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How and why did the Catholic Church demonstrate its commitment to Catholic Education during the period 1850-1900?  

To understand the commitment of the Catholic Church made to education during the early years of Australia we need to look at the foundations of Australia and whether it was difficult for the Catholic Church to establish itself in a hostile new continent. The progression to established education centers in Australia was far more difficult for the Catholic church than one would expect in a new country,   I will investigate how it was that a religion such as Catholicism was given enough freedom to establish itself and why it was allowed to become a major religion in Australia, especially when the major participants, new arrivals to a new country like Australia were from Britain, a country that persecuted and distrusted the Catholic religion. I will investigate how and why the Catholic Church became so much stronger in Australia especially in the area of education in those early years.
With the establishment of British rule in Australia we need to understand that even though Britain was the enemy of the Catholic Church and the Catholic Church was viewed with suspicion and repulsion this religion was allowed to flourish in Australia.  The answer may well be in the ineptitude and lack of desire to establish Anglican religion in the early days. Surprisingly the first Governors of Australia did not hold highly religious opinions in fact no priest, bishops or other members of the clergy accompanied the first fleets, especially Catholic, “The Colony of New South Wales was founded when the Penal Laws of England were still in force, and so no Catholic priest was allowed to accompany the 300 Catholic Convicts with the First Fleet”
.  But Britain did not send any religious members at all in the first fleet and as a consequence there was not a great deal of competition for religious establishments, in fact the British did not establish any Churches for quite some time, and it was left to a small group of pilgrims to hold services which few attended.  Although many Irish convicts were merely nominal Catholics -- in fact, many were quite irreligious -- many others diligently and courageously kept their faith alive despite the fact that, for most of the next thirty years or so, priests were only sporadically available to provide them with the sacraments. However it was this lack of all religions that gave the Catholic religion an opportunity to compete, religion had deserted many of those new arrivals most of which were in chains and brought to Australia from an oppressed society, many had lost faith and those bringing them did not appear to care about religion, in fact most Anglican religious vicars were considered vulgar and  the arrival to such an unforgiving land with the struggle just to survive a priority and the feelings of being deserted to their own fate with no hope of a  return to  civilisation meant than many new arrivals were more concerned with simply staying alive or in survival, so much so that they did not have time nor did they care for religious ceremonies, the Catholic Church saw that education could be used to bring these back to the flock and started to develop a strong educational system that would work as an adjunct to normal religious ceremonies.

The main religious group of the British was the Anglican Church of England, but the main religion of the convicts tended towards Catholicism and there was still substantial opposition to the Catholic religion even though the Anglican religion in Australia was not strongly supported. Catholic’s could not be members of clubs or appointed to any positions of authority therefore the establishment of a Catholic education  in early Australia was seen as a way of breaking into the society and  became an integral part of the Catholic presence, although this  was not established until about the 1850’s it was still evolving  a level that was nothing like the level of educational support the  main stream were offering.
The Catholic Church began to gain power simply because many transportees were of Irish descent and therefore Catholic, in fact one-tenth of all convicts transported to Australia were Catholic, and half of these were born in Ireland, many of the new Australians were from persecuted Catholic groups in England and these were the ones that came or were brought to Australia. The lack of any religious fervour from the fleet allowed many Catholics to see an opportunity away from persecution to establish their religion.   “Between 1850 and 1890 most Irish arrivals to Victoria came as assisted immigrants, many escaping cultural repression in Ireland”
.  Catholic Emancipation in 1828
  “Catholic Emancipation or Catholic Relief, was a process in Great Britain and Ireland in the late 18th century and early 19th century which involved reducing and removing many of the restrictions on Roman Catholics which had been introduced by the Act of Uniformity, the Test Acts and the Penal Laws. Requirements to abjure the temporal and spiritual authority of the Pope and transubstantiation placed major burdens on Roman Catholics”  This process of emancipation helped improve status of Catholics in Britain and had a major impact  in a religiously tolerant Australia and this had an effect on administration in Australia which moved away  from the totalitarian   Anglican Church and on the Book of Common prayer which had been in use since the 16th Century into the tolerance and freedom of the 17th Century and this was particularly so in Australia . 
With immigration replacing transportation there was a massive influx of migrants from Europe especially from Italy “By the 1850s, there were already around 3,500 Italians and Swiss Italians in Victoria and New South Wales. More immigrants followed in the wake of the discovery of gold in Western Australia and copper in Queensland”
. These immigrants being predominantly Catholic combined with the Irish Catholics further secured the Catholic religion in Australia as these immigrants moved into the country they took with them the need to establish educational institutions.  This was demonstrated by the Catholics who were very capable in education and in the establishment of schools, so it fell to them to develop an educational system that suited the new immigrants. The capability of its educators who were also substantial pastoral leaders used the establishment of schools to promote their religion and these set up country schools which were based upon the Catholic religion.  

Often being the only school in the area they attracted others to the schools both Catholic and students from other denominations.   So in many respects the development of the schools helped secure the religion in Australia.  The establishment of educational institutions was the catalyst of the development of the Catholic Church although this was also not as straight forward as seen and many obstacles were placed ahead the establishment of schools.
There was however a beginning to Catholic education around this time and a timeline shows in 1846 Dom Salvado begins New Norcia Abbey in Western Australia, and in 1847 James Alepius Goold becomes first Catholic bishop of Melbourne in 1848 the Catholic Church in Australia is divided into provinces and dioceses, then in 1850 the University of Sydney is established which is of Catholic origin. It was a clever move to offer educational establishments during the period 1850 to 1900 because through them the Catholic religion increased in potential and the lack of substantial opposition from Protestant or Anglican Church allowed the catholic educational system to take a hold.

The Catholic Church began to establish itself but this was still not a secure and smooth transition and there were many hurdles to overcome, as the Anglican Church also gained popularity by the arrival of priests to the now established land of New Holland they put pressure on the Catholic religion.  “The Catholic Church has had its "Lost Generations" during the first 33 years of the colony, as the government took away all children born here to Catholic convicts, and baptised and reared them in the Church of England faith. This practice was stopped by the intervention of one of the first official Catholic Chaplains to the colony, Fr. John Joseph Therry who arrived in Sydney in May 1820”
  Although this may appear to be a concerted effort to subdue the Catholic influence it was never strong enough to counter the pastoral  benefits of the Catholic schools, that had now become an integral part of  rural Australia, and is great credit to the perseverance of the early Catholics and their  schools and colleges to retain and bring the Catholic religion to its position of importance during the period 1850 to 1900.

 To say that this was done purely through the establishment of its schools and educational institutions is not entirely true but without the schools I believe the Catholic position in Australia would have been substantially more vulnerable. Once established it was hard not to accept the benefit and pastoral effect of the schools, which had catered not only for Catholic students but because they were the only school in that area, catered also for students of other religious denominations. 

As bishops arrived they worked hard to retain and continue to establish the foundations of a Catholic education system that is today paramount in the future of Australia,  although many were Roman Bishops and there were major problems with the general school system in Australia; Catholic schools could not be non order and many were established with saintly titles,  this did not however prevent schools from attracting non Catholics and  later schools did become non order, but this was a long way down the track.

My school Corpus Christi College located on Murdoch Drive was established in 1983 and was the first non-order owned Catholic Secondary College in the Archdiocese of Perth. ‘Corpus Christi’ which means the ‘Body of Christ’ is a co-educational college.

There was substantial effort made to break the shackles of British influence and the Catholic Church had to ensure that the quality of education and pastoral support would retain students and encourage others to study at Catholic schools, but this was not  without problems  and it can probably be identified to a few people  like Mary MacKillop who’s exceptional work within the Catholic faith brought schools back from the brink, it was the quality and endeavour of the teachers at many of these early schools and colleges that attracted students with a willingness to learn.

The lack of religion in the beginning of this new land of Australia enabled the transportees to retain some hope of establishing the Catholic religion in a new country without competition from the established religions of Britain.  Then the new changes in Britain towards the Catholic religion helped ease the pressure of persecution which in turn allowed the establishment of a Catholic school regime during the 1850’s that not only served the Catholic community but also the new settlers. The impact of convict and immigrant populations that were in the majority from Catholic countries all contributed to the strength of the Catholic education system  in Australia and in particular to the establishment of Catholic religion  that is now so much an integral part of Australian society.

Peter J Faulks
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