's spiritual welfare. 
Nicolas thought it most unlikely that Piquet ever had 
time at St. Patrick's for prayerful daily meditation, 
and "too preoccupied by confessions and questions of 
money, he no longer does much sermon preparation ... " 
There was also the financial question: despite persistent 
admonitions that he was cheating the Society in favour 
of the parish, Piquet still refused to give the provincial 
more than £200 a year. 

However, Chevreuil, who supported Nicolas' proposal 
in April, had changed his mind by mid-May. He cabled 

the general administration to postpone making a 
decision, and followed up with a letter on 16 May.2l8 

He now thought that despite his outstanding qualities, 
Laurent was too young for the post, and lacked sufficient 
judgment. In addition, Piquet was too popular to be 
moved; any transfer would cause great anger among the 
parishioners. 

The general administration took notice of Chevreuil, 
and without mentioning Chevreuil's intervention, Raffin 
wrote to Nicolas on 21 July to tell him that while his 
proposal made sense, the time was not opportune to 
move Piquet. He advised Nicolas to try harder to make 
Piquet come into line. In October, 1916, the provincial 
council made a formal demand to Piquet that he hand 
over £1,200; following his non-compliance, Piquet 
wrote to the superior general on 13 February to explain 
his position, while Laurent wrote on 19 February giving 
a breakdown of parish finances and demonstrating that 
the parish was financially stable and well able to afford 
the Marist levy. He was supported by letters from 
Chevreuil and Nicolas. 

The superior general gave Piquet his ruling in a letter 
of 25 April, 1917.219 He dismissed Piquet's objections to 
paying the Marist levy, calculated by Laurent as being 
£973 for the current year; Piquet was to pay £500 into 
the Society's coffers immediately, and in future was to 
pay each year the amount determined by Laurent, who 
would continue to keep the parish accounts. 
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It was all too much for Piquet, who claimed that the 
Society was "robbing the parish". In February, 1918, he 
offered to hand over all financial responsibility to Laurent 
provided he also took over the task of completing the 
Eucharistic Memorial school and raiSing and servicing 
the associated loans. The provincial council accepted 
Piquet's offer, and the arrangement was confirmed by 
the Marist general council on 29 April, 1918. Piquet 
remained superior and parish priest, but no longer had 
any involvement with parish finances. 

Piquet's reluctance to accept the right of the Society 
to a percentage of parish income, a standard practice 
within religious orders caring for parishes, was not 
unique. Already in New Zealand the Marist provincial 
and the general administration had needed to fight long 
and hard to extract an annual levy from certain Marist 
parish priests who had come to identify so closely with 
their parishes over a period of long tenure, that they saw 
the Society's demands as an unjustified attack on their 
parishes.220 

This tendency may well have been a contributing 
factor to the development of an attitude within the 
Marist general administration by the 1920s that the 



parish ministry was not conducive to group harmony. 
and was at odds with the ideals and aims of the Society 
as expressed by its founder.221 

As for Piquet. given that the demanded levy was an 
accepted practice and indeed necessary for a religious 
congregation's functioning. he displayed an extraordinary 
stubbornness and down-right unreasonableness in 
the matter. Everyone from the superior general down 
acknowledged that this was born of misguided zeal 
and an absolute identification with the needs of St. 
Patrick's parish over 35 years of loyal service. In the 
not too distant future his single-minded determination 
to follow through a further building project at St. 
Patrick's would once more find him at odds with Marist 
administrators. 

Departures from the Ranks 
Piquet's disputes with Chevreuil and Nicolas were of 

considerable concern to the Marist general administration; 
they were not. however. the most worrying events of 
the years 1912-1918 at St. Patrick's. for these years saw 
the departure of three Sydney-based Marists from the 
priesthood. two of them from St. Patrick's community. 

On 17 June. 1914. Victor Suleau left behind his soutane 
and breviary and walked out of St. Patrick's presbytery. 
Suleau's 14 years as a priest. all of them spent at St. 
Patrick·s. appear to have been an unmitigated misery. 
Consistently plagued with poor health. he seems never 
to have settled comfortably into religious life and priestly 
ministry. 

Le Rennetel had found him difficult to deal with as early 
as 1902. while Ginisty and Piquet had complained that he 
did the absolute minimum of work. especially with regard 
to taking his turn in the confessional. In 1911 he had 
toyed with the idea of leaving the Society of Mary and 
joining a diocese; he changed his mind. probably realising 
that this was not really a solution to his difficulties . 

By early 1914 he had developed a repugnance for 
his priestly functions; after Easter it was only with 
great difficulty that he made brief appearances in his 
confessional box. and he confided to his fellow curate. 
Louis Chatelet. that having to say Mass was a cause of 
great suffering. 

On 10 June. Nicolas learnt that Suleau was intending to 
leave. and confronted him the following day. Suleau told 
Nicolas that he had made up his mind. and that nothing 
Nicolas could do or say would make him change it. He 
had done everything possible to avoid a scandal. having 
told his friends he was about to go on a long holiday. 

When informed by Nicolas that his unauthorised 
departure would mean ipso facto suspension from the 

priesthood and expulsion from the Society of Mary. Suleau 
replied that he was prepared to accept any consequences; 
it was a great trial for him now to say Mass. and if he 
continued to do so he would certainly go mad. He told 
Nicolas that he had not lost his faith and that "it is not 
a question of a woman in my case". He told Nicolas he 
intended to return to Europe and live with his family in 
retirement. 

Prior to his departure he was given £100 on condition 
that he signed a statement that the Society of Mary owed 
him nothing more?" 

On 9 April. 1915. the Marist general council meeting in 
Lyons formally expelled Victor Suleau from the Society of 
Mary on the grounds of apostasy. 

Despite keeping their ears to the ground his former 
confreres heard nothing of his whereabouts; he was 
sighted in the streets of Sydney in February. 1915. and in 
June Nicolas informed Raffin that it was thought that he 
had spent time in Melbourne. Adelaide and Perth before 
going to England. In January. 1916. Nicolas told Raffin: 
"We still do not have any news of Suleau". Victor Suleau's 
life became something private. no longer documented in 
the files of Marist administrators. Only two pieces from 
the jigsaw of his later life have found their way into Marist 
records. The poignant echo of a tortured spirit is captured 
in a letter from the Marists' then Sydney superior. Joseph 
Bertin. to bishop Chanrion of New Caledonia early in 
1933: 

Poor Suleau of whom you speak to me died almost 
two months ago at the "Mater" Hospital assisted 
in his last weeks by Fr. Rausch. He had very good 
dispositions. and longed to come back even before 
his sickness precipitated things. It would appear that 
he always preserved his devotion to Our Lady. and he 
was going often in recent times to spend long periods 
at St. Patrick's before the Blessed Sacrament: he made 
all the retractions demanded of him. and received the 
Sacraments and showed much contrition. The mercy 
of God is great ... Continue to pray for his soul.223 

Victor Suleau was. and apparently remained. a man 
of faith. who had made a mistaken choice in terms of 
a life commitment. In June. 1914. the only way out of 
an intolerable situation was the grim road of apostasy; 
in January. 1933. the only way back to reconciliation 
with the Church was an absolute renunciation of his 
former decision. Perhaps the mercy of God would have 
demanded something less; in any case on his deathbed 
Suleau was apparently willing to pay any price for a 
treasure he prized greatly. 
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The remaining piece in the puzzle of Suleau's story 
is of more recent origin: in May. 1979. following up a 



family rumour, his granddaughter wrote from Sydney to 
the Marist archives in Rome for any information which 
would help solve the mystery of her grandfather's past. 
Happily her request was answered with sensitivity and 
openness.'" 

Since the 1960s the phenomenon of priests leaving 
the ministry has become a commonplace. It was not 
always so. In the early years of the twentieth century it 
was something rarely discussed, and when it happened 
it was regarded as a grave scandal to be covered up at 
all costs. Victor Suleau's departure from St. Patrick's 
in 1914 was viewed by Marist administrators with great 
concern and distress; just 12 months later they were to 
have reason for further alarm. 

Louis Chatelet had been at St. Patrick's since the latter 
months of 1906. A man of more than average ability, 
he had left Europe for the New Caledonian mission 
in October, 1897, and was soon appointed secretary 
to the vicar apostolic, Hilary Fraysse. Dismissed from 
New Caledonia for "speaking and acting too freely with 
persons of the opposite sex",225 Chatelet later worked 
in the Solomon Islands before malaria brought him to 
Sydney in 1905. An appointment to St Patrick's followed 
in late 1906. 

By June, 1914, a serious drinking problem had 
developed. In that month Piquet informed the superior 
general that "Fe. Chatelet is too fond of whisky for his 
own comfort".226 In july the provincial council sent him 
a written monition: Chatelet acknowledged his failings 
and promised to do better. In October, 1914, Nicolas 
was negotiating with the provincial of New Zealand 
to have Chatelet put away in the relative seclusion of a 
boarding school, but the deal fell through when the New 
Zealanders learnt of their potential recruit's previous 
history.227 

Chatelet continued to cause concern in the latter 
months of 1914. On 17 October Laurent informed 
the provincial council that grave accusations had been 
made by a woman against Chatelet; in December Piquet 
felt obliged to inform archbishop Kelly of Chatelet's 
continued excessive drinking. Finally, on 24 April, 1915, 
the provincial council forwarded to Chatelet a formal 
canonical monition and ordered him to Villa Maria; he 
replied by letter that he did not want to go, and promised 
once more to lift his game. On 27 April the council 
issued a second canonical monition and again ordered 
Chatelet to Villa Maria. Chatelet replied on 29 April: 

I think we have come to the parting of the ways. 
have never suited the Society of Mary, I suit her now 
less than ever, therefore it is better for both that I 
depart from it. I have made up my mind and it 
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is irrevocable. I don't want to give any scandal. 
never said a word to anybody.228 

He told Nicolas he intended to leave the following 
day, that he would "spend a few week's rest" on the way 
to Fremantle, and that he would take ship from there 
to France where he would join the army. He asked for 
some financial help: "I expect that you shall treat me as 
you have treated Father Suleau, and nothing else". 

Chatelet was given £80, and left St. Patrick's presbytery 
on 30 April. Nicholas noted in a report to Raffin that 
Chatelet departed without tidying his room: "Going 
into his bedroom, after his departure, we found ... in all 
the drawers, in all the cases, quantities of empty whisky 
bottles"."· 

Despite his avowed intention of going to France, 
Chatelet established himself in Melbourne. Incredibly, 
on 17 May, only a fortnight after leaving St Patrick's, 
he married a Sydney woman, Irene Addison, in a civil 
ceremony in Melbourne. Both bride and groom gave 
their present abode as the Metropole hotel in Melbourne, 
and their permanent address as Waverley (NSW). At the 
end of june, 1915, a New Zealand Marist and military 
chaplain, the Australian-born Francis Bartley, reported 
a chance sighting of Chatelet in a Melbourne street. 
This was the first indication Marist administrators had 
that Chatelet was still in Australia. 

Future sightings were not left to chance; early in August 
Chevreuil informed a Marist general administration 
staffer, Gaston Regis, that "a detective, hired to search 
for him by two gentlemen friendly to us, has spoken to 
him and has sent his report".250 Further, "A woman from 
Sydney has gone to see him and has herself recounted to 
us her interview with him". 

It is a complete mystery as to why a detective was hired 
to locate Chatelet, and there is mystery too regarding 
the identity of the woman who went to Melbourne to 
see him, and the reason for her visit. It is most unlikely 
that this is a reference to Irene Addison, since almost 
certainly the Marists administrators knew nothing about 
her nor about the May civil wedding. 

Following a period of grace allowing the possibility of 
a change of heart and a return to the priesthood, the 
Oceanian provincial council formally declared Chatelet 
expelled from the Society of Mary and suspended from 
all priestly functions on 4 january, 1916.231 

Chatelet initially found work with a Melbourne 
ironmonger, and began using the surname "Chanter'; 
perhaps to lessen the possibility of further unexpected 
and unwanted visits from private detectives. Then, 
on 4 March, 1917, he wrote to the apostolic delegate, 



archbishop Cerretti, from an East Melbourne address, 
asking if he might resume his priesthood, as a military 
chaplain.132 After checking with Nicolas, Cerretti replied 
to Chatelet on 12 March. He told him that before he 
would be allowed to exercise the ministry again, he 
would need to give "convincing proof" that he was sorry 
for his past and was determined to make reparation 
in the future; Cerretti suggested that Chatelet start 
by spending some time at New Norcia monastery in 
Western Australia, providing the abbot was willing to 
admit him. 

Chatelet did not return to his priestly functions 
following his correspondence with Cerretti, almost 
certainly because of a significant and probably 
unexpected development in his life. His correspondence 
with Cerretti in March, 1917, seems to indicate that he 
and Irene were contemplating an end to the marriage. 
However, around this time Irene became pregnant, 
and gave birth to a son, Paul, in September, 1917. This 
development seemingly caused Chatelet to abandon any 
plans to return to the priesthood, and to commit himself 
to Irene and their child. 

On 5 April, 1922, Chevreuil wrote to superior general 
Raffin to inform him that Chatelet had died in Melbourne 
on 15 March of that year, consoled by a Jesuit . On his 
Curriculum Vitae in his file in the Marist archives in 
Rome, an unknown hand has noted that he died outside 
the Society, but "extremely repentant".233 

Parish Snapshot 

Despite the behind-the-scenes crises and internal 
bickering which occurred at St. Patrick's in the years 
1912-1918, it was very much business as usual in 
the confessionals and pews, and despite a shrinking 
Rocks' population due to the encroachment of the 
central business district and street reconstruction and 
straightening, parish groups and sodalities were still 
vibrant and strong. 

In 1914 Charles Nicolas travelled to Europe as provincial 
superior of Oceania to attend an international Marist 
general chapter. Displaying a fine touch for choosing 
exactly the wrong place at the worst possible time, the 
Marist general administration had scheduled the 1914 
general chapter for Belgium in August; unfortunately 
the beginning of the first world war took priority over 
the capitulants, who hastily withdrew beyond French 
lines and reconvened at Lyons. 

In his report to the chapter on St. Patrick's, Nicolas 
highlighted considerable population movement in 
The Rocks: he estimated that there was a Catholic 
population of 3,000 to 3,500, somewhat fluid, basically 

poor, composed substantially of wharf labourers and 
"coal lumpers"·234 Because of street reconstruction and 
straightening, and other redevelopment, a large number 
of the "better Catholic families" had been forced to move 
to the suburbs. 

Early in 1915 a parish stalwart, W. Owen Healy, 
estimated that the parish had lost about 50% of its 
residential population over recent years.235 Many of 
these former parishioners nevertheless retained links 
with St. Patrick's, continuing to belong to parish groups, 
or going regularly or occasionally to worship there. 

St. Patrick's cont inued to be a devotional centre for 
Sydney's Catholics, and during the war years especially, 
its French character came to the fore. In July, 1916, an 
annual requiem Mass for French nationals who had died 
in the war was inaugurated. The strong emotional tug of 
French patriotism in a time of national crisis was clearly 
compelling enough to draw even those who may not 
normally have frequented a Catholic church: 

The Requiem Mass at St. Patrick's Church, Church
hill, was quite the most impressive and beautiful of all 
the celebrations of France's National Day in Sydney 
on Monday. The church was filled to overflowing by 
a congregation representing many denominations, 
who came to testify their sympathy for the relatives 
of the gallant heroes of France.236 

The time-honoured devotional practices of nineteenth 
and early twentieth century Catholicism continued to be 
standard fare at St. Patrick's, and an essential part of the 
church's character. 
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The forty hours' adoration, an annual devotion in 
Catholic parishes where the consecrated host was 
publicly exposed for veneration day and night over a 40 
hour period, was popular; so too was Rosary Sunday, 
where extra spiritual benefits were attached to the saying 
of the rosary in the church: "Each time a visit is made 
to this Church from Saturday next at noon till midnight 
on Sunday, a person may gain a Plenary Indulgence" .237 
November was the month for emphasising the Catholic 
trad ition of prayer for deceased loved ones who may 
have been languishing in purgatory: 

The devotions which are kept up most fervently 
in St. Patrick's Church, Church-hill, on behalf 
of the holy souls in Purgatory, will be carried out 
this coming month with wonted ardour and piety, 
enabling the faithful to alleviate the sufferings of 
their dear departed ones.230 

The constant, reassuring rhythm of the Catholic 
liturgical year found due expression at St. Patrick's: in 
addition to the major feasts of Christmas and Easter, 



large crowds continued to attend on the feast of the 
Sacred Heart (a popular element in French and Irish 
devotion), and St. Patrick's day. 

A parish mission every two or three years to stir the 
faithful to better efforts and recall backsliders to their 
religious duties continued to be an important occasion 
on the St. Patrick's calendar. In 1912 the New Zealand 
Marist missioners, led by John O'Connell, drew "large 
crowds" and evoked "much enthusiasm".'" In 1913 
and 1915 the parish missions were conducted by the 
Redemptorist fathers. John Baptist Chevreuil highlighted 
both the decline of established Catholic families in The 
Rocks' area and the popularity of St. Patrick's church 
with non-parishioners when he indulged in an acerbic 
aside to a procure client in 1915: 

Fr. Piquet is proud to be Vice-Provincial; but he is not so 
proud to be informed that very few of his parishioners 
come to the mission which is presently being given at 
St. Patrick's. The church is full; but the greater part of 
the congregation is composed of strangers.240 

Music continued to play an important part in the 
devotional life of St. Patrick's. G.E. Boyle continued as 
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choirmaster until 1912, when he was replaced by W.H. 
McCarthy. McCarthy was absent for most of the period 
1914-1918 serving with the Australian light horse in 
Palestine and Syria; he eventually became bandmaster of 
the fourth brigade, Australian light horse band. During 
his absence the organist of St. Patrick's , W.J. Caspers, 
generally acted as choirmaster. Caspers, previously 
organist at the Catholic cathedral in Goulburn, had 
become organist in April 1915 following the retirement 
of Ernest Truman. The church organ was given a major 
overhaul in 1913. 

The style of music and the form of choral presentation 
at St. Patrick's changed little during the first two 
decades of the twentieth century. In 1903 Pius X had 
issued a motu proprio which decreed that the music 
sung in churches should be Gregorian chant rather 
than the works of the classical composers, and that the 
organ alone should be used for accompaniment. At St. 
Patrick's the document was still being ignored up to 
1918 and beyond. The choir had about 40 Masses in its 
repertoire, including compositions by Mozart, Haydn, 
Beethoven, Mercadante, Weber and Gounod; there 
was often elaborate orchestral backing, and a strong 
emphasis on solo renditions, sometimes by professionals 
visiting Sydney on tour. 

The Hand of God 
On 25 August, 1918, the Marist fathers celebrated 

the golden jubilee of their presence in the parish. Two 
weeks later the credulous saw the hand of God in the 
appearance of a mysterious light which shone brightly 
above the roof of the church. Thousands came night 
after night to see for themselves. The Freeman 's 
Journal estimated that over a period of 10 evenings an 
accumulated total of more than 40,000 had come to see 
the light. 

Investigation by members of the church committee 
and the Rev. Edward Pigot S.J., resident astronomer at 
St. Ignatius' observatory, Riverview, showed that the 
light was caused by reflection from nearby city lights 
off the ventilators in the church roof. Many, however, 
preferred to talk of a miracle: a sign of God's favour on 
the Marist fathers and the saintly Father Piquet, a divine 
visitation in the centenary year of the preservation of 
the sacred host. 

What Piquet himself believed is unknown, but he was 
certainly not averse to taking advantage of a little free 
publicity. On a 1918 circular soliciting funds for the 
new Eucharistic Memorial school, a drawing in the top 
left hand corner shows William Davis' cottage and St. 
Patrick's church; over the church a nativity-scene star 
shines brightly. 



Parish Groups 
St. Patrick's parish in these years continued to be 

characterised by a close and warm bond between the 
Marist priests and their parishioners. The relationship 
is well captured in a Freeman's Journal account of a 
function at St. Patrick's presbytery on 31 December, 
1916, when the Marists played host to the church and 
parochial collectors. The occasion, an annual event in 
the parish, was unusual not only because it took place 
in an era when laymen were rarely admitted to the inner 
sanctuary of clerical presbyteries, but also because of 
the obvious familiarity between laymen and clerics. 
After sharing a meal together the five priests and 20 
collectors settled down to some speech-making, and 
finally gathered around the piano for an afternoon's 
entertainment: 

A special feature was the rendition of "Auld Lang 
Syne" in French by Fathers Laurent and Carcenac. 
The guests departed with lasting memories of 
a pleasant time spent beneath the roof of the 
hospitable Marist Fathers.240 

Despite the drift of parishioners from the parish, 
sodalities and church groups continued to be strong and 
active. 

The Sacred Heart Confraternity (aka. the Confraternity 
of Prayer), which had male and female sections, 
committed members to daily prayer and a monthly 
gathering for a sermon and benediction. In 1914 the 
women's branch had 350 members, and the men's 370. 

The Children of Mary, a pious sodality for adolescents, 
mainly girls, maintained a roll of 120 active members 
throughout the period. 

The parish St. Vincent de Paul Society branch had 
28 active members in 1914; the penny savings bank 
established 20 years earlier was still operated by the 
conference, with 1,206 depositors and a total of £1,085 
invested. 

A sewing guild with 45 active members met weekly 
in the parish to make clothes for the poor, and also sew 
and repair church linen and vestments. Established in 
1905 on the initiative of Augustin Ginisty, the group 
also raised revenue through an annual "sale of work" to 
buy food for destitute families. 

Catholic Federation 

St. Patrick's parish also had, from August. 19l3, 
until 1923, a branch of the New South Wales Catholic 
Federation. The Federation movement within Australian 
Catholicism began in Victoria towards the end of 1911 
and was launched in New South Wales in December 

of the following year; it later spread to Tasmania and 
South Australia. Catholic Federation sought to promote 
Catholic demands for state aid for Catholic schools and 
subsidies for Catholic charitable institutions: firstly 
by trying to harness the Catholic vote and channel it 
to politicians sympathetic to Catholic demands. and 
secondly by infiltrating the Labor Party and attempting 
to influence party policy. 

In New South Wales, after the war, Federation took its 
campaign a step further by launching a Catholic political 
party. the Democratic Party. which ran candidates in 
the 1920 and 1922 State elections. The strategy was to 
take advantage of the recently introduced proportional 
voting system and multiple electorates to try to gain the 
balance of power in parliament. 

The basic unit of the various State Federations was the 
parish branch. which was typically initiated at a parish 
meeting presided over by the parish priest and addressed 
by a couple of representatives from the organisation's 
State executive. Out of this meeting a parish branch 
generally grew, with the local priest as patron or 
president, and drawing on existing parish groups and 
sodalities (choir, altar society. Children of Mary, St. 
Vincent de Paul Society, Sacred Heart Confraternity) 
for its membership. 

Generally speaking, the Catholic Federation movement 
was counterproductive: it generated enormous sectarian 
animosity among certain paranoid Protestant groups 
and in the wider Protestant community, and won only 
minor concessions for church schools and charitable 
institutions.242 

The St. Patrick's branch was initiated after Sunday night 
devotions on 24 August, 1913. During the service Victor 
Suleau preached on the benefits of Catholic Federation; 
at the conclusion of devotions Piquet introduced 
Federation executive members Cleary and Waterford 
who outlined the aims of the movement. A resolution 
to form a branch was "carried with enthusiasm", and 
arrangements were made to enrol members at all Masses 
on the following Sunday. The branch had 300 members 
on its books by mid-September, 19l3.243 

In October, 1914, the Freeman's Journal reported with 
enthusiastic vagueness that at St. Patrick's "a fine spirit 
is being displayed and most successful work is being 
accomplished". However, no delegates from St. Patrick's 
attended the Federation State convention in April, 1915. 
and the probability is that the branch was on its last legs 
by the end of the year. 
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Presumably to resuscitate the corpse a "monster 
meeting" was advertised at St. Patrick's for Sunday, 13 
February, 1916, to be addressed by p.s. Cleary and J. 



Hennessy from the State executive. The following week 
the Freeman's Journal described the gathering as "one 
of the finest branch meetings yet held in Sydney".244 
Piquet presided, showing "unbounded enthusiasm" for 
the movement, and 125 new members were signed up. 
The apparently tireless P.S. Cleary returned to address 
similar meetings at St. Patrick's in September, 1918, and 
January, 1920. The branch was represented at most 
annual State conventions until 1923, when the entire 
movement collapsed, its leading light P.S. Cleary being 
finally overcome by discouragement and frustration. 

One further parish organisation worth commenting on 
was the Marist Brothers' School Old Boys' Association: 
Nicolas noted in his 1914 report that it was "very well 
organised" and had 122 active members. The association 
had been founded in 1907; members gathered for half
yearly meetings and an annual communion breakfast, 
and participated in sporting competitions and social 
events. The president from the association's inception 
in 1907 until 1932 was the popular and gregarious W.N. 
Bull, a Sydney undertaker. 

A smaller group of past pupils of the Mercy sisters' 
school. St. Patrick's Young Ladies' Association, was 
also active in the parish in the years 1912-1918; there 
appears to have been considerable cross-membership 
with the Children of Mary sodality. 

Inaugurated in the 1890's, the annual parish ball was 
an important fixture on the St. Patrick's social calendar. 
It was always held at the Paddington town hall, with the 
French consul-general frequently the guest of honour. 
In 1912 the attendance was described as "immense" and 
in 1914 "very large". The last parish ball was held early 
in 1916. Perhaps support had dropped because of the 
war, although the ball may have been a casualty of a 
letter written to archbishop Kelly by apostolic delegate 
Cerretti on 17 April, 1916. Cerretti pointed out to Kelly 
that the Vatican had recently discouraged the American 
bishops from raising money by means of dances, and 
suggested he might like to apply the same edict in his 
diocese, especially during Lent.245 

In 1913 St. Patrick's held its first parish fair for 15 
years. Preparations for the "Grand Gallic Fair" to be 
held at Easter, 1913, were underway by September, 1912, 
and early in 1913 a contract was let for the remodelling 
of the interior of Federation hall to accommodate the 
fair. The newly arrived governor of New South Wales, 
Sir Gerald Strickland, came to St. Patrick's parish in the 
afternoon of 26 March with his daughter, Edeline, to 
declare the fair open, and the Grand Gallic Fair closed 
its doors for the last time on 19 April. 

St. Patrick's parish was still alive and well during the 
period 1912-1918, and St. Patrick's church remained a 
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devotional centre and spiritual oasis for Catholics from 
all over Sydney. But it was clearly a period of transition. 
Major population shifts were occurring in The Rocks and 
had already halved the number of parishioners; in the 
next decade the construction of the harbour bridge and 
its approaches at Dawes Point would further decrease 
the flock . With its wide appeal among Sydney Catholics 
and its city location, St. Patrick's had never been just 
a traditional parish; but the challenge of the next ten 
years would be to find ways of broadening its appeal and 
developing new avenues of ministry to compensate for 
the population decline within the parish boundaries. 

Piquet Stood Down 
Early in 1919, John Baptist Chevreuil replaced 

Charles Nicolas as provincial of the Marists' Oceania 
province. On 5 March, 1919, less than a fortnight after 
becoming provincial, Chevreuil wrote to the Marist 
superior general, Jean Claude Raffin, to recommend 
the replacement of Peter Piquet as parish priest of St 
Patrick's. 

He pointed out that Piquet had now been superior 
and parish priest at St. Patrick's for seven years, one 
year longer than the period allowed by a new code 
of canon law promulgated by Benedict XV in june, 
1917. However, it is clear from Chevreuil's letter 
that his primary motivation for asking for Piquet's 
removal was not respect for Church law. The law 
would provide an excuse for Piquet's replacement; as 
a reason, it trailed behind other considerations. More 
important for Chevreuil was Piquet's tendency to 
operate independently of his superiors, and to ignore 
his assistant priests in any decision-making: "As parish 
priest, with an all embracing zeal, he completely ignores 
his assistant priests ... he never consults, his principle is 
'act, and say nothing"'.2'" 

Chevreuil suggested to the general administration 
that Francis Laurent be appointed superior and parish 
priest in place of Piquet, but that the latter be allowed to 
remain on as assistant because of his popularity with the 
parishioners. Before sending the letter, Chevreuil read 
part of it to Laurent, who was not enthusiastic about the 
proposal. He expressed his reservations to Raffin early 
in May; he and Piquet were now working well together 
following the tensions of earlier years, but he was 
certain that if he replaced Piquet as parish priest, the 
relations between them would be very strained because 
of Piquet's disappointment at being removed from office; 
further Piquet was extraordinarily popular with the 
parishioners, who would resent his demotion to such an 
extent that "his successor's position will be unenviable". 
Finally, Piquet was in excellent health and was coping 



well with his workload: "If Fr. Piquet was a worn-out 
and decrepit man. I could understand that a successor 
for him would be thought of; but he is stronger than I 
am and easily does the work of two men".24? 

Laurent's assessment of Piquet's popularity and his 
capacity to handle a large workload is borne out by 
the St. Patrick's wedding registers. In 1919, Piquet 
performed 104 weddings; his two assistants, Laurent 
and Carcenac, celebrated six between them; in 1920, 
Piquet celebrated 123 weddings, while Laurent, the sole 
curate that year, performed only seven. 

Chevreuil was aware of Laurent's reservations. but 
continued to press the general administration for a 
decision. Finally, in December, 1919, Raffin wrote to 
Chevreuil to tell him that the general council had agreed 
to his request; he enclosed letters of appointment, and 
left it to Chevreuil to select the most opportune time 
for retiring Piquet. Ironically. by the time the general's 
letter arrived. Chevreuil was having second thoughts 
about Laurent's suitability. In the latter months of 
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1919 Laurent had fallen victim to a confidence trick. 
advancing £7l5 in successive instalments to a female 
parishioner who subsequently disappeared without trace 
and was eventually buried as a pauper. Chevreuil wrote 
to Raffin in March to inform him that due to Laurent's 
foolishness. he had decided to bide his time in replacing 
Piquet. 

Ultimately it was Piquet's health which forced 
Chevreuil's hand. In June, 1920, he became seriously ill 
with bronchitis and pneumonia; he was not expected to 
live. Towards the end of the month Chevreuil advised 
Raffin that he would probably have to replace Piquet: 
"It will possibly be necessary for us to name Fr. Laurent 
parish priest and superior, but I will wait a little while 
yet".248 Piquet gradually improved, but at 66 it was a 
reasonable assumption that his best days were behind 
him; just prior to Piquet's leaving hospital in the first 
week of August. Chevreuil appointed Laurent parish 
priest and superior of St. Patrick's. 



Even had Peter Piquet not fallen ill, it is certain 
that he would not have survived as parish priest 

beyond 1920; in the latter months of that year John 
Baptist Chevreuil discovered that prior to entering 
hospital in June, Piquet had been about to begin a further 
building project at St. Patrick's without the approval of 
the provincial council. 

On 2 December, 1919, Piquet had written to 
archbishop Kelly, asking him to approve a plan to 
extend the sanctuary of St. Patrick's church and build a 
new sacristy. The appropriately initialled R.C. Peoples, 
Kelly's secretary, sent Piquet the archbishop's response 
the following day: 

His Grace desires to state that on account of the 
declivity and the restricted space at your disposal, 
he considers that the extension of the sanctuary 
seems to be of little advantage and very costly.24' 

But Piquet was not a man to take no for an answer; 
Kelly left for a visit to Rome in January, 1920, and by 
sheer persistence Piquet apparently badgered the 
archdiocesan administrator, monsignor Moynagh, into 
granting permission for the project while the archbishop 
was absent. The reluctant architect, Austin McKay, 
would later explain how he and Moynagh had both been 
bulldozed by Piquet's determination: 

I have fought against the ideas of Fr. Piquet as much 
as possible, but without getting him to change. 
As an architect I was ashamed by this plan drawn 
according to the directions of Fr. Piquet; as a 
Catholic I would consider the demolition of a part 
of the sanctuary as a sacrilege. The sketch of the 
new sanctuary was referred to the Archbishop who 
absolutely condemned it, as did his Council. After his 
departure, Fr. Piquet presented the same plan three 
times to Mgr. Moynagh, the Administrator of the 
diocese, who rejected it three times. Pushed by Fr. 
Piquet, who, if] refused, would have engaged another 
architect, I went to plead with the Administrator, 
who, for the sake of peace, gave his consent against 
his better judgment.25<l 

Meanwhile, Piquet had already obtained the consent 
of the provincial council for the project by assuring his 
fellow councillors that the archbishop was in favour 
of the proposal, and Chevreuil wrote to Raffin on 22 
March asking him to endorse the council's approval of 
the renovations .251 However, the provincial council's 
approval was for the concept only; Chevreuil and his 
councillors expected Piquet to submit detailed plans 
before a final authorisation was given. 

He neglected to do so: without further reference to 
the council he had plans drawn, got them approved by 
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the archdiocesan building committee, and was about to 
embark on the project when illness intervened. Piquet, 
fired with compulsive zeal for his beloved St. Patrick's, 
obviously felt that he had asked for enough permissions; 
for Chevreuil, it was one further example of Piquet's 
neglect of consultation and circumventing of religious 
authority. The provincial council decided to proceed 
only with the building of a new church sacristy, and to 
abandon Piquet's project of extending the sanctuary.252 

Piquet's Obsession 
Already angry at being replaced as parish priest, 

Piquet reacted badly to curtailment of the sanctuary 
project. Chevreuil reported in Novem ber, 1920, that 
he had become moody and withdrawn and had begun 
complaining about his treatment to parishioners: 

Disappointed, Fr. Piquet has been sulking for a long 
time, and speaks to no one, which is painful for his 
confreres ... He has already turned several people 
against Fr. Laurent.253 

Certainly Piquet was deeply hurt and confused by the 
twin blows of removal from office and rejection of his 
sanctuary extension. Because of his obsessive personality, 
once he set his mind on something, and decided it was 
necessary and good, he would allow himself no peace 
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until it was accomplished. He sank into self-pity, telling 
superior general Raffin in mid-November, 1920, that the 
months since August had been more painful for him 
than h is excommunication by cardinal Moran. 

In his own tortured mind Piquet constructed a 
fantasy version of the history of his defeated project: 
the archbishop, Chevreuil, Laurent, the architect, had 
all been enthusiastically in favour of the development; 
they had given him every encouragement, allowed 
him to collect money for the work, and then without 
warning and for no reason had stopped him from 
proceeding.254 Writing to Gaston Regis, in April, 1921, 
Eugene Courtais, Chevreuil 's replacement as procurator, 
described Piquet's flight from reality: "I am unable to 
place any confidence in what he says; he has come to a 
state of mind which causes him to lie, without realising 
it perhaps, but it's a fact" .255 

Courtais thought that Piquet was under the delusion 
that he was a law unto himself; he was "a man who 
has been so often proclaimed a saint that he has ended 
up believing it and no longer wishes to submit to any 
authority".265 

In the years ahead, Piquet's obsession consumed him 
completely; he wrote an endless stream of letters to 
the superior general, to archbishop Kelly, to religious 
and lay people, begging that his sanctuary extension be 
given the green light. He became impossible to live with, 
refUSing to speak to his confreres, and criticising Laurent 
to parishioners, even from the pulpit. He implied that 
Laurent and Chevreuil were robbers, tak ing money he 
had collected for the sanctuary extension and diverting 
it to building a new church sacristy. 

Archbishop Kelly was a particular target for Piquet's 
pleading letters, receiving during 1921 and 1922, a 
monthly letter on the subject of the new sanctuary. 
Kelly played the deliveries with a straight bat, dispensing 
enigmatic platitudes in response to Piquet's increasingly 
desperate urgings: in December, 1920, he told Piquet 
"your present contradiction will yield precious spiritual 
fru its";2S7 the following January his advice was "keep on 
planning good things for souls and for God's home";258 
in July, 1921, he suggested "conform to God's will, in all 
passing things".259 

The superior general was much more direct. In May, 
1925, he wrote Piquet a strong rebuke, accusing him of 
"shameful and intolerable" behaviour towards Laurent, 
and of persisting in his complaints about the sanctuary 
in defiance of his superior's decision. Raffin allowed that 
Piquet had the right to express his view that the decision 
to shelve the sanctuary project was misguided, but once 
he had communicated his misgivings to his superior, 
"your duty was, and is always, to shut up".2<·) 



But Piquet's obsession was not easily controlled; 
he bided his time, waiting for the day when a more 
sympathetic superior at St. Patrick's would allow him to 
translate his dream into reality. 

Visitor James Moran 
Meanwhile, a member of the Marist general 

administration, assistant-general James Moran, had 
arrived in Sydney in May, 1923, to prepare a report on 
Marist operations in Australia. His visit was precipitated 
by a growing concern within the Marist general 
administration concerning aspects of the performance 
of the provincial superior, John Baptist Chevreuil. 

Further, the general administration was warming to the 
idea of removing Marist operations in Australia from the 
care of the province of Oceania, and transferring them 
to the Marist New Zealand province; it was thought that 
this would better facilitate the growth and development 
of the Society of Mary within Australia. 

Moran spent the period 11-17 May, 1923, at St 
Patrick 's, and his report to the general administration 
provides us with a valuable assessment of the apostolate 
at St Patrick's at this time. Not surprisingly, the saga of 
the sanctuary project and Piquet's thwarted ambitions 
occupied much space in Moran's report, but there were 
other things which he commented on. 

He noted that Federation hall had been sold the 
previous year for £14,000. Built by Le Rennetel in 1891, 
the hall had never been a complete success; the rent 
from the ground-floor shops barely covered the rates on 
the building, and after the opening of the new school
hall in Harrington street in 1915, the Federation hall 
was no longer in demand for parish functions. Laurent 
began moves to sell the building in August, 1920, only 
weeks after becoming parish priest; a buyer finally 
surfaced in November, 1921, and the last instalment of 
the £14,000 sale price was paid to the parish in August 
of the following year. Five thousand pounds was used 
to liquidate the remaining parish debts, and the balance 
was invested in mortgages26] 

Moran also made comments on the Marists serving 
at St. Patrick's. While noting Piquet's extraordinary 
stubbornness in the sanctuary affair, he also drew 
attention to his unbounded dedication to the poor 
and the dying, and his tireless commitment to the 
confessional. 

He thought Francis Laurent zealous, but also rather 
brusque and excessively attached to his own ideas. 
Victor Thierry, who had come to St. Patrick's in April, 
1919, was "a charming confrere when he is in a good 
mood", with great facility in English. Thomas McBreen, 
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ordained in New Zealand the previous December, and 
appointed to St Patrick's, had made a good impression 
in the first months of his priesthood; "He works well 
- his sermons especially suggest that he will be a good 
preacher" .262 

Under New Management 
Following on from the Moran report of 1923, the 

Marist general administration decided to transfer the 
bulk of Marist operations in Australia from the Oceania 
province to the New Zealand province. On 1 April, 1925, 
the day St. Patrick's parish came under the authority of 
the New Zealand provincial, the parish staff consisted 
of Francis Laurent as parish priest, Peter Piquet, Victor 
Thierry, and Thomas McBreen. 

Francis Laurent was not enthusiastic about the change. 
Writing to bishop Charles Nicolas of Fiji on 28 August, 
1924, Laurent expressed personal insecurity about the 
new arrangement: 

Australia will become shortly part and parcel of the 
New Zealand Province. But then what will become 
of us foreigners? I may be sent to Hong Kong or to 
the North Pole! Somehow or other, I don't think I'll 
remain in St. Patrick's.263 

In January, 1925, he cabled the superior general 
for permission to resign immediately and leave for a 
European holiday, but withdrew the request when he 
realised that this might be interpreted as sour grapes: "I 
learnt that my leaving like this would be misunderstood 
here and I should be accused of having a bad spirit in 
wanting to desert my post just when important changes 
were being made".264 

Later that year he told the New Zealand provincial, 
Charles O'Reilly, that his term as superior of St. Patrick's 
expired in August, 1926, and that he would then like to 
take a trip to Europe; he indicated that he was quite 
willing to retire before then if O'Reilly wished to replace 
him.'6' 

Early in 1926 Laurent received a request from 
archbishop Kelly which may have been coincidental, but 
was certainly convenient. On 25 March he wrote to the 
new Marist superior general, Ernest Rieu, to inform him 
that Kelly had asked him, Laurent, to leave Sydney on 5 
May in company with the organising secretary of the 1928 
Sydney Eucharistic Congress, James Meaney, to attend 
the 1926 congress in Chicago: Kelly wanted Laurent and 
Meaney to learn what they could about organisational 
matters in preparation for the Sydney congress. 

Laurent explained that he had been acting as a 
secretary to Kelly in connection with the 1928 congress 
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for the previous three years. Kelly insisted on his going; 
O'Reilly approved of the trip; he wanted Rieu's final 
authorisation. He would probably go to Europe when his 
work in America was completed, while there combine a 
holiday with acting as liaison for Kelly with the Paris
based Eucharistic congress permanent committee, and 
return to Sydney for the actual congress in 1928.266 

A cable from Rieu agreeing to the trip as outlined by 
Laurent was received by Charles O'Reilly on 26 April. 
Laurent was farewelled by the parishioners of St. Patrick's 
on 29 April. The Freeman's Journal reported that "the 

big parish hall, with its spacious gallery, was filled to its 
utmost capacity", and the durable W.J. Spruson praised 
Laurent for his "unfailing courtesy and his gracious tact". 
Laurent was certainly tactful and courteous, and may also 
have had a gift for irony: when his turn came to speak 
he stated that he was "privileged in being the immediate 
successor of his dear friend and brother in religion, 
the saintly Father Piquet". Laurent was the last French 
Marist parish priest of St Patrick's. The French presence 
would live on for as long as Peter Piquet continued at St 
Patrick's, but a significant era was coming to an end. 

St Patrick's church decorated for Christmas, sometime between 1914- 1928 
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Victor Thierry served as acting parish priest until 
the arrival in mid-November, 1926, of Laurent's 

successor, Daniel Hurley, a 43 year old New Zealander, 
who had just completed seven years as parish priest of 
Timaru (NZ). A reserved, formal little man with just 
the hint of a limp, Hurley had an indefinable strength 
of character which made him at one and the same 
time appreciated by parishioners, respected by Marist 
superiors and bishops, and feared by some of his 
confreres. 

Hurley thus became the first non-French Marist 
parish priest of St Patrick's since the Marists had taken 
over care of the parish in 1868.267 

Hurley brought with him a new assistant for St. Patrick's, 
James Roche, who had initially been designated as Hurley's 
successor at Timaru. However the New Zealand provincial, 
Charles O'Reilly, had received a tip-off that bishop Brodie 
of Christchurch was about to attempt to dismiss the 
Marists from a number of Marist-controlled parishes in 
his diocese, and thought that the mild-mannered Roche 
might not have sufficient steel to resist.268 

Piquet Prevails 

Hurley's coming to St. Patrick's signalled a new 
direction for the church and parish; a man ofimagination 
and foresight, he initiated measures which gave the 
church a new appeal to compensate for the inexorable 
decline of resident parishioners in The Rocks; for Peter 
Piquet, the change of superior represented a fresh hope 
that his ten-year obsession to extend the sanctuary at St. 
Patrick's might at last be realised. 

In fact, the tide was already turning in Piquet's 
favour. While realising that nothing could be done 
while Laurent was parish priest, Charles O'Reilly was 
expressing an openness to the sanctuary redevelopment 
as early as June, 1925. Writing to assistant general James 
Moran, he mentioned that archbishop Kelly's coadjutor, 
archbishop Michael Sheehan, had been to see him in 
support of Piquet's plans. O'Reilly told Moran that 
something would eventually have to be done: "There is 
room for improvement in some respects in St. Patrick's 
and Fr. Piquet is the man to get the money without any 
bother."269 



[n August 1927, O'Reilly was even more positive, and 
in a letter to Moran hinted at a face-saving formula 
which would allow the project to proceed without a 
back down by the general administration: 

The sanctuary will probably come up again before 
long. Of course I shall do nothing without Fr. 
General's consent. Archbishop Sheehan will 
perhaps insist, once he comes into power ... If the 
sanctuary roof becomes dangerous owing to the 
ravages of white ants, there may be urgency. [n that 
case it is the superior's business in conjunction with 
the archbishop and no doubt Fr. General's consent 
would be sought, possibly by cable.270 

The last sentence is significant. O 'Reilly is saying: 
"Piquet was prevented from undertaking the project 
because he was defying his superiors. However if a 
request comes from the new superior for the work to 
go ahead because the existing structure is dangerous, 
and the new archbishop is in favour, then the general 
administration could approve the project without losing 
face". 

In fact, the green light came sooner rather than later. 
Apparently five years of persistent hectoring by Piquet 
had finally worn Kelly down. On 7 August, 1925, the 
archbishop wrote to Rieu requesting that Piquet be 
given his head: "We thought it better to recognise 
Father Piquet's merits, and in view of his persistence, to 
satisfy him".271 

[n his reply Rieu told Kelly that his sole preoccupation 
in the matter had been to safeguard religious discipline; 
he could not therefore "consent to the enlargement of 
St. Patrick's being undertaken out of regard for Father 
Piquet, owing to this action of his against religious 
discipline"; however, if the archbishop thought the 
project worth proceeding with he was at liberty to deal 
with the superior of St. Patrick's. 

Rieu had clearly taken O'Reilly's point; with Kelly in 
favour of the project, and the general administration not 
opposed to it per se, only Hurley's agreement was needed 
for the sanctuary extension to proceed. In March, 1927, 
Hurley wrote to the Marist general administration (now 
based in Rome following a relocation there, from France, 
in 1925), to state that Piquet had convinced him about 
the need for the extension; he asked for an expression 
of opinion about proceeding. The general council 
reiterated the line taken by Rieu in his letter to Kelly in 
October, 1925: it was not opposed to the extension as 
such, and was happy for it to proceed if Hurley and the 
archbishop were in favour.= 

Work commenced early in 1928 at an estimated cost 
of £2,500; according to the Freeman's Journal the final 
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price was £5,000. Essentially the project consisted in 
extending the sanctuary a further 15 feet on concrete 
pillars made necessary by a fall-away of the land atthe rear 
of the church; a fourth stained-glass window, depicting 
the institution of the Eucharist, was commissioned from 
the Sydney artist John Radecki, and added to the three 
existing sanctuary windows. 

The remodelled sanctuary was blessed and opened 
by archbishop Kelly as an official function of the 1928 
Eucharistic Congress on Sunday, 26 August, 1928. 
For Piquet it had been a long campaign, but finally 
his extraordinary and obsessive persistence had been 
rewarded. Francis Laurent, however, found the pill 
too bitter to swallow. He had returned to Sydney on 
20 October, 1927, to help with final preparations for 
the Eucharistic Congress. He elected to stay not at 
St. Patrick's but at Villa Maria monastery at Hunters 
Hill, and never once visited his former parish; he was 
pointedly absent from the sanctuary blessing on 26 
August. 

Returning to Sydney was clearly a great trial for him, 
made even more painful by frustration at being little 
used by the congress organisers; the general council 
minutes for 31 January, 1928, record a letter from 
Laurent expressing his disappointment: "He believes 



his presence is useless to the Congress, and would be 
ready to return, the preparation being completed".273 
Laurent departed for Europe as quickly as possible 
after the congress; he had clearly invested almost as 
much energy in fight ing Piquet's sanctuary project as 
Piquet had in bringing it to completion, and probably 
considered himself betrayed by the same superiors he 
imagined he was supporting. 

For many at St. Patrick's, Hurley arrived in November, 
1926, in the persona of an undertaker; one parishioner 
summed up the general feeling: "Well Father, you've come 
to bury St. Patrick's; the Quay is finished, the people are 
being dispersed, making room for the roadway up to the 
Harbour Bridge".274 

Hurley: Man of Vision 
However Hurley was optimistic that St. Patrick's 

could still serve a useful purpose despite the population 
decrease: 

There are great possibilities for good work here 
but we need a good staff for it. The parish itself is 
dwindling away but our church could be made a 
great centre of devotion. At present it is a centre for 
confessions and nothing else, a good work certainly, 
but very restricted considering our position and the 
needs of the people generally. Archbishop Kelly has 
been very kind and encouraging. He seems to expect 
much from us, and we will certainly do our best.275 

Hurley's first initiative to compensate fo r a loss of 
resident parishioners was to promote St. Patrick's as a 
centre of Eucharistic devotion. Specifically, he applied 
for permission from his Marist superiors in Rome and 
from archbishop Kelly to make St. Patrick's a church of 
perpetual adoration, where the consecrated host would 
always remain exposed in a monstrance on the main 
altar for adoration by the faithful. 

Hurley's plan was to establish St. Patrick's as a centre 
where people could come to pray before the exposed 
blessed sacrament at any hour of the day. [n a letter 
to Rome on 29 August, 1927, he floated the idea to 
assistant General Moran: "Certainly around the Blessed 
Sacrament we could build our church up into a great 
devotional centre".276 

In a petition to archbishop Kelly early in August he 
asked for permission to establish perpetual adoration 
at St. Patrick's daily from noon until evening devotions, 
commencing at the end of the 1928 Eucharistic congress; 
and in the meantime, by way of a lead up, he asked 
permission to expose the sacrament on the first Friday 
and third Sunday of each month. 
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Kelly granted the last request, but deferred the first 
until the time of the congress; eventually he sanctioned 
the proposal in April, 1928. Perpetual adoration was 
inaugurated at St. Patrick's on September 5, 1928, in 
connection with the ceremonies of the Eucharistic 
Congress; before long it would bring hundreds and 
eventually thousands of visitors each day to the church. 
Each day the consecrated host was exposed for adoration 
from 7.30pm until 8pm, and a body called the Adorers 
of the Blessed Sacrament was established: members 
committed themselves to spend an hour each month on 
a roster to ensure that there was always someone in the 
church keeping watch before the sacrament.277 

A few days before the opening of the Sydney Harbour 
bridge, in March, 1932, Hurley expressed the hope in a 
letter to assistant general James Moran that the bridge 
would play its part in bringing even more people to St 
Patrick's : 

The great Bridge wil l be opened on Saturday. When 
times become normal again, its facilit ies for traffic 
is bound to bring an ever increasing number to St 
Patrick's for visits, confessions and probably Sunday 
Mass.27. 

And two years later, in a report prepared fo r archbishop 
Kelly when he conducted a formal episcopal visitation 
of the parish in 1934, Hurley was able to reflect with 
satisfaction on the progress that had been made: 

The Daily Adoration of the Most Blessed Sacrament 
brings large numbers of adorers to the church from 
7.30am to 8pm. The midday Benediction is very 
well attended, about 500 present every day. The 
Midday Mass on Festival Days and Holy Days draws 
an exceptional congregation, chiefly of people who 
are unable to hear Mass in their own parish .... The 
hearing of Confessions is the chief spiritual work 
and it is computed that 100,000 confessions are 
heard annually.279 

St. Patrick's had long been popular with Sydney 
Catholics for confession; Claude )oly had remarked on 
this as early as 1886, as had Augustin Aubry in 1899. 
The long-serving Peter Piquet was particularly popular 
as a confessor: reporting to Rome in March, 1927, 
Hurley observed that "Fr. Piquet is very active, mostly in 
hearing confessions here, there and everywhere"'>" 

Building on this existing tradition, and catering 
for the increased numbers using the church because 
of perpetual adoration, Hurley rostered a priest to 
be available each afternoon in one of the church 
confessionals. This service, of walk in - walk out 
confessions was commenced in 1930 and like perpetual 
adoration attracted an increasing clientele. The service 
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gradually developed to the extent that from the early 
1950s until the mid-1980s priests were rostered to man 
the confessionals at St. Patrick's "all day, every day" from 
7.00 in the morning until the church was closed in the 
evening around 8.30pm. 

Hurley was also innovative in his use of modern 
technology in the church. In March, 1928, he began using 
a series of 64 "lantern slides" to explain the intricacies of 
the Latin Mass to the congregation at Sunday evening 
devotions. The Freeman's Journal reported that with 
"a very large congregation ... Fr. J. Roche operated 
the machine from the choir gallery. while Fr. Hurley, 
standing beside the large screen (15 square feet) lucidly 
explained each action of the priest ... "281 

Hurley repeated the illustrated lectures in 1930. 1931. 
and 1934; on 11 March. 1930 the crowd was so large 
"that it became necessary for the church wardens to 
remove the book stall at the entrance to the church to 
provide standing room", and even more tried to gain 
entrance to the follow-up lecture a fortnight later.282 

In addition to being obliged to attend Mass each 
Sunday. Catholics were required to attend on five "Holy 
Days of Obligation" each year: Christmas day, New 
Year's day, Ascension Thursday. Assumption of Mary. 
and All Saints day. For Catholics working in the city 
on a day of obligation, this meant rising very early and 
attending Mass before work in their own parish, or an 
early morning mass in one of the city churches. 

Beginning in 1930, Hurley introduced a lunch-time 
Mass on days of obligation to cater for the increasing 
number of office workers in the Church Hill and Circular 
Quay sections of the city. This service became so 
popular that eventually several Masses were celebrated 
simultaneously: one in the church. one in the church 
basement, and a third in the parish hall. 

Hurley also introduced a Christmas midnight Mass at 
St Patrick's for the first time in 1926, which attracted 
one of the largest congregations ever seen in the church. 
Reports about the midnight Mass in subsequent years 
regularly quote congregations of a thousand or more 
attending, which would have stretched the capacity of 
the church to its absolute Iimit.283 

Responding to enquiries from non-Catholics about 
the Catholic faith, Hurley established at St. Patrick's in 
1933 an annual course of lectures in the teachings of the 
Church, using films and slides as well as a text-book to 
supplement the classroom presentations. These classes 
were attended by persons interested in learning more 
about the Catholic faith as well as by baptised Catholics 
interested in improving their understanding. In 1935. 
90 students attended, with about half this number 

asking to be received into the Church, and a further 25 
re-enrolling for further instruction. 

Hurley also had considerable involvement with the 
Catholic Evidence Guild, a group of Catholic laymen 
who competed with Sunday soap-box orators in Sydney's 
Domain to explain and expound Catholic teaching; 
Hurley spoke from the Guild's platform on Sundays as 
well as helping to train laymen for the work. 

In addition to introducing measures to develop St. 
Patrick's as a popular devotional centre, something 
he did with flair, imagination, and success. Hurley 
was responsible for other changes at St. Patrick's. At 
least since the time of Peter Le Rennetel, St. Patrick's 
presbytery seems to have been a place where laity mixed 
comfortably with clergy, where parish workers and 
friends of the parish were often invited. and where tea 
and coffee were not the only drinks dispensed to visitors 
and guests. 

Hurley appears to have been a little shocked by this 
tradition. and in March. 1927, reported to headquarters 
that he had moved to modify hospitality patterns: 

One abuse I have corrected was that of dispensing 
"refreshments" too freely to lay people. The Fathers 
here warned me that it could not be done without 
giving great offence, but I took the risk, and so far 
there has been no schism.284 

Church Music 
In the same letter he announced that having been 

encouraged by the apostolic delegate, he had "taken 
steps to reform the church music which was theatrical 
in the extreme";285 Pius X's decree of 1903, promoting 
Gregorian chant in the liturgy. was still a dead letter at 
St. Patrick's. Liturgical considerations may have been 
bolstered by a financial motivation: Hurley told James 
Moran that "Our church choir is an expensive affair with 
its traditional paid quartette [sic] as well as conductor 
and organist':'·6 

At the end of the year the choirmaster. W.H. 
McCarthy. retired. and was replaced by the church 
organist. W.J. Caspers; Caspers' sister Agnes became 
the new organist. Hurley reformed slowly. Initially the 
style of music remained essentially the same: elaborate 
compositions performed by orchestra. soloists. and 
choir. Then gradually Hurley began encouraging the 
choir to learn new works which were more liturgical in 
spirit. though still basically concert pieces. By Easter, 
1930, the revolution was well advanced: 

The choir rendered Max Filke's Mass for the first 
time in Australia. Filke. who is a German. still 
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resides in Breslau. The music is melodious and 
devotional and conforms strictly with the late Pius 
X's Motu Proprio."7 

In May, 1933, Caspers left St. Patrick's to become 
choirmaster at St. Mary's cathedral. His departure 
coincided with a dramatic change in the style and 
composition of St. Patrick's choir. A Benedictine monk, 
Dom Stephen Moreno, was brought from New Norcia 
(WA) to organise a new choir which would be all-male; 
it would concentrate on "classic polyphony, Gregorian 
chant, and selected modern compositions".2>lll 

The new choir was formed in August, 1933, and 
sang for the first time on Sunday, 29 October. Moreno 
was an accomplished organist and had some talent as 
a composer; in February, 1934, a sacred concert was 
given by the choir at St. Patrick's consisting entirely of 
Moreno's compositions, and broadcast nationally by the 
Australian Broadcasting Commission. The apostolic 
delegate came along on that occasion to inspect Hurley's 
handiwork. Sometime in 1934 Moreno completed his 
contract and handed the choir over to a new choirmaster, 
Leo Finn. 
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St Patrick's interior, 1920's 

Building Projects 
Hurley was responsible for a number of Significant 

changes and innovations at St. Patrick's; during his 
term as parish priest he also presided over several major 
building projects. 

On 18 March, 1928, archbishop Kelly blessed and 
opened new premises for St. Patrick's Girls' Commercial 
College, conducted by the Sisters of Mercy, and begun 
in 1922. The new three-storey building (later gaining a 
fourth floor) was designed to cater for an enrolment of 
300, and occupied the site in Harrington street between 
the sisters' convent and the presbytery, replacing the 
1910 girls' high school building. 

The guest speaker for the occasion was the Jesuit, 
William Lockington, an advocate of greater participation 
by women in social and political contexts, who had 
founded a Catholic Women's Social Guild in Melbourne 
in 1916. Lockington applauded the expansion of 
the commercial college; he wanted institutions like 
this multiplied so that women could become more 
independent and take their true place in society; he told 
the gathering that women had as much right to be in 
politics and to be lawmakers as men had. 



Archbishop Kelly was the next speaker; he clearly 
felt obliged to correct Lockington's progressive views, 
telling the girls that: 

They were not so strong nor so tall as men, and as 
a matter of fact they were made by God to be the 
helpers of man. They were a great deal better than 
men in love, more enduring, more self-sacrificing, 
but they must not to go up to him and say "I am 
just as good as you. I'll go and be a Member of 
Parliament".289 

The following year Hurley wrote to Kelly to ask 
permission to build a new girls' primary school in 
Gloucester street on land adjoining the church, the 
existing arrangement of classrooms in the upper storey 
of the parish hall being now unsatisfactory. Kelly 
approved the project and blessed the new school on 9 
November, 1930. Concern about the Depression was 
clearly in the forefront of peoples' minds, as Kelly closed 
proceedings with an Our Father and a Hail Mary "for 
those who are unemployed and those desirous of helping 
the unemployed"."o 

Hurley's final construction project consisted in adding 
a second level to a very old building which dated back to 
1835. On 28 March, 1933, he wrote to Kelly: 

I would be grateful to Your Grace for your sanction 
and permission for improvements to the school 
conditions at St. Bridget's Infant School. Kent 
street. The proposal is to build two classrooms over 
the present building which is also used as a Church. 
The plans have been approved by the Diocesan 
Building Committee. The lowest tender received is 
£1,365 which is in range of our finances and will not 
entail any debt.'9l 

St. Bridget's had been built by convict labour for the 
Catholic vicar-general, William Ullathorne, in 1835, on 
land granted by the colonial government for a church
schoo!. An unpretentious single-storey sandstone 
building, St. Bridget's had seen few changes until 
Hurley's additions in 1933, with the only exception being 
the construction of a choir gallery at the western end in 
the late 1870s, and a small extension in sandstone at the 
eastern end, used as a dedicated sanctuary area, dating 
from around the same time. Confusingly, for a period of 
16 years, there were two buildings named after St Bridget 
in Kent street: the original 1835 school and chapel, and 
the 1872 St Bridget's hall building, decommissioned and 
sold by the parish in 1888. 

While the 1835 St Bridget's had served continuously 
as a school since its earliest days , its function as a Mass 
centre had been usurped at times, particularly during 
the years when St Michael's in Lower Fort street was in 
operation. At the turn of the century, for example, it was 
used mainly as a school, with Mass celebrated there only 
a few times a year. '92 Archbishop Kelly opened the new 
classrooms on 27 August, 1933. Hurley's additions meant 
that the school could operate in the new classrooms 
upstairs, leaving the original ground floor building to 
be used exclusively as a Mass centre on Sundays. From 
around this time the earlier spelling, St Bridget's, came 
to be replaced by St Brigid's. The school finally closed 
its doors in 1992, but a small and vibrant congregation 
continues to worship at St Brigid's on Sundays. 

Hurley Appointed Provincial 
Hurley completed his term as parish priest at the end 

of 1934, when he was appointed provincial superior of 
New Zealand. The man he replaced as provincial, David 
Kennedy, had recommended Hurley to the general 
administrat ion as his replacement: 

... a good religiOUS, prudent, tactful. well known and 
liked by the Bishops of Australia as well as of New 
Zealand and is persona grata with Archbishop Kelly 
of Sydney and Archbishop Mannix of Melbourne. 
His knowledge of Australia, and its Bishops and 
priests would be useful for the future development 
of the Society in that country.293 

Hurley's appointment was not automatic. In the 
middle of 1934 the general administration had received 
an anonymous letter from New Zealand alleging 
that Hurley had been highly critical of the general 
administration and that he was unpopular with his 
Marist confreres in New Zealand. Asked to comment 
following his nomination of Hurley to succeed him, 

St Pat rick 's Commercial College building, photographed in 2009 Kennedy rejected the charges: he had always found 

75 



Hurley "loyal and respectful" and believed that he was 
"highly esteemed" among New Zealand Marists. '94 On 
19 October the general council considered Kennedy's 
response, and acting on his renewed recommendation, 
appointed Hurley as provincial. 

Hurley's eight years at St. Patrick's had been years 
of innovation and development, during which time the 
transition from parish church to Eucharistic shrine 
had been made smoothly and successfully. Although 
St. Patrick's had always been a church frequented by 
visitors and non-parishioners, especially for confession, 
the population decline in The Rocks had raised serious 
doubts about its future viability. Hurley had settled 
those doubts, giving the church a new focus and 
purpose. 

During Hurley's period as parish priest staffing was 
reasonably stable. When he arrived with James Roche 
in November, 1926, he inherited Peter Piquet, Thomas 
McBreen, and Victor Thierry. Neither Thierry nor 
McBreen particularly impressed Charles O'Reilly when 
he had made an official visitation of the community in 
june, 1926. Thierry was "very fidgety, unimaginative, 
not too fond of work"; McBreen "would be better in a 
college".'95 Thierry was transferred to the chaplaincy at 
the Marist brothers' novitiate at Mittagong in October, 
1927, and McBreen's services were dispensed with 
even sooner, he being appointed to the staff of the 
Marists' St. Patrick's college, Wellington (NZ), for the 
beginning of the 1927 school year. 

Hurley, Piquet and Roche cared for the parish in 
1928 and 1929, and were joined by Aloysius jeffcott, 
sent down from Gladstone, towards the end of 1929. 
For the next three years there were no further changes 
in staffing, and David Kennedy was pleased with the 
work at St. Patrick's when he came for visitation in july, 
1931: "The Fathers of this house are doing excellent 
work".296 

Soon after his arrival at St. Patrick's jeffcott was 
appointed chaplain to the Catholic Seamen's Institute, 
an offshoot of the St. Vincent de Paul Society, with 
premises at 192 Kent street. The work consisted in 
visiting ships as they berthed and offering material and 
spiritual assistance to Catholic seamen; the Institute 
maintained recreation rooms and a chapel, and held 
special religious services for seafarers. jeffcott was 
a particularly dedicated chaplain, promoting the work 
of the Institute in the Catholic press, and immersing 
himself in its activities to the extent that his other 
duties at St. Patrick's would allow. 

In 1932 jeffcott and the dozen or so active members 
of the Institute visited 408 ships and interviewed 4,7l0 
Catholic seamen; 2,530 of these were coaxed to attend 
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Mass at the Institute's rooms, and a total of 11,099 
seamen took advantage of other facilities offered at 
192 Kent street. In 1937, 614 ships were visited, and 
11,339 Catholic seamen were interviewed; 21.77l used 
the Institute's rooms that year.'97 

At the beginning of 1933 James Roche was transferred 
to the position of assistant master of novices at the 
Marist fathers' novitiate house, Palmerston North (NZ) 
and was replaced by the newly-ordained Leonard Brice, 
a 25 year old New Zealander. While acknowledging that 
Brice was "an estimable young man", Hurley regarded 
Roche's departure as a "heavy loss" to the parish.'98 

Like jeffcott, Brice soon became well known beyond 
the walls of St. Patrick's church; during his two 
years in Sydney he took a particular interest in social 
issues, delivering a series of public lectures under the 
auspices of the Catholic Evidence Guild during 1934. 
The Freeman's Journal of 1 February, 1934, reported 
a lecture given by Brice on 22 january on the subject 
of "Socialism and Communism". Brice contended that 
communism and socialism as currently being practised 
in Russia led inevitably to the suppression of individual 
rights. The following month he attacked unbridled 
capitalism, claiming that distributism, or small-scale 
ownership and production, was the only social system 
which protected individual rights. Brice continued 
his lectures throughout the course of the year. They 
appear to have been a faithful reflection of current 
Catholic social teaching, as expounded particularly 
by the English Catholics Hilaire Belloc and G.K. 
Chesterton.'99 

Hugh McDonnell sm 
Hurley's successor at St. Patrick's was Hugh 

McDonnell, a 51 year old New Zealand Marist who 
arrived in Sydney in mid February, 1935. As additional 
curates he was given two New Zealand Marists, Thomas 
Heffernan and Vincent McSherry. 300 McDonnell's 
previous posting had been vice- principal at the Marist 
Silverstream college, near Wellington (NZ). His period 
as parish priest was destined to be the shortest of any 
Marist since the Society was given care of the parish in 
1868, terminated at his own request in March, 1938. 

They were not, it would seem, particularly good years 
for St. Patrick's. On 27 March, 1937, Hurley wrote to the 
general administration to indicate that confessions had 
fallen off considerably because the priests there were 
not sufficiently interested in promoting this ministry, 
and further that the new curates john McHardy and 
Stephen O'Connor spent too much time speaking 
with women, and smoking cigarettes with them in the 
parlour. 301 



Death of Piquet 
Unenthusiastic curates may have been one cause of 

the fall in confessions; a more significant factor was 
surely the death on 10 August, 1936, of Peter Piquet, 
at the age of 82. Piquet had spent 56 continuous years 
ministering in the parish of St. Patrick's; he had become 
a legend among Sydney Catholics, and was marvellously 
active until only a few months before his death. 

By popular verdict he was considered to be a saint, 
though some of his Marist confreres experienced 
aspects of his personality which made them wary of 
such descriptions. A former provincial superior of 
Oceania, Andrew Marion, expressed his frustration 
with the Piquet enigma when he summed him up as "un 
drole de saint" ("a funny kind of saint").30' Yet for all the 
contradictions in Piquet's makeup, there is no denying 
his extraordinary affect on people and the blessings 
which his life brought to many. Herbert Moran wrote 
him a beautiful epitaph in Beyond the Hill Lies China: 

Shepherd of sinners; to him went the drunkard from 
near the Cut. the shamefaced man from a distant 
parish, afraid to face the fierce blackthorn morality 
of his local priest, the wife of a mixed marriage 
troubled in conscience, and some of those tired and 
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distressed poor women who along lower George 
street hold out the begging bowl of their flesh ... 
His colleagues thought his methods too quick and 
his penances too light. Clerical envy always finds 
its grounds. But the French priest induced more 
people to make amends, to restore and to repair, 
than all those who angrily rebuked the sinners. He 
loosed their sins and later went into their homes, as 
a friend, making things straight.'03 

The size of Piquet's funeral at St Patrick's on 
Wednesday, 12 August, was impressive. Perhaps 
even more impressive, and more indicative of his 
extraordinary affect on people were the numbers who 
gathered each year on the anniversary of his death at 
the little tree-shaded cemetery at Villa Maria monastery 
at Hunters Hill where he was buried. In 1937 and 1938 
special trams were needed, and many hundreds made 
the journey from the city. 

Piquet's death effectively ended the French Marist 
presence at St. Patrick's, which spanned almost exactly 
70 years. It was a presence productive of much that was 
good, and Catholicism in Sydney was richer for having 
known and experienced it. 



D espite his appointment as provincial superior 
and his return to his native New Zealand in 1935, 

Hurley's focus remained very much on Australia and on 
St Patrick's. By September, 1938, he had persuaded the 
Marist general administration to establish Australia as 
a separate province, no longer linked to New Zealand. 
Hurley was the obvious choice as the new province's 
founding provincial: commencing December I, 1938, 
he was appointed provincial of Australia, and was at the 
same time restored to his previous position as parish 
priest of St Patrick's. He assumed control from Aloysius 
Jeffcott, who had been acting parish priest in the period 
from Hugh McDonnell's termination in March, 1938. 

Hurley's second term in charge at St Patrick's (1939-
44) coincided substantially with the second world war. 
Distressed by the downturn in parish activity under 
his successor, and now predecessor, Hugh McDonnell, 
Hurley noted approvingly in 1939 that "Confessions are 
on the increase and more people are visiting the church. 
The present staff is very attentive to work~304 

A significant innovation was the introduction, in 
February, 1939, of a 12.10pm Mass for office workers 
on Fridays, with a 12.10pm Mass on Wednesday being 
added in 1941. The main barrier to holding Masses 
later in the day in these years was of course the rule 
relating to eucharistic fasting, which decreed that 

communicants had to abstain from all food and drink 
for 12 hours beforehand. This effectively meant that 
at Masses celebrated later than about 9am, very few 
people received communion because they would have 
already eaten breakfast. It was not until the fasting 
rules were relaxed in the mid 1950s (from 12 hours to 
3 hours beforehand) that afternoon and even evening 
Masses became viable. 

Making Improvements 
The years 1939-44 saw several significant structural 

projects at St Patrick's. In mid 1939 the church was 
closed for two months and the original wooden floor of 
the church, supported by wooden pillars in the church 
basement, was replaced with a reinforced concrete 
floor. At the same time the interior was repainted, 
and new pews were purchased.'"' The removal of the 
pillars in the church basement enabled this area to 
be remodelled as a hall. In the following year the four 
church confessional boxes were totally recessed into 
the church walls, making use of the spaces between the 
external wall buttresses.306 

Then, in July, 1944, an elaborate, decorative reredos, 
designed and built by the architect John Hennesy, was 
installed behind the main altar. It was blessed and 
exposed to public gaze on 30 July, when the occasional 



preacher, the Marist missioner Thomas McCarthy, 
eloquently extolled its merits. But not everyone liked 
it, and even McCarthy, it seems, had his doubts. The 
story goes that on retreating to the vestry, McCarthy 
exclaimed to an assistant sacristan that it was a "bloody 
monstrosity': 

Photographs of the church interior in the 1950s show 
the reredos hidden behind drapes and curtains, and this 
remained its fate for almost 50 years, until the curtains 
were permanently removed and the reredos revealed, 
in connection with the restoration of the church in 
1999.307 

For the entirety of his second term as parish priest 
Hurley once again had the services of James Roche, 
who returned to St Patrick's in 1939 after a period as 
master of novices in New Zealand. The other members 
of staff in 1939 were Alfred Herring and Harry Smith, 
and it was Smith who took over Jeffcott's work with the 
Mission to Seamen when the latter was transferred to 
Hunters Hill at the end of 1938.308 

Other Marists who worked at St Patrick's during 
the war years were James Murphy (1940-42), Lionel 
Marsden (1941), James Monaghan (from 1941), 
Thomas Troy (1941), James Harcombe (1941), Kevin 
Glover (1942-3), John Hyde (1943), Robert Nowlan 
(from 1943), Leonard Bourne (from 1944), and Brother 
Anthony Burke (from 1943). In 1941 Harry Smith and 
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Lionel Marsden both enlisted as military chaplains, and 
James Monaghan took over the work associated with 
port chaplaincy and the Mission to Seamen.309 

In the latter months of 1941 the war began to impact 
on St Patrick's in a significant way when the basement of 
the church was taken over by the National Emergency 
Services as a command post. A large number of 
telephone lines were installed, and Hurley reported to 
archbishop Gilroy in December, 1941, that "if things 
develop badly, the crypt may be a first aid shelter': 3Io 

Parish Groups 
Taking into account the disruption caused by the war 

years, various parish groups and sodalities maintained 
healthy memberships in these years. Even though 
the residential population was steadily decreasing, 
and although St Patrick's was well down the track of 
moving from a traditional residential parish to a city 
shrine church, the parish continued to be a social and 
spiritual centre for those residential parishioners who 
remained. 

In 1943 there were 160 active female members in the 
Sacred Heart sodality; 90 active members in the male 
equivalent, the Holy Name Society; 86 members in 
the Children of Mary; and 37 active members in the 
Legion of Mary. In addition, there was a Dramatic Club 

Children of Mary early 1950's 



with 20 aspiring thespians, 28 scouts participating in St 
Patrick's Scout Troop, a sewing guild to mend the altar 
linen and an altar society to arrange the flowers, and 
the conference of St Vincent de Paul still had 14 active 
members (down from 26 in 1940, perhaps attributable 
to enlistments in the military forces). 

Finally, a relative new comer, established in association 
with the introduction of perpetual adoration in 1928, 
the Confraternity of the Blessed Sacrament, had 652 
people on its books. Members committed themselves to 
a regular session of rostered prayer before the blessed 
sacrament. This latter organisation differed from the 
other parish groups in two ways: firstly, most of the 
participants were probably not residential members of 
the parish, and secondly, there were no regular meetings 
to attend: those who signed up simply attended in the 
church for their rostered monthly period of eucharistic 
prayer.'" 

In September, 1944, the Marist general administration 
appointed Hurley for an additional three year term as 
provincial, with the proviso that he could resign as soon 
as hostilities ceased, should he wish to do so. During the 
war years correspondence with Marist administrators 
in Europe was badly disrupted, and Hurley did not 
learn of his reappointment until early in 1945.312 By this 
time he had shed the burden of being in charge of St 
Patrick's, with the appointment of Robert Nowlan to 
that position from the beginning of that year.313 

Robert Nowlan sm 
At the time of his appointment in 1945, Nowlan had 

been on the staff at St Patrick's as an assistant priest 
for the previous two years. He was 36 years old when 
he was made parish priest, and he had already endured 
two traumatic life-threatening episodes prior to his 
ordination, in December, 1936. 

In July, 1927, while a student at the Marist juniorate in 
Mittagong (NSW), he had become lost in rugged bush 
country, and was finally found by a search party after 
two days and two nights of exposure to mid-winter 
conditions. Then, in 1931 he survived a near-death 
experience at the Marist seminary, Greenmeadows 
(NZ), where he was severely injured when an earthquake 
caused the seminary chapel to collapse on a group of 
priests and students, killing nine and injuring many 
others. 

Not surprisingly, these events appear to have 
impacted on Nolan for the remainder of his life: he was 
notoriously nervous in manner and somewhat abrupt.314 

He was well regarded by the Catholic archbishop of 
Sydney, Norman Cardinal Gilroy, and although his 
Marist superiors were well aware of his personal quirks 
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Robert Nolan sm, parish priest, 1945·1953 

(his provincial superior, James Bell, once described 
him as having a "strange and complex" character) they 
readily conceded that he exercised his role as parish 
priest conscientiously and to good effect-3IS 

Aquinas Academy 
1945 also saw the beginning of a new adult education 

venture at St Patrick's, with the establishment by the 
Marist academic Dr Austin Woodbury of the Aquinas 
Academy, in rooms on parish property in Gloucester 
street. Woodbury was 45 years old when he founded 
the academy, a tall, quixotic, eccentric genius, capable 
of inspiring exceptional loyalty and affection among 
his students, equally at home musing with original 
perception on great abstract truths, or judging pedigree 
cattle at a country show. His previous appointment had 
been as foundation rector of the Marist fathers' seminary 
at Toongabbie. He had two Roman doctorates and a 
passion for sharing the philosophical and theological 
insights of St Thomas Aquinas with the Catholic laity. 

The first lectures were given on 7 March, 1945; there 
were 105 students enrolled in this first year. Lectures 
were at night, and Woodbury was the sole teacher. 
While in later years other lecturers would eventually 
be appointed at the academy, the reality was at the 
beginning as it was in 1974 when Woodbury retired: the 
academy was Austin Woodbury - he founded it, ran it, 



taught the courses, and attracted and held large numbers 
of students in the 1950s and 1960s (600 students in 1963) 
with his unique teaching style and capacity to make clear 
for ordinary people very complex philosophical and 
theological concepts. While the academy was a separate 
venture from St Patrick's parish, it used parish buildings, 
and Woodbury lived as a house guest in the St Patrick's 
presbytery until his retirement in 1974. 

As assistant priests Nowlan retained James Monaghan 
(until 1953), who continued as port chaplain, and 
Leonard Bourne and James Harcombe; Walter Fingleton 
and John Smith were added to the staff; and James Roche 
transferred to the Oceania Province for missionary duties 
in the Pacific. Br Joseph Wilkinson was sacristan for most 
of Nowlan's period as parish priest, and Daniel Hurley 
(provincial) and Austin Woodbury (Aquinas academy) 
were presbytery house guests.3I6 Other Marists at St 
Patrick's during Nowlan's term as parish priest (1945-53) 
were Harry Smith (1946& 1952), John Dinan (1947-48). 
John Hyde (1948), Tom Maloney (1948-51), John Taranto 
(from 1950), James Doyle (from 1952), Denis Donovan 
(from 1952) and Brothers Aquinas Deane (1951) and 
Brendan O'Connell (1954).317 

St Patricks Consecrated 
In 1946, on 3 September, 102 years after it was opened, 

St Patrick's was formally consecrated by the archbishop 
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Consecration of the Chapel of Our Lady 1954 

of Sydney, Norman Gilroy. No documentation survives 
to explain why St Patrick's operated for so long as an 
unconsecrated church. The ceremony of consecration 
normally occurs once a church is free from debt. At the 
time St Patrick's was opened in 1844, it was explained 
that the church would only be receiving a simple 
blessing, since it was still not completed. Most likely 
by the time the church was finished and free from debt 
there was simply no one around to remember that it 
had not been consecrated at the time of its opening.318 

In 1947 Daniel Hurley attended the first post-war 
general chapter of the Marist fathers in Rome, and 
was elected an assistant general of the congregation. 
His replacement was james Bell, who continued the 
tradition established by Hurley whereby the provincial 
resided at St Patrick's. 

Nowlan was to serve 9 years as parish priest at St 
Patrick's, punctuated by a six month period in 1948, 
when he made a second novitiate at Hunters Hill. 
During these months the acting parish priest was 
Emile Bergeron, a member, and former provincial, of 
the Oceania province. The choice is somewhat curious, 
and would seem to indicate a lack of confidence 
by the fledgling Australian province to entrust the 
responsibility to one of its own.319 Bergeron's cameo 
appearance as parish priest, which ended in October, 
seemed to go well enough, with James Bell reporting 



Above: Consecration of the Chapel of Our Lady in 1954 
Below: A procession leaves St Patrick's during the 1951 Sydney 

Eucharistic Congress 
Right: Newman Society benediction late 1940s 
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to Daniel Hurley in Rome that "He has been a very 
devoted worker and a kind confrere and we have had a 
very happy six months in his company".320 

Expanding the Programme 
While Daniel Hurley had effectively rebranded St 

Patrick's as a city shrine church with the introduction 
of perpetual adoration in 1928, the various elements in 
that reorientation occurred gradually over a period of 
years from 1928 until the zenith of that development 
in the 19605 and 19705. In 1947, for example, the 
regular Sunday Mass programme was not substantially 
different from an average suburban parish: Masses 
were at 6.30am, 7.30am, 9am, 1O.30am, and noon, with 
the midday Mass being the only exception to regular 
suburban parish fare. 321 

However, by 1953, towards the end of Nowlan's 
term, Sunday Masses had increased significantly, 
and followed an "on the hour" pattern . The Mass 
programme during 1953 was: 6am, 7am, 8am, 9am, 
lOam, l1am, 12 noon, and towards the end of the year 
a 5pm Mass was added; and there were weekday Masses 
at 6am, 6.45am, 7.15am, 8.10am, 9am, 12.10pm, and 
commencing in June, 1953, a 5.30pm Wednesday Mass. 
On weekdays, confessions were heard right throughout 
the day, with priests rostered in the church from 6am-
6pm, and again from 7.30pm until the church closed 
at 8.30pm.322 In 1952 the priests at St Patrick's were 
hearing 3,000 confessions each week.'23 Towards the 
end of 1953 "all day" confessions were introduced on 
Sundays, even while Masses were being celebrated.'2' 

Similarly, the programme for holy days of obligation 
saw gradual development: by All Saints day (November 
I), 1950, St Patrick's was providing 14 Masses, with 
Nowlan reporting that "Large crowds of people 
attended all Masses and received Holy Communion".'25 
For Ascension Thursday, 1953, permission was given for 
the first time for St Patrick's to introduce late afternoon 
and evening Masses on days of obligation, and Nowlan 
was pleased to report the success of the innovation to 
cardinal Gilroy: 

I would say that approximately 6000 people fulfilled 
their obligation between 4pm and 7pm. We had 
Mass in the church on the hour and in the crypt on 
the half hour .. 326 

For All Souls day, 1953, (November 2), Nowlan 
was able to report to Gilroy that 42 Masses had been 
celebrated at St Patrick's, including 10 Masses in the 
evening. 327 

During 1952-54 Nowlan initiated Significant interior 
and external works at St Patrick's. In 1952 he renewed 
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the external stone fabric of the church including the 
dismantling of the spires and their rebuilding with new 
stone, and he added a fifth confessional box, on the 
Gloucester street side, to cater for the ever increasing 
confession trade. During 1952-54 further work was done 
in the crypt to change it from a hall to a second church, 
available for use for extra Masses on days of obligation, 
and as an alternative venue for weddings, which were 
seen as disruptive influences on the prayerful calm of 
perpetual adoration. Renamed the Chapel of Our Lady, 
the transformation of the crypt was completed on 12 
March, 1954, with the consecration of the altar. 

A policy was then adopted that only weddings with 
nuptial Mass would be held in the church above, with 
all other weddings being consigned to the crypt.328 

In June, 1952, Nowlan approached cardinal Gilroy 
with a proposal to build elaborate marble backings for 

the two side altars of the church, estimating a cost of 
£3,000, and proposing that the work be done by Melocco 
brothers, who had recently completed an impressive 
floor mosaic in the crypt of St Mary's cathedral. Gilroy 
was initially hesitant to approve this project because of 
the cost, but eventually relented when Nowlan found a 
donor willing to chip in the first £1,500."9 

Some Competition 
The year 1952 also saw some competition loom 

for St Patrick's when the Blessed Sacrament fathers 
and brothers purchased a central city property at the 
Haymarket end of George street, and announced that 
they intended building a church there with a city shrine 
focus similar to St Patrick's. 

The Blessed Sacrament congregation had first come to 
Australia in 1929 at the invitation of archbishop Daniel 
Mannix, when they took over St Francis' church in the 
Melbourne CBD, and introduced perpetual adoration of 
the blessed sacrament and extended hours each day for 
confessions. Writing to James Bell from Rome, but with 
his finger, as always, on the local pulse, Daniel Hurley 
exhibited a little pettiness, and hinted darkly that the 
Blessed Sacraments seemed to have some friends in 
high places: 

Religious Orders in Australia must be well off 
judging by recent purchases. In spite of big publicity, 
I do not think that the Blessed Sacrament Fathers 
will harm St Patrick's, provided that we keep our 
end up and deliver the goods. Our position is more 
advantageous, though, in time, they will compete 
with a bigger staff. There is some strong influence 
in their favour. I had evidence of that when I was in 
Sydney.330 
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Certainly Bob Nowlan wasn't giving the newcomers 
any free kicks. When the Blessed Sacrament superior, 
Fr Tom McNevin, wrote a courtesy letter to Nowlan 
early in 1952 enquiring whether the Marists would 
have any objection to the new church being badged as 
"The Eucharistic Shrine", he may have got more than he 
bargained for. Nowlan responded with a mailed fist and 
no velvet glove: 

I think that any name which includes the word 
shrine would be objectionable .... St Patrick's has in 
a special sense been for long a Eucharistic Shrine 
in Sydney ... .1 feel that the name you suggest would 
create some confusion.33

! 

Left: Fr Tom Maloney sm celebrating 
Mass in St Patrick's, late J 940s 

Right Top: St Patrick's interior, J 950 
Right Bottom: St Patrick's interior, 1999 
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W hen Robert Nowlan completed nine years as 
parish priest at the end of 1953, one of the 

existing staff members, John Taranto, was appointed as 
his replacement. Although Taranto was manifestly pious 
and dedicated, the choice seems a strange one, since 
Taranto was susceptible to scrupulosity and nervous 
tension, was somewhat erratic, and had exhibited little 
evidence of any administrative ability. His appointment 
was terminated 12 months later, at the end of 1954, and 
he was never again given a position of authority in the 
Marist fathers' Australian province. 

His sole abiding legacy seems to be that he extracted 
permission in the last weeks of his tenure from cardinal 
Gilroy for the installation of a PA system in the 
church, because of the increase in traffic noise in the 
streets outside.332 Given that archbishop Polding was 
complaining in 1862 that it was difficult to make oneself 
heard from the sanctuary of the church, this innovation 
was probably not before its time. The request to Gilroy 
in this instance is also illustrative of the high degree 
of centralised control at this time in the archdiocese 
of Sydney and the Catholic Church in general, when 
all manner of minutiae was referred to archdiocesan 
authorities. 

Daniel Hurley returned to Australia early in 1955 after 
serving eight years as an assistant general at the Marist 

headquarters in Rome. Just in time to be appointed 
parish priest of St Patrick's for a third time! 

Marists who spent a significant period of time at St 
Patrick's in these years were Denis Donovan (who had 
taken over the previous year from James Monaghan as 
port chaplain and national director of the Apostleship 
of the Sea); John Bettridge (from 1955); Aloysius Van 
Houte (from 1956); John McSherry (from 1956); Mark 
Devoy (from 1957); Allan Connors (from 1959); Harry 
Davis (from 1961); Ted Kelly (from 1962); John McMillan 
(from 1962); and Lionel Marsden (from 1962). 

Denis Donovan resigned from his position as port 
chaplain at the end of 1958 following tensions with his 
support agency, the St Vincent de Paul Society, and 
from that time onwards the chaplaincy became the 
responsibility of the archdiocese of Sydney. 

A significant development in liturgical law with 
implications for St Patrick's occurred in 1957 with the 
relaxation of the eucharistic fast from twelve hours to 
three hours. Up to this point Masses held later in the 
day were always problematical, as most of the people 
attending were not free to receive communion. At the 
beginning of that year, most Masses at St Patrick's 
continued to be in the morning, with the exceptions 
being a 5pm Sunday Mass, a 12.10pm Monday-Friday 
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Mass, and a 5.30pm Mass on Wednesdays and on first 
Fridays. 

In April, 1957, Hurley wrote to cardinal Gilroy to 
indicate that the relaxation of the fast had seen a 
"great increase" of people receiving communion at 
these Masses. Gi lroy took Hurley's letter as an indirect 
request for permission for more Masses later in the day, 
and wrote back in an expansive mood: "Decide what you 
would like in the way of late Masses and then let me 
know"p3 Hurley eventually asked for a 1.1Opm weekday 
Mass and a 5.30pm weekday Mass, so that the Mass 
programme became: Sundays 6am, 7am, 8am, 9am, 
lOam, Ham, 12 noon, 5pm; and weekdays 6am, 7am, 
8.10am, 12.lOpm, 1.1Opm, and 5.30pm. 

John Bettridge sm 
In 1955 the theologically progressive Fr John Bettridge 

had come to live at St Patrick's, while working Monday 
to Friday as a secretary to the apostolic delegate, 
archbishop Carboni, at North Sydney. In September, 
1956, he established St Patrick's Information Centre, 
a lending library aimed at providing Catholics with 
information on the latest developments in liturgy and 
theology. By 1959 he had 900 subscribers on his books. 

He also organised talks and lectures by prominent 
speakers, and early in 1959 he invited the poet, James 
McAuley, to come to St Patrick's and speak about 
his conversion to Catholicism. Several years earlier 
McAuley had been publicly critical of cardinal Gilroy 
for not supporting the fledgling Democratic Labour 
Party, which had developed out of the 1955 split in 
the Australian Labour Party. In general, the NSW 
bishops adopted a policy of encouraging Catholics to 
remain within the ALP, in contrast to their Victorian 
counterparts who supported the DLP. 

Gilroy was outraged when he learnt that McAuley had 
been given a public platform at St Patrick's, and wrote 
to James Harcombe, the Marist provincial, complaining 
that an invitation had been extended to someone who 
had sought to "belittle and dishonour" the cardinal 
archbishop of Sydney.33' Harcombe's dramatic response 
was to catch a plane to Rome where he convinced the 
Marist superior general, AJcime Cyr, to immediately 
transfer Bettridge out of the Australian province to 
the Oceania province, where he was appointed to New 
Caledonia. 
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Bettridge had himself requested a transfer to Oceania 
in 1957, but the Marist general administration had felt 
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powerless to accede to the request following strong 
representations from Carboni that Bettridge remain at 
the delegation. The dramatic appearance of Harcombe 
in Rome, and a strong desire by the Marist general 
administration to remain in favour with cardinal Gilroy, 
was sufficient to tip the scales in favou r of Bettridge's 
transfer. 

Following further representations from Carboni 
pleading his need of Bettridge at the delegation, it was 
finally agreed that Bettridge would remain in Sydney 
until the end of October, 1959.335 The information 
centre at St Patrick's survived Bettridge's departure, 
fina lly folding early in 1967.336 

Parish Groups Decline 
The 1950s saw the gradual decline of most of the 

parish groups and sodalities at St Patrick's , reflecting 
the continuing decrease of residential population in the 
area, and the final stages of the evolution from residential 
parish to city shrine church. At the beginning of the 
decade (1952) there were still 74 active members in the 
Holy Name Society, 121 members in the Sacred Heart 
Sodality, 40 Children of Mary, 10 members of the St 
Vincent de Paul Society, and 8 Altar Society members. 
By 1961 the Holy Name Society, the Altar Society and 
the Children of Mary had ceased to exist, the Sacred 
Heart Sodality was down to 40 members , and the St 
Vincent de Paul Society still had 10 members. 

The exception to this general trend was the 
Confraternity of the Blessed Sacrament, which still had 
1500 adorers on its books as late as 1967.'37 

Hurley's third term as parish priest was due to finish 
at the end of 1960, but due to a dearth of alternative 
leadership options, an indult was obtained from the 
Marist superior general to extend the now 77 year old 
Hurley's stewardship fo r a further three years .'3S 

Rumblings of Disquiet 
However indications began to emerge midway through 

Hurley'S extended term that his time may have finally 
come. Writing to the Marist general administration 
in February, 1962, the then provincial, John Webber, 
indicated that Hurley's staff were finding him reluctant 
to address essential maintenance: 

The men do feel the fact that the superior is afraid 
of tackling certain big problems. ego Church 

Top; Interior of Marist Chapel, 1967 
Bottom; Fr Alan Connors, opening of Marist Chapel, 1966 
Right; Fr Reg Keating sm & Alan Connors sm at Marist Chapel 



improvements, presbytery improvements, etc. I 
have tried to do what I can and I think we will see 
some fruit in the way of a big drive on the Church. 
It does need painting and doing up. Even the people 
are talking a lot and offering extra money at times 
for the work.339 

In an internal report prepared in March, 1962, Webber 
noted that: 

It would appear that with the differences in age 
between the Pastor and the Assistants, difficulties 
have arisen and many good ideas never mature. New 
life would be a blessing to the place at present. 

By this time Hurley himself had recognised that he 
was no longer up to the task, and wrote to the superior 
general in Rome asking to be relieved of his position at 
St Patrick's and to be transferred back to New Zealand. 
He gave two reasons: firstly, that because of his age 
he was no longer capable of doing the job properly; 
and secondly, he felt he had lost the confidence of his 
provincial superior.34<l 

Shortly afterwards the superior general, the newly 
appointed Joseph Buckley, had an opportunity to raise 
the matter with cardinal Gilroy and his auxiliary, James 
Carroll, who were visiting Rome. Gilroy was adamant that 
Hurley remain as parish priest at St Patrick's, describing 
him to the general as "one of the most esteemed men 
in the Archdiocese'~342 Gilroy reiterated this position 
when Webber saw him in Sydney in early ApriL and a 
compromise was worked out whereby Hurley would 
remain as parish priest, with a range of practical matters 
being delegated to Fr Ted Kelly, who had joined the St 
Patrick's staff at the beginning of 1962.343 

Business is Booming 

Yet while there may have been some tensions behind 
the scenes, business was booming in the church. The 
provincial council minutes of May, 1962, note that "The 
Church is busier than ever, and in spite of extra Masses 
and times for Confession, it is still difficult to cater for 
the large crowds'~344 For the feast of the Assumption 
(August 15) that year, a day of obligation, 29 Masses 
were celebrated, and attracted "enormous" crowds.345 At 
Easter, 1963, all five confessionals operated continuously 
from Holy Thursday morning until the evening of Holy 
Saturday.346 Two sodalities which had been operating 
for many years in connection with perpetual adoration, 
the Archconfraternity of the Blessed Sacrament, and 
the Guard of Honour, were "increasing in numbers and 
thousands have been faithful to the hour's adoration 
each month'~347 

1963 was Hurley's last and 25th year as parish priest, 
an incredible record spanning five decades, and broken 
only by administrative postings as provincial in New 
Zealand and Australia, and assistant general in Rome. It 
was also the end of a 90 year period of Marist brothers' 
education in the parish. The brothers had come to St 
Patrick's in 1872; at the end of 1962 they relocated their 
school to a new site at Dundas, a suburb to the west of 
the city. Their former classrooms were taken over by the 
Sisters of Mercy as an extension of St Patrick's Business 
College.348 

It was probably just a coincidence, but the day before he 
was due to surrender the reins of St Patrick's, December 
31, 1963, Hurley became seriously ill with gall and 
migraine, and was admitted to hospital. The provincial 
council minutes note that once he returned to good 
health he would be taking a holiday in New Zealand, 
since he had allowed himself no holidays during his nine 
year period in charge.349 

Hurley subsequently reapplied for a transfer back to 
New Zealand, having picked up the impression that he 
had worn out his welcome in the Australian province. 
What led him to reach this conclusion is unclear, but 
cardinal Gilroy applied considerable pressure on the 
Australian provincial, John Webber, to entice Hurley to 
stay, and he saw out his final years as an assistant at St 
Patrick's until his death in 1974 at the age of 9l. 
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Ted Kelly sm 
Hurley's successor was Ted Kelly, who had been on 

the St Patrick's staff for two years when he took over 
at the end of 1963. Known as "Jockey" Kelly because of 
his noticeable shortness of stature, he was a qualified 
accountant, and had previously worked as a school 
bursar, bursar for the Australian province, parish 
priest, and master of novices. He was a conscientious 
and willing worker with a reputation for giving himself 
wholeheartedly to whatever he undertook, and he 
brought a quality of planning and organisation to 
everything he did.35O 

Marists on the staff for significant periods during 
Kelly's term as parish priest were Daniel Hurley, Allan 
Connors, Aloysius Van Houte, Lionel Marsden; and Br 
Michael Cunningham (1963-67), Patrick Abbott and 
John Hyde ( both from 1964), Reg Keating and John 
O'Ryan (from 1967), and James Hargrave and Neville 
Byrne (from 1968). 

Kelly took over just as the liturgical reforms of the 
Second Vatican Council were starting to filter through. 
Early in his first year he lamented that the introduction 
of Sunday evening Masses in the suburban parishes 
were having a significant adverse impact on Sunday 
attendances at St Patrick's, though on the positive side, 
a recently introduced novena to Our Lady of Perpetual 
Succour at lunchtime on Wednesdays was going well, 
and looked like building Up.35' 

At the beginning ofJuly, 1964, the first of many changes 
to the structure and format of the Mass was introduced 
at St Patrick's, with the Epistle and Gospel readings being 
delivered in English rather than in Latin.352 In April of 
the following year, 1965, Mass facing the people was 
introduced for all Masses using a free-standing wooden 
altar, erected in front of the polished brass altar which 
had done service since 1889.353 

These changes seem to have been introduced 
immediately they were allowed, and appear to have been 
willingly embraced. A staff meeting noted in September, 
1965, that " ... the people in general were pleased with 
the way Mass was being said at St Patrick's and approved 
of the priest facing the congregation':354 Some things 
remained the same, at least for the time being: at the 
end of 1964 the pre-Christmas confession rush showed 
no sign of abating, with 6 priests hearing confessions in 
the church continuously from 7am until 8.30pm for the 
whole of Christmas week.355 

Since the foundation of the Australian province of the 
Marist fathers in 1938 the provincial had always resided 
at St Patrick's, but that too was about to change. At the 
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beginning of 1966 John Glynn replaced John Webber 
as provincial, and decided to move his headquarters to 
Hunters Hill. 

Marist Chapel 

It was at this time also that St Patrick's embarked on a 
new venture, when a decision was taken to staff a chapel 
at Circular Quay in premises owned by the St Vincent 
de Paul Society. The idea of a chapel at Circular Quay 
had first been floated to cardinal Gilroy in 1962, when 
a correspondent, Michael Kingston, suggested that the 
Church purchase a site which was for sale at the junction 
of George and Alfred streets, and establish a chapel there. 
Gilroy forwarded the letter to Hurley for comment, but 
nothing came of the project at that time.'56 

In 1965 the St Vincent de Paul Society decided to 
incorporate a public chapel in its building at 6 Young 
street, Circular Quay, and approached the Marists to 
staff it. When a positive response was not forthcoming, 
the Society began negotiating with the Redemptorists. 
At the urging of Gilroy, the Marists suddenly became 
interested, and towards the end of 1965, Allan Connors 
was appointed as priest in charge of the project, and 
supervised the design and fitting out of the chapel.. Called 
Marist Chapel, it was opened on Saturday, 2 April, 1966, 
by cardinal Gilroy.357 After only two months' operation, 
the venture was being hailed as a success: 

The chapel has now been in operation for two 
months ... The present programme includes 3 Masses 
daily - on weekdays at 8am, 1.5pm and 5.5pm and 
on Saturday and Sunday at lOam, 12 noon, and 
5pm. It has not been possible, as yet, to institute 
a regular program of Confessions because of 
shortage of priestly staff ... The weekday Masses are 
particularly well attended, and the midday Mass has 
already reached capacity .. .. On Ascension Thursday 
nineteen public Masses were held, and were more 
than justified .. .. The Chapel has been exceptionally 
fortunate in securing the services of Mr Richard 
Jukes, as sacristan.358 

The chapel featured an interview room immediately 
off the street where a priest was regularly available, 
and counselling quickly became an important element 
in the various services provided at Young street. 359 By 
the beginning of 1967 the chapel was sufficiently busy 
to justify the appointment of a second priest, and Reg 
Keating joined the St Patrick's staff as an assistant to 
Allan Connors at the chapel. 

This enabled the programme to be expanded to 
include daily confession, and the addition of an extra 



Mass at 4pm on Sundays.360 Particularly in its early 
years the chapel had a reputation for a progressive 
theological and liturgical approach and innovative 
preaching, and the Marists working there were 
perceived as being compassionate and approachable 
in the counselling room and in the confessional. 

Meanwhile, back at St Patrick's, Ted Kelly was 
running into serious health problems. He spent 
several months in hospital in the second half of 
1966 with an ulcerated heel, and experienced 
ongoing problems throughout 1967. Early in 1968 
Allan Connors was appointed acting parish priest 
when there seemed no immediate prospect of Kelly 
regaining his health. joining the staff around this 
time were james Hargrave, Neville Byrne, Maurice 
Walsh, Bernard Van Der Walle, Frank Callanan, and 
Arthur Moynihan.361 

Poor health was not the only factor working 
against Ted Kelly remaining as parish priest beyond 
1968. Early that year the superior general of the 
Marist fathers, joseph Buckley, conducted a formal 
visitation of the province and reported his findings 

to the Australian provincial council at a meeting 
on 19 March. He was not overly impressed with St 
Patrick's or its parish priest: 

The house was not in top condition when visited. 
The impression gained was that there was no co
operation with the Superior. ... Fr Buckley was of 
the opinion that Fr Kelly should be eased out.362 

And so it came to pass. At the September, 1968, 
meeting of the provincial council the decision was 
taken to permanently replace Kelly with Allan 
Connors as parish priest, with his likely staff being 
Hurley, Van Houte, Abbott, Keating, Hargrave, 
Byrne, Walsh, and Moynihan. Ted Kelly dutifully 
tendered his resignation shortly afterwards, and this 
was accepted by the Council on 22 September. 

That month, September, 1968, marked the 
centenary of the Marist presence at St Patrick's, and 
special Masses were held on September 12, with a 
dinner for clergy afterwards, and September 22, 
when high tea was provided afterwards for religious 
brothers and nuns, and parishioners.363 

The Coffee Shop 
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As he prepared to begin his first year as parish 
priest in 1969, Allan Connors surveyed the 

current situation at St Patrick's with something less than 
total satisfaction. In a frank assessment to the provincial, 
John Glynn, he highlighted some major difficulties of 
which he had become aware: 

.. .in recent times especially there have been 
increasingly common reports of people who are 
dissatisfied because they cannot find a regular 
confessor, or who have been so annoyed at the 
treatment they have received that they have openly 
expressed the intention of not frequenting St 
Patrick's ... my impression is that our standing as 
confessors - and preachers too, incidentally - is at 
an all time 10w'~364 

Only a couple of months before, the occasional 
preacher for the Marist centenary celebrations at St 
Patrick's, Patrick Abbott, had expressed a somewhat 
different perspective, although the smug and self-serving 
tone of his sermon stands as a vindication of Connors' 
concerns: 

In St Patrick's the Australian Marists are carrying 
out His dearest wishes. "Whose sins you shall 
forgive, they are forgiven them~ and "Do this in 
commemoration of me~ For their work is in the 

Confessional and around the Sanctuary, with Holy 
Mass and Adoration of the Blessed Sacrament. 

It is tedious work, it is taxing on human nature; it 
is demanding of patience and understanding; and 
they are doing it well. Tired men, they go back to 
those Confessionals day after day and evening 
after evening, when sunshine, sport, or TV would 
beckon them elsewhere. But they think back to their 
predecessors ... and they take new courage.365 

Perhaps as a response to Connors' complaint, 
three new assistants were appointed to the staff in 
1969: Len Bourne, James Doyle, and Philip Callaghan; 
midway through the year Reg Keating was replaced by 
Brian Conaghan, John Hosie was a further addition in 
the second half of the year, and James Bell and Frank 
Lopez joined the staff in 1970. Carl Heesh and Vincent 
McCabe were appointed there in 1971. 

The Programme Expands 

Early in 1969 Connors introduced two additional 
Sunday Masses at St Patrick's, 3pm and Spm, so that the 
new programme became: 6am, 7am, Sam, 9am, Warn, 
Ham, 12 noon, 3pm, Spm, and 8pm. If one was asked 
to nominate the least likely time on a Sunday to attract 



a Mass crowd, 3pm might be a leading contender. 
In fact, with the onset of winter, the new time slot 
became exceedingly popular, and by June was already 
overcrowded.366 

Perhaps emboldened by his success, by the end of 
the year Connors had introduced a further two Sunday 
Masses, 4pm and 6pm, bringing the total for St Patrick's 
on a Sunday to twelve, with a further four Masses on 
Sundays at the Marist Chapel. 

Another, somewhat bizarre addition was foistered 
on the St Patrick's team in 1971 when cardinal Gilroy 
suggested they trial a regular midnight Mass.36

' This 
required the church being closed as normal at 8.30pm 
on Saturday evening, and then reopened by a presumably 
sleepy celebrant as midnight approached. Graphic tales 
survive from that era of a congregation consisting 
chiefly of mellow drunks dressed in lounge suits and 
party frocks, floating in for Mass at the end of a night's 
revelry. There were no complaints from the St Patrick's 
staff when the cardinal agreed to abort the experiment 
about twelve months after it commenced. 

The years 1972-1973 represented the high-water mark 
for Sunday Masses at St Patrick's, with 13 being provided 
every Sunday. By the end of 1974, the discontinuation of 
the midnight Mass in 1972, and also the abandonment 
of the 6am Mass from mid-1974, saw the total drop to 
II, which was nevertheless still an impressive number of 
regular Sunday Masses.368 

Meanwhile the "all day, everyday" format for 
confessions hit a snag early in 1969 with a Vatican 
directive that confessions were not to be heard on 
Sundays while Masses were being celebrated. In March 
of that year it was noted at a staff meeting that 

In view of an Instruction from Rome, it is not 
permitted to hear confessions during the celebration 
of Masses on Sundays - so priests must leave the 
confessional immediately a Mass is commenced .. .. 
Confessions on week days will continue to be heard 
all day every day from 7am until8.30pm.369 

In May of that year Connors wrote to Gilroy, citing 
"innumerable complaints from priests and people" 
regarding the new arrangement, and pleading for 
confessions to continue up until the "more solemn 
part of the Mass". Gilroy responded favourably, and the 
priests remained in their confessionals during Sunday 
Masses until after the homily.370 

During these years Neville Byrne was responsible for 
organising pre-marriage talks for engaged couples, held 
four times a year, and generally attracting around 50-80 
couples for each programme of talks. 

Another development was the establishment of the 
Chanelian Club, a social club for singles aged 40 and 
over, which boasted around 40 members in 1969. And 
at Marist chapel, the original team of Allan Connors 
and Reg Keating had been replaced by jim Hargrave 
and John Hosie, who were continuing the avant garde 
reputation of the Chapel by launching out into dialogue 
sermons.371 

Rocks Redevelopment 
Connors' appointment as parish priest coincided with 

the beginning of momentous change in The Rocks. 
At the end of 1968 the state government established a 
Sydney Cove Redevelopment Authority. Its brief was 
basically to oversee a thorough redevelopment of The 
Rocks, with appropriate preservation of worthy heritage 
buildings. Indicating that the Authority was perceived as 
being more in favour of development than preservation, 
at least in that area of The Rocks where St Patrick's was 
located, the expectation among the St Patrick's Marist 
community at this time was that the church itself might 
be deemed worthy of preservation, but that all other 
parish buildings would most probably be demolished. 

An unsigned and undated report, probably prepared 
in 1969 by Allan Connors for an archdiocese of Sydney 
advisory body, even questioned the wisdom of retaining 
the church: 

The present church building has been designated 
as an historical building by the National Trust and 
as such, could be retained. Whether or not this is 
advisable is another question, as the church is old, in 
a bad state of repair, noisy, and in hardly any fashion 
accommodated to the demands of the modern inner 
city apostolate.372 

During the early 1970s a bewildering number of 
redevelopment plans and proposals were floated for 
St Patrick's in particular, and The Rocks in general. 
In 1971, for example, it looked as if the church would 
survive surrounded by parkland, but that all other parish 
buildings would be demolished, with their functions 
being allocated to the lower floors of nearby, soon to be 
built, skyscrapers.373 

A fundamental opera tingp ri ncipleofthe Red evelo p ment 
Authority at this time was the necessity of commercial 
development at the southern end of The Rocks in order 
to pay for intensive restoration of heritage buildings and 
the provision of low-cost public housing in the areas 
closer to the harbour bridge. The rationale was expressed 
by the Authority's chief executive in these terms: 
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By this means it might be possible to make Peter pay 
Paul, by having major developments in the southern 
section help carry the financial burden created by 
low rise and restoration tasks in the centre.374 

Insecurity about the future was further heightened 
in mid-1971 when the provincial council discussed a 
rumour that some diocesan priests were advocating 
that the archdiocese take over St Patrick's and dispense 
with the Marists. Various strategies for blocking such 
an outcome were suggested within the Marist provincial 
council: a search of the archives was recommended to 
uncover the contracts signed by archbishop Vaughan 
and cardinal Moran in the nineteenth century granting 
the parish to the Marists in perpetuity, and plans were 
hatched to publish an article in the Marist magazine, 
Harvest, drawing attention to the existence of these 
documents; and an unofficial approach was to be made 
to the St Vincent de Paul Society regarding buying the 
Marist Chapel property in order to shore up the Marist 
tenure there.375 It is unclear whether the rumour had 
any basis in fact, but there seems to have been no direct 
approach from diocesan authorities about the Marists 
withdrawing from St Patrick's. 
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St Patrick's church from the Qantas buiding, 1984 

By the mid-1970s the operating principles of the 
Sydney Cove Redevelopment Authority were becoming 
increasingly controversiaL with complaints from 
conservationists that it was too developer-friendly, and 
insufficiently sensitive to heritage considerations and the 
need to maintain a balance of low-cost public housing 
in traditionally residential sections of The Rocks such as 
Millers Point. Important stakeholders like the National 
Trust and the Institute of Architects in particular, were 
abandoning their earlier support for the Authority and 
becoming increasingly critical of the direction it was 
taking.37• 

By the time Allan Connors completed his term as 
parish priest at the end of 1974, there was still very little 
clarity around a final outcome for St Patrick's church 
and its associated heritage buildings. 

Connors' last year in charge saw several innovations. 
A Marist sister, Sr David, was invited to join the St 
Patrick's staff and appointed as "parish sister" on a trial 
basis for 12 months, with particular responsibility for 
the pastoral care of the residential parishioners around 
Millers Point.3n The trial must have worked out well, 
because Sr David stayed in the role until 1986, and was 
then replaced for a three year term by Sr Joan Sheppard, 



who was succeeded in turn by Sr Gemma Pearson, a 
former Millers Point resident before entering religious 
life, who ministered as parish sister from 1990 until her 
retirement in 2009. 

Another innovation occurred midway through 
1974, when a monthly programme was offered for 
female religious on the second Saturday of each month, 
consisting of a talk from a St Patrick's staff member, an 
opportunity for confession, and provision of a Mass 
at 11am. Around 120 female religious attended on a 
regular basisY' 

Neville Byrne sm 
When Neville Byrne took over as parish priest at the 

beginning of 1975 he had been on the St Patrick's staff 
for seven years. Staffing remained fai rly stable during 
his years in charge, with only a handful of new arrivals, 
notably John V Walsh and Walter Fingleton in 1976, Fred 
Limeburner, Frank Callanan and Syd Mitchell from 1978, 
and Tom Ryan from 1980. 

At this time various liturgical changes were still flowing 
through from the Second Vatican Council: in 1973, for 
example, a new ritual for celebrating the sacrament 

St Patrick's site from the Qantas buiding, 1984 

of confession was published. Among other things, it 
envisaged a greater use of scripture texts and revised 
prayer formats in the confession rites, and allowed 
individual penitents the option of remaining anonymous 
behind a curtain, or speaking with the priest face to face. 

As a practical response to these developments, one of 
the church confessionals was remodelled to eliminate 
the traditional grill and replace it with a small table and 
two chairs. Within months of this new format being 
offered the St Patrick's team were lamenting that the new 
style was "only moderately successful'; and had reached 
the conclusion that "education will be necessary if this 
style of confession is to become popular': 379 Neville 
Byrne certainly had his finger on the pulse at this time, 
resorting to newly-available audio-visual technology to 
show videotapes in the church, explaining the workings 
of the new confession rituals. By August, 1976, two 
more confessionals had been altered, but this time the 
remodelling was less drastic: the grill and curtain were 
left in place, and anyone wanting face-to-face confession 
was invited to pull back the curtain and speak with the 
priest while kneeling or sitting.J80 
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The pattern of Sunday and weekday Mass times 
remained a constant, but post Vatican 11 liturgical 



changes continued. In 1976 the faithful were encouraged 
to receive communion standing rather than kneeling, 
and to receive in the hand rather than on the tongue. 
Another liturgical innovation which had recently been 
authorised was the Saturday vigil Mass, scheduled by 
St Patrick's for 6pm; this change allowed Catholics to 
fulfil their Sunday obligation the evening before, and 
brought the number of Sunday Masses celebrated in the 
church back to twelve. 

After a period of time when development plans for 
the St Patrick's site and its near neighbours were put on 
hold, things started to move towards the end of 1977. In 
December of that year the Sydney Cove Redevelopment 
Authority broke red a deal with the archdiocese of Sydney 
whereby the old Marist brothers' site in Harrington 
street, then being used by St Patrick's girls' school, 
was swapped for the former State Clothing Factory 
building which was on the opposite side of the street 
and contiguous with the parish hall and other parish 
properties. This enabled the Authority to acquire a large 
parcel of land between Essex and Grosvenor streets 
which would eventually be used for the Grosvenor 
Place development, and allowed the parish likewise 
to consolidate its holdings on a single site. The girls' 
school simply relocated to the State Clothing Factory 
bUilding.3S! 

Tom Ryan sm 
Tom Ryan took over as parish priest at the beginning 

of 1981. New appointments to the staff during his six 
years as parish priest included Wally Fingleton (1981), 
Keith Shepherd (from 1982), Robert Fahey (from 1983), 
James Ware and David Wilson (from 1984), Ron Nissen, 
Maurie Walsh and Peter Eastwick (1986), and James 
Murphy (from 1987). 

A new choir was established midway through 1981 
under the direction of Martin Cooke, and commenced 
singing each Sunday at the midday Mass, with Greg 
Quinlivan and later Bernard Kirkpatrick as organists. For 
most of its history St Patrick's has had a strong choral 
and musical tradition.3

" Martin Cooke remained in 
charge of the choir until late in 1989 when he relocated 
permanently to Germany to further his music career; 
at that time the choir came under the leadership of 
John Brosnan, a former police officer who later forged a 
career as a professional singer.3' 3 

During 1982-84 Tom Ryan engaged the architectural 
firm T.A.Daly & Associates, and oversaw a substantial 
renovation of St Patrick's church, with modifications to 
the sanctuary area, interior repainting and carpeting, 
new sanctuary furnishings, and external floodlighting. 
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Improvements were also made to the presbytery, aimed 
at increasing the accommodation available for visitors, 
and to the accommodation areas under the sacristy, 
traditionally the domain of live-in sacristans. 

In October, 1983, work finally commenced on the 
Grosvenor Place project, directly opposite the presbytery, 
and covering the area enclosed by George, Essex, 
Harrington and Grosvenor streets, and incorporating 
the land previously occupied by the Marist brothers' 
school. Twelve months earlier, the St Patrick's Marist 
community had been addressed by Owen Magee, chief 
executive of the Sydney Cove Redevelopment Authority, 
who had indicated that the construction phase would 
take 3-4 years, and that the central office/commercial 
tower building would accommodate 7,000 workers.3S< 
By early 1984 noise from the project created by rock 
drilling and splitting was making life extremely difficult 
for teachers and students at St Patrick's Business College 
as well as for the resident Marist community. Following 
representations from Tom Ryan the project management 
agreed to install double glazing and air-conditioning in 
the college building and in the presbytery to provide 
some protection from the noise and dust.385 

In September, 1984, Tom Ryan wrote to the Marist 
provincial. John Jago, proposing that from the beginning 
of 1985, the pattern of "all day, every day" confessions at 
St Patrick's be modified so that continuous confessions 
would be provided from Wednesday to Sunday inclusive, 
but that a reduced confessional programme would 
operate on Monday, Tuesday, and Saturday. Ryan gave 
manpower limitations as the reason for the proposed 
change, but it would be reasonable to assume that an 
equally important factor would have been a Significant 
decrease in the numbers presenting themselves for 
sacramental confession. In the years following the 
Second Vatican Council a dramatic fall off began to 
be noticed throughout the Catholic world, and this 
development would certainly have been impacting on St 
Patrick's by the mid 1980s. 

The change of programme had been made by May, 
1985, and was slightly more drastic than Ryan had 
originally proposed, with continuous confessions now 
offered on Sunday, Wednesday and Friday only, with 
shorter hours on the other days.386 

A similar decrease in services had occurred at Marist 
chapel twelve months earl ier. In June, 1984, Ryan had 
written to cardinal Edward Clancy indicating that 
chapel stalwart, John Hosie, was soon to go overseas, 
and that there would be no replacement for him. 
Accordingly, Ryan indicated that it would be necessary 
to cut weekday Masses back from three to one, to close 
the chapel completely on Saturdays, and to cut Sunday 



Fr Patrick Abbott conducting the Novena, 1968 

Masses back from four to three.387 

At the end of 1986 Tom Ryan completed his six year 
period as parish priest, and was replaced by Peter 
Guiren, who had not previously worked at St Patrick's. 
Guiren had recently completed six years as parish 
priest at the Marists' St Johns Wood-The Gap parish in 
Brisbane, and before that had served as provincial ofthe 
Australian province, and as a teacher and principal in 
Marist fathers' colleges. At the beginning of 1987 James 
Murphy returned to St Patrick's after a brief absence, 
and Chris Austin joined the staff. 

On 16 May, 1987, barely five months into his term, 
Guiren died suddenly at Nelson Bay (NSW) while staying 
with friends, and Keith Shepherd agreed to be acting 
parish priest until a more permanent replacement could 
be found from the beginning of 1988. 

Meanwhile, a new series of development proposals 
were beginning to emerge for the St Patrick's site. In 
1985 the original executive officer of the Sydney Cove 
Redevelopment Authority, Owen Magee, was replaced 
by Ms Janet Thompson, signalling a greater emphasis on 
heri tage-conserva tio n issues at the ex pense 0 f co m mercial 
redevelopment. In 1988 the word "redevelopment" was 
dropped from the Authority's title, and it became simply 
the Sydney Cove Authority. 

Between 1987-93 the archdiocese of Sydney, as the 
owner of the St Patrick's site, gave serious consideration 
to three successive joint venture proposals whereby the 
archdiocese and a chosen developer would enter into 
partnership to develop the site. 

In mid 1987 Octavius Development Ltd, who had 
engaged Owen Magee as a consultant, outlined a 
proposal for the demolition of all parish buildings except 
St Patrick's church, and the construction of a 100 storey 
tower building on the site.388 At this time the archdiocese 
was also considering relocating the Catholic Institute of 
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Sydney (formerly St Patrick's Seminary) and the Veech 
Library from Manly to the St Patrick's site, and also 
brokering an absorption there of the existing religious 
order owned seminaries at Hunters Hill (Marist), 
Kensington (Missionaries of the Sacred Heart) , and 
Turramurra (Columbans}.389 

When the Octavius plans failed to come to any 
successful conclusion, Leighton Properties were given 
an exclusive authorisation from the beginning of 1988 
for eight months, later extended, to prepare plans and 
designs and make a submission regarding the site.390 

The period covered in this chapter, from the late 1960s 
until the late 1980s, saw both the zenith of the city 
shrine church model at St Patrick's, and the beginnings 
of its demise. Shortly after commencing as parish 
priest in 1969, Allan Connors introduced a further four 
Sunday afternoon and evening Masses, bringing the 
total number of Sunday Masses at St Patrick's to twelve. 
The brief flirtation with a midnight Mass in the early 
1970s saw the total rise to 13. In addition, there were 
four Sunday Masses at Marist chapel, and a further 
Sunday Mass at St Brigid's, Millers Point. There were 6 
weekday Masses at St Patrick's, and "all day, every day" 
confessions from 7am until 8.30pm. 

Twenty years later, in response to manpower 
constraints and a significant downturn in demand for 
the sacrament of confession, the church programme in 
place by the late 1960s was beginning to be dismantled. 
While no significant reduction occurred in regard to 
Mass times at St Patrick's, the "all day, every day" regime 
of confessions was drastically curtailed. These years 
also saw the reduction of Marist chapel from a vibrant 
operation with three daily Masses (four on Sundays) and 
priests on duty throughout the day, to an unmanned 
Mass centre, with three Sunday Masses, and a single 
weekday Mass. 

All these developments, both the boom and the bust 
phases, were in a real sense equally creative, and equally 
responses to needs and circumstances. Allan Connors' 
expansion of the Mass and reconciliation programme in 
the late 1960s was of course a further extension of the 
Hurley-Nowlan model, but it was at the same time an 
ability to recognise that the time was ripe for initiating 
that extension. Similarly, by the mid-eighties, Tom Ryan 
was able to recognise that circumstances were changing 
both in regard to patterns of attendance and availability 
of priests , and to proactively devise a workable solution 
which enabled St Patrick 's to successfully negotiate a 
major transition with a minimum of disruption. 



N eville Byrne was appointed parish priest of St 
Patrick's for a second time at the beginning 

of 1988, and asked the provincial administration to 
establish a small committee of Marists to assist him 
in assessing the various development proposals which 
were beginning to surface. While the ultimate decision 
regarding the site would rest with the archdiocese. the 
views of the parish priest and the Marists at St Patrick's 
would be significant. 

Accordingly a committee consisting of former parish 
priest, Allan Connors; St Patrick's staff member, Keith 
Shepherd: and Marist vicar provincial, Brian Murray, 
began working with Neville Byrne from mid 1988 to 
consider various proposals from a Marist viewpoint.lOt 

This committee functioned for the six years of Neville 
Byrne's term as parish priest, with Peter Eastwick 
replacing Keith Shepherd from the beginning of 1989, 
and Peter McMurrich taking over from Brian Murray at 
the beginning of 1992. 

Easter, 1988, was a typically busy time for the St 
Patrick's staff, but the days of six priests hearing 
confessions continuously from early in the morning 
until mid-evening for the whole of Holy Week were long 
gone: 

The recent Easter ceremonies were well attended -
numbers were up on recent years but confessions 

while plentiful, are not like they used to be - on a few 
occasions three confessors were required to meet 
the onslaught but most times two were sufficient.392 

Later that year the future of Marist chapel was thrown 
into doubt when the St Vincent de Paul Society sold the 
building in which it was located to the AMP Society. By 
this time services at the chapel had been scaled back 
considerably when compared to the heady days of the 
1960s and 1970s. The position had clarified somewhat 
by mid-1989, with AMP indicating that they had no 
immediate plans to redevelop the site, and that they were 
willing to allow the chapel to continue its occupancy 
at a peppercorn rent until the premises were needed 
sometime in the future.393 

Laurence Hannigan joined the staff from the beginning 
of 1989, James Harding arrived in 1990, Tom Fulcher in 
1991, and Alan Russell and Terry Kelly in 1992. 

In mid 1989 the Catholic Education Office announced 
that St Patrick's girls' secondary school would close its 
doors at the end of 1990. The announcement caused 
great distress within the school community of teachers 
and parents, and there were protests and calls for a 
review of the decision. Claims were made that the 
closure was being driven by greed and a desire to free 
up the school site for its incorporation in development 
proposals being floated for the St Patrick's site. While the 



timing of the closure seemed suspicious, and while the 
closure of the school was certainly very advantageous 
for a future redevelopment of the total site, there were 
genuine issues around falling enrolments and the need 
to reallocate resources to urgent educational needs in 
Sydney's outer western suburbs.394 

Aloysius Van Houte sm 
On 20 March, 1990, Aloysius Van Houte died in Sydney 

Hospital following a fall in his room several days earlier. 
He had been on the staff at St Patrick's since 1956, and 
was easily the most popular confessor at St Patrick's since 
Peter Piquet. Fr Van, as he was affectionately known, 
averaged about four hours a day in the confessional, six 
days a week. When he walked towards his confessional, 
two, three, or four rows of people were likely to be 
waiting. He was a much loved and popular confessor, 
ever ready to emphasise God's mercy and the possibility 
of a new beginning. He remained forward thinking and 
open despite his advancing years, and was unfazed by the 
many changes and developments following the Second 
Vatican Council. One of his colleagues estimated that 
Fr Van had heard well over a million confessions at St 
Patrick's by the time he died in March, 1990. 

Finally a Development 
Meanwhile, things were moving slowly on the site 

redevelopment front. Over recent years there had been 
a significant shift within the Sydney Cove Authority 
away from development and more towards heritage 
conservation. The likelihood of the parish and the 
archdiocese gaining a massive financial return from a 
radical reworking of the site was becoming more and 
more remote. By mid 1990 the proposed joint venture 
with Leightons had all but run out of steam: 

Just at the moment the prospects are not so bright; 
heritage considerations could put pressure on us to 
retain most of the buildings.395 

Three years later another player had arrived on the 
scene, and prospects were looking a little brighter: 

Sydney Cove Redevelopment Authority [sic] is 
considering Guidelines presented by ATP Peddle 
Thorp on behalf of the Archdiocese and the Parish 
of St Patrick's as a basis for the submission of a 
development application for the project, and has 
encouraged the Archdiocese and Parish to submit a 
development application.'96 

But this too would prove to be a false dawn, and 
following this third failure of a joint venture development 
the archdiocese began looking in the direction of itself 

Fr Aloysius Van Houte Sill 

constructing a residential tower on a part of the parish 
property in order to finance restoration and renovation 
of the church and associated heritage buildings, and 
hopefully to realise at least a modest profit after all the 
bills had been paid. 

Early in 1994 the Sydney Cove Authority invited 
public comment on a proposal from the archdiocese 
of Sydney for a 39 level residential tower, with church, 
convent, convent chapel, business college, hall & 
presbytery all retained.3'17 The proposal attracted little 
negative comment, and after the shape of the residential 
tower was adjusted to minimise shadow falls on nearby 
Lang Park, in principle approval was given by the Sydney 
Cove Authority and the City of Sydney.'98 Approval for 
the residential development was given on condition that 
the Church spend six or seven million dollars restoring 
its heritage buildings.399 

A Time of Change 
The year 1994 saw significant staff changes at St 

Patrick's as a result of a perception within the Marist 
provincial administration that in its 150th year, St 
Patrick's was urgently in need of some radical change. 
The tried and tested programme of Masses and 
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extended hours for confessions was still being faithfully 
maintained, but the staff was aging, energy levels were 
low, and with the existing staff there was little prospect 
of change and innovation. 

Accordingly, only one member of the 1993 staff, James 
Harding, remained at St Patrick's for 1994. Paul Cooney 
was appointed parish priest , and Garry Reynolds, Terry 
Garrett, and Michael Carroll joined the staff at the 
beginning of the year; in September, a former superior 
general of the order, John Jago, joined the team, and 
Roger Bellemore was appointed from the beginning of 
1995. In addition, a Dominican sister, Jill Shirvington, 
was appointed as liturgy coordinator, and a Marist sister, 
Gemma Pearson, had pastoral responsibility for the 
residential sections of the parish centred on St Brigid's 
church at Millers Point. 

Finally, Reg Keating, who had worked at Marist chapel 
in its glory days in the late 60s, joined the team from mid 
1995 on a trial basis to see if he could breathe some life 
into the Marist chapel, which had basically become an 
unmanned Mass centre, down to a single Mass per day. 
Despite parking himself at the chapel from morning to 
night, three days a week, and trialing various initiatives, 
Keating was forced to admit defeat after 18 months. A 
combination of a diminished number of office workers 
in that section of the city and less devotional enthusiasm 
among Catholics meant that the crowds didn't come 
back. 

The chapel continued on as a centre for a single daily 
Mass until 2005, when AMP Capital Investors told the 
parish that it finally needed to take over the site. The 
last Mass was held on Sunday, 20 November, 2005, with 
Allan Connors, who had founded the chapel in 1966, 
returning to preside at the finalliturgy.400 

The new team under Paul Cooney recognised as one 
of their priorities the importance of continuity with the 
time-honoured programme of Masses and confessions, 
and perpetual adoration, which had been the staple 
diet at St Patrick's for the last 60 years. But they also 
wanted to break new ground. The appointment of Sr 
Jill Shirvington as liturgy co-ordinator signalled a 
desire to move in the direction of a more integrated 
and professional approach to celebrating the liturgy. 
There was a conscious effort to involve members of 
the congregation at all Masses as scripture readers and 
eucharistic ministers, one area where St Patrick's had 
been slow to move in comparison with other parishes. 

There was also a greater commitment to team 
ministry than may have existed at times in the past, with 
an hour-long weekly team meeting and an emphasis 
on consensus decision making and a co-ordinated 
approach to doing things. Finding new ways to connect 
with the people in the pews was also important for 
the new team, arising from an acknowledgment that 
the service-delivery model of multiple Masses and 
confessions inevitably resulted in a certain anonymity 
and distance between priests and people. 

By early 1995 prospects fo r the redevelopment of 
the St Patrick's site were again looking grim. The 
archdiocese and parish had appointed Tom Forgan as 
project manager for the apartment tower project, to 
be called William Davis apartments. The hope was to 
sell at least 75% of the apartments off the plan, at which 
point construction of the building could commence, and 
the parallel project of restoring the church and other 
heritage buildings could also get under way. But at the 
end of March, 1995, the news coming out of St Patrick's 
was all bad: 

The William Davis apartments and the redevelopment 
project is not moving as quickly as we had hoped. 
Various market and interest rate pressures have 
slowed the rate of sales 'Off the Plan' for the units 
in the Davis Tower. The commencement of the 
demolition and building is not to take place before 
contracts are signed to 75% of the accommodation. 
At this time various options are being considered by 
the Cardinal and his advisers".401 

The option that finally won the day was for the 
archdiocese to forget about developing an apartment 
complex itself, and to sell or long term lease the available 
land to someone else. In December, 1996, a Singaporean 
group, operating as Raffles on Harrington, paid a deposit 
to purchase the former State Clothing Factory site and 
the 1914 hall building from the parish for a residential 
development. With the prospect of finally having some 
money in the bank, the archdiocese and parish were at 
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last able to proceed with the restoration project for the 
church and other heritage buildings. 

In August , 1996, Paul Cooney was sent overseas for 
12 months for further studies, and during his absence 
Garry Reynolds was acting parish priest. Paul Cooney 
returned in June, 1997, by which time Luke Holohan 
had joined the staff. 

Restoration Project 
At the beginning of 1997 the heritage conservation 

project commenced on the St Patrick 's site with 
a mandatory archaeological dig at the rear of the 
presbytery, and beneath the floor of the 1914 parish 
hall."" This work was completed in early May, and it 
was at this time that the heritage architect John Graham 
was appointed as project architect. Graham was already 
familiar with the site and its heritage conservation 
potential. having produced a Conservation Plan for the 
site in 1993.4<)3 

Shortly afterwards, Colin Ging and associates were 
appointed as project managers.- By the end of June, 
1997, Raffles on Harrington had still not settled the 
contract, but it was decided nevertheless to push on 
with the restoration of the parish build ings.4<l5 

Towards the end of 1997 some preliminary demolition 
work was commenced on the parish site and Prism 
Studios, a firm of liturgical consultants based in 
Melbourne were appointed to facilitate a parish 
consultation and reflection with regard to liturgica l 
aspects of the restored church interior.406 At that time 
a survey was distributed to Mass attendees, inviting 
feedback on possible changes to the church interior, 
including alterations and additions to the church 
sanctuar y area, provision of air-conditioning and new 
lighting, and improved entry and exit areas. 

Consultation 
Early in 1998 several public meetings were held. The 

rather bland report which appeared in the Marists' 
monthly province newsletter did not quite do justice to 
some of the dynamics operating: 

... the parish has been hosting a series of 
public meetings on liturgical issues, with a 
view to informing parishioners about sanctuary 
remodelling possibilities and at the same t ime 
receiving viewpoints and ideas from the people in 
the pews."" 

I n fact, this information and consultation process was 
running into some heavy weather, brought about by: 
firstly, the iconic status of St Patrick's as a city shrine 
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Above: 1914 Parish hall, photographed in 2009 aft er it hasd 
passed from parish hands and had become the Belgian Beer Hall 

Below: Development Site, including former parish hall, 
November 1996 



St Patrick's church interior being prepared for restoration, 1999 

church and the implications of that status; secondly, 
a concerted campaign by some conservative elements 
within the wider Catholic community to block any 
change to the internal configuration and furnishing of 
the church; and finally, the reality that the liturgical 
consultants and the parish authorities probably had 
hopes and expectations about changes to the sanctuary 
layout, which, while not especially radical, were 
nevertheless in advance of what most regular attendees 
at St Patrick's were willing to enterta in. 

Conducting a consultation ofSt Patrick's "parishioners" 
through surveys and public meetings turned out to be 
a hazardous exercise. In a typical suburban parish, the 
parishioners are defined by those people who live within 
the territorial boundaries of the parish, or who may 
live elsewhere but who attend Sunday worship there 
on a regular basis. The answer to the question "Who 
is a parishioner of St Patrick's?" is much more elusive, 
since people from all over Sydney who may attend only 
occasionally, or even never at all, may still have a strong 
sense of ownership of the church. In addition, because 
of its nature and history as a prominent city shrine 
church, there is also the potential for St Patrick's to take 
on symbolic status for any groups waging ideological 
battles within the wider Catholic community. 

The meetings which were held generated a considerable 
degree of heat, and made the parish and the archdiocese 
extremely and understandably cautious about significant 
internal alterations. 

Garry Reynolds sm 
By this time (1998) Garry Reynolds had taken over 

from Paul Cooney as parish priest, and it would be to 
him that would fall the responsibility for guiding the 
parish through six years of massive disruption when 
one by one its heritage buildings were stripped back to 
basics and then renovated and restored. 

The parish was fortunate in having the right man in 
the right place at the right time. As a former provincial 
and secondary college principal, Garry Reynolds was an 
experienced administrator, and he combined th is with 
exceptional relationship skills. His ability to relate easily 
with architects, building managers, and tradesmen 
ensured that the project proceeded in an atmosphere of 
good will and harmony. In this area he was assisted by 
Br Terry Garrett, who had been on the St Patrick's staff 
since 1994, and who also had a natural ability to relate 
well at all levels with those involved in the project. 

Parish staffing remained generally stable in these 
years, with just one or two changes year by year; James 
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Collins and Chris Austin joined the team in 1998; John 
Worthington in 1999; Paul Pearce and Oscar Ichiba in 
2000; Tom Fulcher in 2001. 

In June, 1998, the Sisters of Mercy permanently 
vacated the convent building in Harrington street which 
had been their home since 1893, and brought to an end 
a total period of 133 years in St Patrick's parish since the 
arrival of the first sisters in 1865. While the move made 
sense on practical grounds, and their role in providing 
education in the parish had already ended (the girls' 
high school closed in 1990, and the commercial college 
relocated elsewhere in 1996), the departure was an 
occasion of understandable sadness for members of 
the remaining religious community, several of whom 
had spent many years of their lives at St Patrick's; it 
also represented the closure of their very first Sydney 
foundation.408 

Significant progress had been made by October, 
1998, in the preparation of architects' plans, and it was 
expected that tenders would be called before the end of 
the year with a view to work commencing early in 1999. 
The successful tenderer, A.W.Edwards, had taken over 
the site by February, 1999, and commenced work initially 
on the church crypt, to convert it into a multi-function 
gathering area. When this work was completed by June, 
1999, the crypt was able to be used as a temporary 
church, with the restoration of the church above taking 
place in the second half of the year."'" 

As the bills started to come in for the restoration 
work, the parish recognised the need for additional 
funds, and on 21 September a fundraising campaign to 
raise a further $2.5 million was launched at the Brooklyn 
Hotel, in George street. Speakers were Garry Reynolds, 
heritage architect John Graham, and chairman of the St 
Patrick's fundraising committee, Malcolm Irving. 

It was at this time also that a decision was taken 
to commission a new pipe-organ to replace the 1895 
Anneessens instrument which was deemed to be 
beyond restoration. In October, 1999, Garry Reynolds, 
and Ken Martin, one of the church organists, travelled 
to Padua in Italy to meet representatives of the most 
attractive tenderer, Fratelli Ruffatti, and to further refine 
the details of a contract. Following this trip, a contract 
was finalised with Fratelli Ruffatti.410 

St Patrick's church reopened following restoration 
on Tuesday, 30 November, 1999, and the Catholic 
archbishop of Sydney, cardinal Edward Clancy, presided 
at a formal reopening Mass on Sunday, December 19. 

Meanwhile work was also well under way on the 
restoration of the convent building on the corner of 
Grosvenor and Harrington streets, and the decision had 

Top: Convent Chapel under restoration early 200l. 

Bottom: Restored Convent Chapel, 2001 

been made that this would become the new residence for 
the Marist community. On 10 April, 2000, A.W.Edwards 
handed over the keys, and three days later the Marists 
relocated from the existing presbytery to their new 
home.4l1 

With the completion of work on the church and convent, 
the builder proceeded to restoration and renovation of 
the former St Patrick's Business College building (to be 
used for parish offices and the Aquinas academy); the 
former presbytery (to be leased commercially by the 
parish); and the free- standing convent chapel located in 
the church courtyard. By the end of 2000 the completion 
of the total project was in sight: 
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Clockwise: St Patrick's choir gallery under restoration, 1999; 
Ruffatti organ following installation in 2004; 

St Patrick's church being re-slated, 1999 

The final chapter in the redevelopment of the 
St Patrick's site is soon to be written, with a 
development application now approved fo r the 
removal of the grotto, restoration of the Sisters' 
chapel, and completion of courtyard paving. The 
work will commence early in the new year, and will 
take around 2 months .412 

In fact work on the convent chapel and courtyard was 
not completed until mid-2001. By this time a decision 
had been made to use the restored cha pel as a coffee
shop and bookshop, and St Patrick's Courtyard Coffee 
Shop was blessed and dedicated on Saturday, 14 July. 

It opened for business fo r the first time on Monday, 23 
July, 2001, with Sr Judith de Montfort smsm, recently 
appointed to the parish team, as manager. She joined her 
sister, and sister in religion, Sr Jill de Montfort smsm, 
who was already working at St Patrick's as a replacement 
for Sr Jill Shirvington.413 

Twelve months later, at the end of May, 2002, 
A.W.Edwards completed restoration work on the former 
presbytery.'14 By this time they had already commenced 
a new project for the parish, the restoration of St Brigid's 
church in Millers Point, which was closed from March, 
2002, until the end of June. A second stage project at St 
Brigid's saw the demolition of the 1868 hall attached to 
the church wall, and the construction from late 2002 of 
a free-standing community centre.'1S 

New Organ 
The year 2003 would be Garry Reynolds' last year as 

parish priest, coinciding neatly with the completion of 
the St Patrick's restoration project. The last piece in 
the jigsaw was the installation of the new Ruffatti pipe
organ, which occurred in November and December, 
2003. Unlike the earlier Anneessens organ, the Ruffatti 
organ and its housing occupied a Significant amount 
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of space in the gallery, and completely blocked from 
interior view the stained glass windows above the main 
entrance, installed in August, 1920. 

The organ was introduced to the people of Sydney on 
the evening of Monday 9 February, 2004, when the church 
was bursting at the seams for a special concert featuring 
organists Sergio de Pieri and Godelieve Ghavalas, and 
the St Patrick's Chorale under the direction of Adrian 
Bendt. The Bendt family have had a long association 
with choral music at St Patrick's. Adrian's mother, 
Michelle, was associated with the choir in the 1950s, 
and she assisted at Christmas and Easter in the 1980s 
when Martin Cooke was running the choir. Adrian 
himself joined the choir in 1990 when John Brosnan was 
in charge, and shortly afterwards became choirmaster, 
a position he retains to the present day. 

One consequence of the redevelopment of the 
St Patrick's site has been an enormous increase in 
administration and management tasks. The restored 
bUildings feature sophisticated security, lighting, smoke 
detection, and air conditioning systems, requiring 
constant maintenance and monitoring. In addition, the 
parish now has the responsibility of relating to a number 
of commercial clients who have taken up rented office 
space and car parking facilities created through the 
redevelopment. Finally, the restored church has become 
increasingly popular for weddings and baptisms. 

Prior to the redevelopment of the site, administrative 
tasks were adequately discharged by the parish priest 
and two secretaries, Mrs Fay Shakeshaft and Mrs Leonie 
Waterson. However, by early 2003 it was becoming 
abundantly clear that a further level of management was 
necessary, and in August of that year Mr Tony Brooker 
commenced work as full time parish manager. 

On 1 January, 2004, Garry Reynolds handed over care 
of the parish to Peter McMurrich, who had joined the 
St Patrick's staff along with Ray Chapman at the 
beginning of 2002. The St Patrick's staff at the beginning 
of 2004 consisted of Peter McMurrich, Jim Harding, 
Luke Holohan, Pat McCabe, Anthony Reilly, and 
Patrick Kervin. 

St Patrick's begins the 21st century with all its heritage 
buildings fully restored and adapted for the needs of the 
parish in the years ahead. What those years will bring 
is far from certain. Compared to the boom years of the 
1950s and 1960s, Mass congregations and numbers 
approaching the sacrament of reconciliation at St 
Patrick's have declined considerably. Yet this needs to 
be seen in the overall context of the Catholic Church 
in Australia, where weekly attendance by Catholics at 
Sunday Mass has dropped from 50% in the 1950s to 
around 13% currently, and where in most parishes there 
is minimal interest in the sacrament of reconciliation. 

Against this backdrop, numbers attending Masses 
and confession at St Patrick's continue to be impressive, 
with around 800 confessions weekly, and around 4,000 
total attendance at the 45 Masses celebrated each week. 
In the 12 hours or so that the church is open each day, 
rarely is it ever empty, with a constant stream of people 
calling in to say a prayer, light a candle, confess their 
sins, or catch a Mass. 

St Patrick's has existed for almost 170 years. In the 
beginning there was William Davis, who gave the land 
and made substantial donations towards the building 
fabric . Later came John McEncroe, outstanding pioneer 
priest, and the last of the diocesan clergy to minister 
at St Patrick's. The Marist era began in 1868 with the 
holy and dedicated Joseph Monnier, the first in a 60 
year line of French Marist pastors. Later came Peter Le 
Rennetel, the greatly loved Peter Piquet, and the third 
part of the French shamrock, Augustin Ginisty. In 1926 
the New Zealand Marist province provided Daniel 
Hurley, who fell in love with Australia and St Patrick's, 
saw the potential. and created a city shrine church, and 
successfully plotted and schemed for the establishment 
of an Australian Marist province. Since then, Australian 
Marists have ministered in the church, with Robert 
Nowlan, Allan Connors, Neville Byrne, Tom Ryan, 
Paul Cooney, and Garry Reynolds making particular 
contributions to the development and continuation of a 
vibrant ministry at St Patrick's. 

6.20pm, Thursday 18 March, 2010. The front doors ofSt Patrick's church swing shut as another day ends. 
Like every other day, this day has brought its mixture of Mass-goers, penitents, tourists, contemplatives, 
the eccentric, the deeply troubled, and those who have experienced peace and reassurance by lighting 
a candle or sitting quietly to pray. It's now 170 years since bishop Polding blessed the foundation stone 
of this sacred place. He wanted a church on this site so that, as he put it, "the harmonising influence 
of religion" might be present here. Perhaps we would use different words, but we understand what he 
meant. St Patrick's is a church with a rich and proud history; it continues to be a place where human 
weakness and frailty discovers anew the reality of God's abundant love and forgiveness. 
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