E-BULLETIN #44
"Let the holiness of God shine forth" (cf. Mt 5,16)
item 86

PALLOTTI and the
aboriginal prefecture

Following the recent discovery that Vincent had actively reached out and encouraged the Marist
mission to the Vicariate Apostolic of Western Oceania [embracing Papua New Guinea and New Zealand]
we turn this time to the beginnings of the Church in Australia itself.
It seems that, prior to supporting the 1845 initiative of the Benedictines, already in 1842 Pallotti earlier
lent his weight to the beginnings of the church’s first aboriginal outreach in Eastern Australia. Again the
research of Divine Word Missionary Fr Ralph Wiltgens svd has to be acknowledged as the primary
source of this information – The Founding of the Roman Catholic Church in Oceania: 1825 to 1850.
This story has its origins in the beginning of the Colony, and the arrival of the First Fleet into Sydney
Harbour in 1788. These were British convict ships. Despite many of the Irish ‘offenders’ being Catholic it
was 1820 before formal permission was given by their British masters for the first two priests to travel
out. English Benedictine monks were endorsed to lead the early church, the most prominent of whom
was John Bede Polding. He was born in Liverpool in 1794 and joined the Benedictines in Downside
Abbey. He was to become Sydney’s first bishop [later archbishop] in 1835– technically a vicar apostolic
with the rank of titular bishop.
On arrival in 1834 Polding immediately recognised a critical need to
recruit staff for pastoral work and education. His jurisdiction
extended to the whole of modern Australia – the Vicariate of New
Holland and Van Diemen’s Land [now the State of Tasmania]! So in
November 1840 he returned to Europe. After visiting England and
Ireland he arrived back in Rome and accepted the hospitality of
fellow Benedictines in Trastevere. Wiltgens claims that Polding’s
principal intent while there was to persuade Rome to name more
bishops for Australia. Thus he wrote to Cardinal Fransoni of the
Evangelisation Congregation, on 19 Jan 1842, that ‘not only do we
need a large number of priests, so that the work of the Church may
continue to grow, but many bishops must also be sent into this
vineyard...’. This led, on 10 April that year, to the Australian hierarchy
being established, and the country divided into three Vicariates
Apostolic – New Holland [Sydney], South Australia [Adelaide] and
Van Diemen’s Land [Hobart – Tasmania].
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This is the background to an approach Polding made to Pallotti. To his credit he not only had his eye on
the pastoral care of Irish and English Catholics, but also on the aboriginal population. In January 1840, 10
months before departing back to Europe, he had already written to the Association for the Propagation
of the Faith [Lyon, France] ‘expressing deep regret that he does not have a priest whom he could send to
work among the aborigines’. In Rome he met one. Passionist Fr Raimondo Vaccari cp had been born
there. But while this man was anxious to volunteer for work amongst the aboriginals his Superior
General, Antonio di San Giacomo cp, refused permission! Vaccari made repeated requests, but in vain.
An approach by Polding himself was also ineffectual.
Both men then decided to ask others to intercede for them. Among those approached “were Cardinal
Orioli ofm...and also Fr Vincenzo Pallotti, who had founded the Society of the Catholic Apostolate [SAC] in
Rome in 1835 and ‘was considered by all in Rome to be a saint’.” Wiltgens goes on: ‘In spite of these
exhortations however the superior general was still unwilling to release Fr Vaccari for missionary work
among the aborigines’.
At that point higher church authorities stepped in and di San Giacomo was ordered to send him,
confirming later: ‘From then on I remained passive, assigning to him [i.e. Vaccari] the three companions
requested of me and I let him go’.
Interestingly in his negotiations with the Evangelisation Congregation Polding had made it clear that he
wanted the four Passionists to be under his jurisdiction just like the other priests in his territory. And
when Polding departed in June 1842 that was the impression he was under. However Gregory XVI had
other ideas. He had been persuaded by Cardinal Fransoni to appoint Vaccari as a prefect apostolic,
automatically raising his mission to the rank of prefecture apostolic. Juridically the mission to the
aborigines was removed from – by then – Archbishop Polding!
Inevitably this was to lead to many tensions. Together with Polding all fourteen others whom he had
recruited left from Liverpool aboard the Templar in November 1842, arriving into Sydney the following
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March. Believing that the Passionists [three Italian, one Swiss] were completely under his jurisdiction
Polding chose as their first ‘mission’ a location far up the eastern coast, at Dunwich on Stradbroke
Island [adjacent to modern Brisbane in the State of Queensland]. Sadly it did not endure and in 1846
three of the priests departed, and Vaccari himself the following year.
[For those interested in the completion of this story see attached the text of the sermon of Jesuit academic
Fr Frank Brennan sj, on the occasion of the Stradbroke Island Sesquicentenary, celebrated in the parish church on
16 August 2009]

COMMENT
The fact that the first outreach by the official church was to establish a prefecture apostolic for
aboriginal people, across virtually the whole of the country and independent of the hierarchy, is quite
extraordinary – which in turn begs the question as to whether anyone prevailed on Fransoni to make
that recommendation to Gregory XVI?
It is also open to conjecture whether Pallotti met two aboriginal young men from New Norcia who were
taken to Rome on a return trip with Abbot Salvado osb [one is buried at St Paul’s Outside the Walls].
They departed Fremantle with him on 09 Jan 1849, and after visiting London and crossing Europe
through Paris they arrived at the Benedictine Monastery of the Holy Trinity in Cava, south of Naples, on
05 Aug 1849 – where they entered the noviceship! Had they visited Rome en route then it is highly likely
that Salvado would have called on Pallotti and recounted with gratitude the story of what turned out to
be the miraculous painting he had been given in 1845, credited with stopping the fire at the New Norcia
monastery in December 1846]

item 87

from Hyderabad to Hobart Town
In his “Life of St Vincent Pallotti” Fr John S Gaynor sac heads Chapter V as ‘The
Universal Apostolate’. In it he discusses our Founder’s interest and influence
beyond Rome, tracing this to his solicitude for the training of future clergy and
therefore his close involvement with superiors of the colleges where this training
was being imparted to men from all across the world.
“The chief places where he carried out this apostolate were the Roman Seminary and
the Propaganda College in both of which he was for many years...the spiritual
director. In both establishments there were students from the English-speaking lands,
destined to become Prelates in later days”. One who enrolled in the Roman Seminary, Tobias Kirby, was
“later appointed Vice-Rector of the Irish College and his veneration for Pallotti led him to secure his services
for the spiritual instructions of the students and for retreats and conferences”.
Fr Jan Kupka sac, the director of our Pallotti Institute at the Generalate, dates Pallotti’s engagement at
these institutions as follows:
Sapienza University
Roman College
Propaganda Fide
Irish College

1819 1827 1833-1840
1836-1850
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Perhaps not surprisingly then, at the time of the First Vatican Council [1869-70], many of the English
speaking prelates who gathered were alumni of these colleges “who recollected Pallotti from their
student days and rejoiced to hear that the cause of his Beatification was under consideration. In order to
speed it up and to add the testimony of their gratitude they signed Postulatory Letters to the Holy See”.
Among these ex-students of Pallotti, Gaynor lists no less than four men who subsequently became
bishops in Australia:
Bishop James Quinn:

Bishop of Brisbane [Qld] 1859-1881

Bishop Timothy O’Mahony:

Bishop of Armidale [NSW] 1871-1877 – and later of Toronto,
Canada

Bishop Patrick Moran:

Bishop of Ossary in Ireland – and later Cardinal Archbishop
of Sydney [NSW] 1884-1911

In the case of the fourth there is quite fascinating Asia Oceania connection
through student Daniel Murphy. Born in Cork, Ireland, he was ordained in 1838
but his wish to travel to Australia was refused. Determined on missionary work he
went instead to Madras, India where, in 1845 he was recommended as coadjutor
bishop. Following his consecration back in Ireland in 1846 he was nominated vicarapostolic of Hyderabad, where he served until 1864.
Subsequently Daniel Murphy [right] was named bishop – later archbishop – of
Hobart Town, Australia where he took up office in April 1866. Among his
achievements he reconstructed the cathedral but, more significantly, was
instrumental in setting up the present system of Catholic education following the
withdrawal of state aid to church schools.

extracts: Ray Hevern sac [AU] – Shelley – AUSTRALIA
15.11.12
ray.h@pallottine.org.au
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