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Holy Spirit Province History…Part 2   (1887-1928) 

The first foundation of the Passionists in an English-speaking 
country was the Province of St. Joseph. Fr Dominic Barberi CP 
and Fr Amadeus McBride CP an Irishman who had joined the 
Passionists in Italy, arrived in England from Italy, on October 
7th 1841. They established the first community at Aston Hall, 
near Stone, Staffordshire, in the mid-west of England, on 17 

Feb, 1842. Growth in vocations was slow, but the Province was officially 
established in 1851.  

By 1856 there were only nine Passionist priests and three brothers from 
England, but despite this, in that same year the first Passionist community 
was established in Ireland, in Mount Argus, Dublin. Twenty-one years later, 
in 1887 four men came from this Province to establish the Passionist 
Congregation in Australia. As Holy Spirit Province celebrates one hundred 
years since its foundation on July 11th, 
there are striking similarities between 
those early years and the recent years, 
which we can reflect on a little later. 

In convoking the Provincial Chapter in 1890, forty-nine years after St Joseph’s 
Province had been founded, the Provincial of the time, Vincent Grogan, 
wrote that the previous Chapter had accepted an invitation from Cardinal 
Moran to make a foundation in Sydney. Vincent mentioned that “soon 
afterwards the Province gave four of its most useful and zealous priests to 
establish the Congregation in that chief diocese of Australia”. He added that 
three other priests and a brother had been also sent in the three years since 
the foundation.  
 
The Passionists in the United States had rejected an invitation to found an 
aboriginal mission in Western Queensland in 1880, and the General rejected a 
request put to him to accept the Vicariate of Cooktown, Northern 
Queensland soon afterwards. Approval was now given to undertake a 
mission to Australia and the General at the time, (Blessed) Bernard 
Silvestrelli, instructed Alphonsus O’Neill, the Superior of the mission that the 
men were to give missions and retreats and were not to enter into any 
arrangements for a foundation or accept any obligations for a permanent 
establishment in Australia. They were forbidden to purchase land, houses or 
property without permission from the General. 



  

 

 
The first group consisted of four Irishmen and one Englishman. 
Alphonsus O’Neill (see left) was aged 57. He had studied for four 
years in Rome and just completed a term as Provincial. His 
contribution in Australia was outstanding. Bro Lawrence Carr 
was 53, Colman Noonan was 27 and one year ordained and 
Patrick Fagan 27, was four years ordained. Marcellus Wright was 

English and was five years ordained.  
 
They were joined soon afterwards by Clement Cain who had been ordained 
two years, Joseph Cassidy who had been ordained four years and Bro 
Norbert McFadden. Joseph was sent to Australia because the weather was 
considered helpful for TB that he had contracted. Unfortunately, he died less 
than a year after his arrival in 1890, at age 27 and was buried in Australia.  

 
The early Passionists were given charge of the Cooks 
River-Marrickville mission in Sydney. This area 
belonged to the indigenous Cadigal-Wangal people 
who had inhabited the Marrickville area for seven 
thousand years. At the time the Passionists came it was 
a wild, sparse locality of thick virgin bush, swampland 

and a handful of cottages. It adjoined Newtown, Erskinville, Ashfield, 
Canterbury and Arncliffe.  
 
The Passionists had a small cottage in Fletcher Street, which was ‘swampy, 
unattractive and on the edge of the bush’. By 1890 they had built a house 
capable of accommodating the community, and established a foundation for 
the Novitiate at Goulburn, 250 kilometres way. The western part of 
Marrickville district included Dulwich Hill. 
When electric trams were introduced in 1906, 
larger estates were subdivided and people 
quickly moved there.  The Passionists were 
asked to build a parish in Dulwich Hill. St Paul 
of the Cross parish church was opened in 1907, 
but that district was handed over to the diocese the following year in 1908.  
 



  

 

The St Brigid’s parish community of Marrickville grew 
from three hundred in 1886 to nearly four thousand in 
1915. Fr Alphonsus Coen, a native Australian, was 
largely responsible for building ‘a magnificent temple’ 
as he modestly described it in 1915! Following 
Alphonsus’ unexpected and sudden death, the new 
parish priest Bertrand Mangan, promised donors that 
they would be enrolled as founders in the ‘Father 
Alphonsus Memorial Church’ and that his remains 
would be transferred to the new church to be built 
around his tomb. This never happened and the 
temporary shrine erected over 

his grave deteriorated. Garages were built over the 
now lost grave. The area was made into a garden 
in 2007.  
 
When the new church opened in 1921, it was the 
largest though incomplete Romanesque basilica in the Commonwealth.  
The next parish priest Casimir Maguire did much of the present-day 
furnishing. On Christmas Eve that year, nine priests each heard confessions 
for up to six hours. 
 

The pre-novitiate seminary high school opened in Goulburn in 
1890, the place of  novitiate.  Goulburn has bitterly cold 
winters, with mornings often below freezing point and water 
pipes frozen from morning frosts. There was no heating until a 
‘radio lamp’ was added to the chapel in 1912. There was no 
electricity until 1916 and judging from comments made in 
various correspondence, sleep for some students was often 

impossible because of the cold.  
 
In 1888 and 1889 Hilary O’Mara gave thirty missions. Four men (Clement 
Cain, Kevin McKeown, John McMullan and Frederick gave eighty-eight 
missions or retreats to clergy, religious, children, women and men in Western 
Australia in 1897. They lived under difficult conditions and had to undertake 
many long journeys by coach, horseback or bicycle. At times it was difficult 
to obtain fresh food and water and sometimes they had to share tents in 
mining areas. 
 



  

 

The purchase price and extension costs for 
Goulburn were funded over many years by 
bazaars, art-unions, parish collections and 
donations. Revenue was also raised by picking, 
packing and selling fruit from the garden. Since 
fixed income was forbidden, a special 
dispensation was regularly requested and given 
to ‘sell produce from the garden’.   
 
Given the almost continuous droughts of the 1880’s and 1890’s as well as the 
depression of the 1890’s, the financial position was serious. The parish 
missioners attached to the community undertook a great deal of mission and 
retreat ministry and in 1904 they took advantage of there being no novitiate 

class and conducted sixty-two missions and 
retreats. Despite so much work the bank 
balance at the end  of that year was just 7 
pounds, 1 shilling ($15). Vincent Grogan wrote 
to the General that he had refused six very 
promising young men from New Zealand 
who were willing to go to England or Rome to 

join the Congregation but could not afford the expense.  
 
In order to boost flagging finances, the Passionists accepted a parish in New 

Town, Hobart in 1893. The parish was working class and experienced 
problems of poverty as a result of the drought. Passionist debts soon 
outweighed income and the parish community became a drain on mainland 
finances.  
 
New Town community had attracted income earning religious from 
Goulburn to a non-paying ministry in Hobart and as a result, both 
communities suffered financially. The pro-Provincial in Australia wrote to 
his Provincial in 1895 “send us one or two thousand pounds to save this 
mission from ruin. I beg you to make no delay. Send us even one hundred 
pounds to meet the famine prices”.  
 

In 1896, following an invitation from the 
Archbishop of Adelaide, the Passionists moved 
into a crumbling twenty room mansion at Glen 
Osmond, which had most recently been the 
residence of Justice Boothby. They were given the 
pastoral oversight of most of the southern suburbs 
including Parkside, Burnside, Mitcham, 

Kingswood, part of Goodwood, Coromandel Valley, Belair and Blackwood, 



  

 

reaching twenty kilometres towards Port Noarlunga. Parkside became the 
center of this pastoral area. 
 
The diocesan situation in Adelaide had called on the 
Passionists to modify their aim of preaching missions and 
retreats. Until 1925, their primary energies were parochial. 
In 1923 when some of the Passionist parishes were given 
back to the diocese, the Bishop had insufficient clergy, 
since as Bishop he had sought to recruit Irish clergy and 
had given no support to the indigenising aims of the 
seminary in Manly, Sydney. This policy had lost credence 
by 1914 when three quarters of the clergy were Irish born, 
but fewer than five in a hundred Catholic laity were Irish-born. 
 
Many men from the home Province never returned, dying on the mission 
field. Some others did not live long after returning from Australia. Despite 
these troubles, and thanks to their incredible efforts, the mission flourished. 
In 1918 the Provincial reported that the material conditions were prosperous 
and that the Congregation enjoyed high esteem from the bishops, clergy and 
laity of the entire continent. He indicated that the time had almost arrived for 
a Province to be established.  
 

In 1891 two Australians 
(Leonard Brereton and Julian 
Byrne) were professed. Julian 
was the first Australian 

Passionist Brother. The following year, a 23 year-old student Seraphim 
McIvor who suffered from a similar chest complaint to Joseph Cassidy, was 
sent out from Ireland and ordained soon afterwards. After serving in New 
Town, Hobart, Seraphim headed to New Zealand to undertake some parish 
missions in 1894.   
 

He was one of 140 people who drowned when the 
ship ‘Wairarapa’ sank in Auckland harbour. A few 
years later, in 1902, thirty-seven-year-old Alfred Rees 
was drowned after suffering a heart attack at Glenelg 
beach in Adelaide. 
 

The Provincial, Vincent Grogan arrived for an extended visit in 1892. That 
same year Callistus Henry, who was two years, ordained, arrived and a few 
months later five more men arrived from Dublin.  
 
One of these men was a 22-year-old student Oswald Donnelly, who was 



  

 

ordained in Australia in 1895.  A number of young men were sent out here in 
this period, such as Kevin McKeown who was five years ordained and 
Gregory O’Callaghan who was three years ordained. They arrived in 1893, 
the same year that Alphonsus O’Neill returned to Ireland. 
 
We will explore more in Part 2b (To be continued………) 
By Fr.Brian Traynor CP 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 


