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FOREWORD
It appears to be almost inevitable that a major anniversary is accompanied by a call for a historical retrospect, whether that take
the form of an exhibition of historical photographs and memorabilia, an overview of what has been achieved, a celebratory gathering, and so on.
Often most challenging is the attempt to gather in book-form a reliable record of the ongoing history of the institution being celebrated, for not always have records been kept adequately, regularly or with much detail, - beside which the living history of such
an enterprise can rarely be fully captured in the pages of a book.
The above surely applies to the foundation of St. Joseph’s Parish, South Yarra, now 125 years ago. Yet it is surprising what can be
found. For the centenary in 1987 a 60-page cyclostyled booklet with limited illustration, was published under the chairmanship of
Peter John Bergin, while in 2011 Fr. Brian Buckley, in preparation for the present anniversary prepared a revised edition which added material newly come to light, as well as extending that history up to date, to April of that year.
More effort has been put into this edition, researching records in the public domain, creating an accurate timeline of major Parish
events, gathering photographs on a wide scale illustrating aspects of Parish life on a social level as well as depicting its sacramental
life and its efforts in education.
Notable in this collection is the shifting focus from a young vibrant community rich in young people, its growth towards and into
maturity facing the many challenges of changing circumstance, to the community we have today, multi-cultural, socially engaged,
but sadly, because of its inner-city location and therefore expensive living conditions, with fewer children and young families to
add fresh colour and new life to our more adult community.
It is my hope that this book will help to preserve a rich heritage, pride in our past, give energy to what is being done today, and
look forward to the future, confident that under and with God’s grace the work of living the Gospel will continue to flourish in this
community of St. Joseph’s and St. Thomas Aquinas in South Yarra.
Lastly, may I express my gratitude to contributors past and present for time and effort spent to bring this edition of our parish history to fruition.
Fr. Abel.
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IN THE BEGINNING AND BEFORE
The formation of St. Joseph’s Parish, South Yarra, on 25 October 1887, corresponded with the contemporary growth of both the Catholic Church, and the capital city, Melbourne, in the Colony of Victoria.
Melbourne had been established 52 years, the Catholic Church had been in Melbourne 48 years, and a Diocese of Australia Felix for 39 years.
The 'line' of St. Joseph's Parish, South Yarra, flowed from St. Francis Church, which was built and opened in
1842, by Father Patrick Bonaventure Geoghegan OFM, the first priest to celebrate Mass in Melbourne, on
Pentecost Sunday, 1839.
The priests at St. Francis were aware that the population was moving south of Melbourne, and organised a
public meeting in Brighton (1847) where arrangements were made to build a church and school in Centre
Road, Brighton. The first mass was celebrated on 20 April, 1948 2 and the area formed into a new mission, in
March 1853.3
The Mission of Brighton and Prahran was divided in September 1862, and Prahran was joined with St. Kilda
as a separate mission under the title St. Kilda.
After Dr. Corbett, the Rector of St. Mary's East St. Kilda, was consecrated as Bishop of Sale on 25 August,
1887, by the Archbishop of Melbourne, the Most Rev. T.J. Carr, the Archbishop appointed The Rev. John
Francis Fitzgerald first Pastor of St. Joseph's, South Yarra.4 And so the Mission (Parish) of South Yarra and
Toorak was created.
The Council of Trent, in 1563, decreed that throughout the Catholic Church, each Parish was to have a permanent Pastor assigned to it. Policy was that irremovable rectors were to be appointed. The Bishops of early
Australia created Missions as against Parishes, as they had an exemption from some Canon Law. The advent
of Cardinal Moran changed direction, to encompass the decisions of Trent. The third Synod of the Melbourne
Archdiocese held on 16 December 1887, decided that decrees 35-43 (concerning irremovable rectors) of the
Australian-New Zealand Plenary Council of 1885 be promulgated as law of the Archdiocese.
The 1887 Synod constituted five Missions (Geelong, Kyneton, South Melbourne, Kilmore and East St. Kilda) as
Parishes with irremovable rectors, while other priests of Missions were described as rectors.
Between 1890 and 1915 eleven more missions were declared parishes with RI’s: West Melbourne North Fitzroy, Elsternwick (now called Gardenvale) Daylesford, Williamstown, Brunswick, Essendon (now called Moonee Ponds), South Yarra, Carlton, Clifton Hill, North Melbourne. There have not been any more declared since.
The RI’s had a direct role in the nomination of Bishops. The second Vatican Council on 28 October 1965, legislated that "each Parish Priest should enjoy that security of tenure in his Parish as the good of souls requires." From that day all the sixteen RI's became Parish Priests.5
The search for land upon which to build a church to service the needs of the Catholic community in the South
Yarra area is recorded in the Victorian Lands Department.
“On the 16.12.1856 Dr. Geoghegan, Vicar General, requested from the Lands Department,
that two acres in the neighbourhood of Punt Road and Gardiner's Creek Road (Toorak Rd.)
be made available to the Church, because the land in question had been frequently applied
for other public purpose, the Bishop has instructed me to inform you that whilst other religious bodies had had land appropriated in the locality named for church purposes, no provision had been made for the requirements of the Roman Catholic population.”
On 7.1.1857, he requested one acre at St. Kilda Road and Gardiner’s Creek Road. The Lands Department finally approved the grant of two acres, next to the Wesleyan Reserve at the corner of Punt
Road and Commercial Road, on 14.2.1857.
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It is interesting that Fawkner Park, then called the South Park Reserve, was not fenced in until June 1857, and
it was permanently reserved from sale on 21 June, 1873.6 These dates would indicate the possibility that Dr.
Geoghegan believed the site for a church in Punt Road near Commercial Road would have been very suitable if
Fawkner Park land - then unreserved - had been sub-divided for housing.
This view is different from that held by contemporary historians, who postulate a theory that the site was distant from the area where the 'working class Irish lived', and therefore unsuitable. The writer* prefers to remain
with the view that over many centuries the church has accurately settled on a site, which would best service its
parishioners. Therefore, Dr. Geoghegan probably sought land in a developing area adjacent to a proposed subdivision (Fawkner Park Reserve), a sub-division which did not eventuate, much to the benefit of future generations.
The land was not built upon and because of changing sociological patterns, an application to sell the land was
made to the Government on 2.1.1878. On 25.11.1878 power to sell the land was granted, and gazetted on
29.11.1878.This site was sold for £5000.

The Advocate of 27 May, 1871, recorded an event which was probably the first fund-raiser for Church buildings
in South Yarra.
"A ball, under the auspices of the local branch, of the Irish Australian Catholic Benefit
Society was given in the Orderly Room St. Kilda, on Wednesday last, and proved a great
success. The splendid hall - one of the finest around Melbourne was suitably decorated
with flags, part of it being screened off for a supper room. Mr. G. Smart was the master of
ceremonies, and his excellent band gave entire satisfaction. There was a large attendance,
and all present appeared to thoroughly enjoy themselves. The only drawback to the
evening’s amusement was the manner in which the caterer, Mr. R.U. Miller supplied the
supper, and the refreshments which, was simply execrable and disgraceful. Great regret
was expressed by the committee on Mr. Miller's negligence. Supper over, the following
toasts were proposed and suitably responded to: "The Queen", "The Irish Australian Catholic Benefit Society", "Kindred Societies", "The Ladies", and "The Press". After speechmaking, dancing was resumed, and kept up with spirit until an early hour in the morning.
The proceeds which should be something considerable are to be equally divided between
the Emerald Hill Orphanage, and the fund for erecting a Chapel and school at South Yarra.” 7
The Irish Catholic Benefit Society was originally the St. Francis Catholic Benefit Society, founded in
1865, by members of the Melbourne Catholic Young Mens’ Society.
Its progress was such that is was found necessary to assume a name
suitable for development throughout Australia, i.e. Irish Australian
Catholic Benefit Society. Other societies, Ballarat Hibernian Benefit
Society and the Albury (NSW) Catholic Benefit Society, amalgamated in April 1871, to become the Hibernian Australasian Catholic Benefit Society.8

A branch No. 215 was formed at South Yarra on 19 February 1889.
The St Kilda Branch was No. 3. The HACBS merged with the Independent Order of Odd Fellows on 12 October 1983.

* This material was written by Peter Bergin 1987.
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FATHER JOHN FRANCIS FITZGERALD 1887-1891

When South Yarra was created a Mission, on 26 October 1887, Masses were celebrated on Sunday at the South Yarra Hall, near the Railway Station, at 8 and 10 o'clock. This site has been identified as 140-144 Toorak Road, the hall entrance as No. 142. The date on the facade (1889) may
represent a building after 1887, or as sometimes occurred, figures that were placed on a building
years after erection.

First masses were celebrated on the location of 140-144 Toorak Road

The first Parish Priest was the Rev Father John Francis Fitzgerald, who was educated in the Augustinian Monastery at Callan in County Kilkenny.
Following his ordination at All Hallows College, he arrived in Melbourne 5 November, 1867, on
the ship Champion of the Seas.
In the twenty years before his appointment to South Yarra, he had worked in missions all over
the Colony: Brighton, Warrnambool, Emerald Hill (South Melbourne), Elsternwick, Mortlake,
Hamilton, Stawell, and St. Patrick’s Cathedral.9
Fr. Fitzgerald was transferred to South Yarra from S.S. Peter and Paul Church, South Melbourne.
Coincidentally, he bore the same name as the street in which land had been purchased. The dimensions of the property purchased by the Church were a frontage to Fitzgerald Street of 305
feet and a depth of 155 feet.10 There were two houses on the land; one was used as a presbytery. The land was purchased for £4,100, a lesser amount than was realised on the Punt Road
land.
Fr. Fitzgerald performed the first baptism in the new Parish on 27 November, 1887. The recipient
of the sacrament was Frederick John Kyrou Fulbrooke, whose parents were John Thomas
Fulbrooke and Kate O'Brien of 1 Albion Street, South Yarra.11
The first marriage was on 31 December 1887, between Robert Joseph Clarke and Elizabeth Helen
Ross.12
Fr. Fitzgerald was early off the mark in building a church structure, and obtained approval from
Archbishop Carr on 13 December 1887, for the Altar Society of St. Joseph's Church South Yarra.
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The marriage certificate of the first Catholic wedding performed in South Yarra in 1887.
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An article in the Advocate in November 1887, referred to the appointment of the first Parish Priest.
"The Rev. J .F. Fitzgerald, who has been senior priest at SS Peter and Paul South Melbourne, for sometime past, has been given the charge of South Yarra, where with one exception, everything needed for a successful mission has to be created. But as there are a
zealous body of Catholics in the district and they have now got all to themselves, a priest
possessing the very highest qualifications for leading them, they are sure to cooperate
cordially and generously with the reverend gentleman, and as a consequence, it maybe
expected that within a very short time something like a transformation will take place in
the state of affairs".13
The next significant event in the life of the new mission, was the laying of the foundation stone for
the new buildings. The Advocate of the 10 March 1887 announced the coming event for Sunday 18
March.

".. .and the Mass will be celebrated on the ground in a pavilion erected for the occasion,
as the apartment in the presbytery which is temporarily used as a chapel, would not afford nearly enough accommodation for the large number of persons who are expected to
attend the function. The dedication sermon will be preached by the Venerable Archdeacon Slattery of Geelong. The undertaking in which the Rev. J. Fitzgerald the resident
priest, has now engaged is fully onerous as circumstances would justify or indeed, as
requirements demand, and if his parishioners and friends do not generously cooperate
with his efforts, the reverend gentleman may even find that his project was a little premature. There should, however, be no reason to apprehend such an experience in his case."
The foundation stone for the building was laid by Archbishop Carr. He said that, "... it is intended
to temporarily meet the needs of a church, and is also designed to serve the purpose of a school.”
He also referred to the new parish as that of "South Yarra and Toorak", and the peoples' address is
worded, "We, the Catholics of the Mission of South Yarra."14
During the proceedings Fr. Fitzgerald intimated that a gentleman in the parish had
most generously promised a donation of
£100 towards the building fund, on the condition that nine others gave equal sums. He
(Fr F.) was pleased to be able to announce
that he had received eight other promises of
like sums and he trusted that some other
parishioner would come forward to complete the condition. He was sure, he would
not be disappointed. He was conscious of
and duly appreciated the fact, that many of
the less wealthy parishioners had contributed most generously, some of them indeed to
such an extent as perhaps their means
scarcely justified. They would ,however, reap a rich reward. He was aware that there were many
that desired to contribute liberally, but found their means would not allow them to do so. He
might say there was no reason why they should not decide upon giving towards the work, as much
as they could afford, paying it in instalments as they might find it convenient. The collection
amounted to £320.15
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The church was opened on Sunday 25October, 1888. The cost inclusive of fittings and furniture was
about £3500. 16
Before the celebration of the 11 o'clock Mass, His Grace, Archbishop Carr, assisted by the Pastor
Rev Fitzgerald and the Rev G Byrne (South Melbourne) passed around the outside of the church,
blessing the walls and buttresses and concluded the ceremony by blessing the inner walls. Mass
was celebrated by Rev G Byrne, and a number of hymns were sung by the choir.
The occasional sermon was preached by Very Rev Prior Butler OCC, who read the Gospel proper
for the day, from Matthew chapter IX (17) The Advocate, described the building as follows:
"“The church has an entrance porch 12 feet by 10 feet, and nave 80 x 32, chancel 20 x 18 and
two sacristies each 18 x 12. The walls are 20 feet high the distance from floor to ridge is 45
feet. Internally the roof is open to the apex being formed of framed principals with Gothic
arched ribs, ceiling of wood, panelled and moulded. The exterior is of red bricks, with dressing
and tracery of Waurn Ponds free-stone, and base course of dressed blue-stone and concrete.
The front is enriched with a large traceried window and ornamental niches intended to receive
statues. The building throughout is designed in the Gothic style of architecture. The architects
are Messrs Tappin, Gilbert and Dennehy of Collins St. West".. 18
On Sunday 13 January 1889, “"the school was blessed by Archbishop Carr. The Rev Fr Fitzgerald
celebrated Mass, and the Rev Phelan, President of St. Patrick's College Goulburn, preached from
Isaiah, Chapter 6,1-6.”
The School was opened on the Monday, under the management of Mr F E O'Connell (late head
teacher of St. Patrick's Cathedral School) and Miss Whelan (who was first assistant of that institution).19 W. Leader is recorded as the singing teacher.
The building known as the "supper room/coffee room", and
which had been the school, carries registration board No. 49.
The Registered Schools Board of the Ministry of Education indicates that non-government schools we numbered on registration under the Teachers and Schools Act. 1905. St. Joseph's No.
49 was registered on 31 July 1906.
The building was either built in 1889 or 1892, probably the former, and has been recommended for the Register of Historic
Buildings. Late August 1891 saw Fr. Fitzgerald leave for a
"“well earned holiday in the old country" .20 The Baptismal Registers are witness to the pioneering
of the early Irish priests. For example, the
entries for January 1869, Brighton, all
written by Fr J F Fitzgerald read:

"January
1st.
Schnapper
Point
(Mornington): 2nd. Balnarring – one child
being that of John Buckley and Catherine
Dore, who gave the church site: 3rd.
(Sunday) Flinders – four children, one of
Peter Nolan who gave the church sites at
Shoreham and Flinders; 4th. Frankston:
9th. Brighton: 10th.(Sunday) Springvale:
19th. Rosebud near Dromana, also Tootgarook: 21st. Point Nepean: 22nd. Wannanene: 24th. (Sunday) Dandenong Creek:
26th. Bass: 28th Yallock" 21
St. Joseph’s Church before the addition of the tower and spire in 1923
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And all this on horseback.

After Fr Fitzgerald returned from Europe, he became ill and died at Carlton on the 3 September
1893, aged 52.
The Advocate reported on 9.9.1893:
"“It is with very great regret we announce the death of Rev Fr J F Fitzgerald which took
place at St. George’s Presbytery Carlton, on Sunday last. The reverend gentleman has
been in failing health for some months past, but his condition was not to cause anxiety to
his friends until within the past few weeks. The disease from which he suffered was an
affection of the brain, and notwithstanding the unremitting attendance and skill of his
medical attendant, Dr. P Molony, the reverend gentleman succumbed on Sunday last.
Fr Fitzgerald was born at Ballyduggan, parish of Grangemochlin, County Tipperary,
Ireland in 1841.”22
A further tribute appeared in the Austral Light.
“…The deceased gentleman was a brilliant mathematician and theologian and an indefatigable worker. Lately, owing to indifferent health, he was not able to take that active
part in the clerical administration for which some years ago he was so conspicuous. St.
Joseph's Church, South Yarra, is a worthy monument to his zeal and enthusiasm. May his
soul rest in peace."23
It is sad to examine his record of death, and find that no one was able to provide the statistician,
with the normal requirement – his parents’ names.
The Advocate reported on the 28 October, 1893:
"The will of the Rev J F Fitzgerald late of Coburg and formerly of South Yarra has been
lodged for probate. The value of the property which is all personally amounts to £1064.
The reverend gentleman left half of the estate to two brothers and three sisters, and the
remaining half as follows: one fifth to the Magdalen Asylum at Abbotsford, one fifth to
the Little Sisters of the Poor, and one fifth to Archbishop Carr for whatever he deems the
most desirable object, and one fifth for Masses for the testator’s soul.”24

St. Joseph’s School around 1900 showing the pre-existing wooden school/hall building
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FATHER ROBERT STANISLAUS BENSON. R I 1891-1925

Father Benson's appointment as the charge priest of the South Yarra Mission, was announced on
3 October 1891. He was transferred from Collingwood.
He carried on the building program, and on Sunday 14 August 1892 Archbishop Carr opened the
new school and extensions to the church.
Fr. Hallianan celebrated Mass, and the Very Rev. Dean Hegarty preached a powerful sermon
from the text: "Going therefore, teach ye all nations, baptising them in the name of the Father,
and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost."
The Advocate described the buildings as follows:

"The school, which will also serve the purposes of a public hall, is 75 feet in length by a
width of 33 feet, and a stage, 33 feet by 15 feet. The height of the ceiling is 25 feet 6
inches. The stage is fitted up with a handsome curtain and stage fittings. The material
used in the construction of the building is wood, and in the Gothic style, to harmonize
with the church. Ample sanitary accommodation is provided, to meet the requirements
of the Board of Health. The new gallery is a handsome addition to the church. It provides ample space for a large choir and organ, being 33 feet by 16 feet. The stairs are
fireproof. The Church itself has been decorated throughout, and the portion temporarily used for school purposes has been permanently opened to the congregation, this giving an additional space, which was seriously required. The total cost for the new
school, gallery and the improvements to the church is about £1158. The architects are
Messrs. Reed Smart and Tappin, and the contractor Mr. Broderick.The furnishing of
the church has been added to by a handsome cedar Gothic pulpit, made by Mr. J Curtin." 25
(This pulpit has been removed from the church and disintegrated in the open air, finally disappearing).
The next year saw further improvements within the church building. "The new altar is of a handsome and unique design" said the Advocate "by Mr. J. Curtain of St. Kilda Road, who has executed some of the finest specimens of altar work in the colony, and this latest effort of his skill worthily sustains his reputation in this regard. The Stations of the Cross are from the studio of Messrs.
Pellegrini and Co. The designs are altogether new to this colony, and the decoration for the work
is deserving of the highest praise. These additions will form very beautiful adornments to St. Joseph's Church, and the respected Rev R S Benson is to be congratulated on the acquisition of such
fine specimens of devotional art." 26
(The Stations of the Cross have been removed from the church, and are now in a rubbish tip).
The consecration and solemn opening of St. Patrick's Cathedral, took place on 31 October, 1897.
The subscription list credits contributions from Rev R. S Benson, £40.00, Rev G Bryne, £10 and
St. Joseph's Mission South Yarra, £100. 27
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The Hibernian Australasian Catholic Benefit Society gave a charter to form a South Yarra Branch
No. 215 in 1889. The St. Vincent de Paul Society established a branch at St Joseph's in 1898.
Archbishop Carr and Fr Benson, jointly insured the church, school and vestry for £2430.00 on
29.12.1899. The premium was £3.30 less 10% with the Manchester Fire Assurance Company. The
dwelling known as the Elms, with the contents belonging to Fr Benson, the stable and wash-house
werealso insured for £1500. 28
The foundation stone for the new (and existing)
Presbytery was laid by Archbishop Carr on 15
September, 1901.
The school had been staffed by lay teachers into
1905. The Sisters of the Good Samaritan, at
Glebe Point, Sydney, sought permission of Archbishop Carr in 1905 to send a community to
South Yarra, to take charge of the parochial
schools and to open a High School.
Foundation stone - Presbytery (now Priory) 1901

The Order purchased a property "Coblenz" (now Caroline House) Caroline Street, South Yarra,
which became known as Santa Maria Convent.
The Advocate 30 December 1905, noted that "“from the tower a panoramic view of the city and
suburbs can be gained - a fine view of the bay with its flotilla of ‘merchantmen’ stands out in bold
relief, whilst the Healesville chain of mountains rise in clear outline".
The Sisters commenced teaching at the High School and St Joseph's Primary School on 22 January
1906. The first South Yarra community consisted of four Sisters. The Superior was Mother Bernard.
The Sisters of the Good Samaritan of the Order of St Benedict, were founded by Bishop John Bede
Polding OSB in Sydney on 2 February, 1857.
In December 1906, South Yarra Mission was proclaimed a Parish with an irremovable rector (R I 30
An insurance policy of 1909 has been preserved. It was held by Archbishop Carr and Fr Benson
with Queensland Insurances. It covered St Joseph's school, club rooms, piano, billiard table, wash
room, stable, school room, amateur dramatic society room, for £2050, the premium was £15.30.0
less 10%. The contents policy was for £2800, premium £3.10.0 less 10%. 31
On 11 February 1912, Fr Benson opened the Chapel of Ease at Toorak, within the Parish of South
Yarra. It was named after St Stanislaus Kostka the patron of Catholic Poland. St Stanislaus was built
following several petitions from Toorak residents, the majority of the signatories were young Irish
women who worked as domestics for wealthy Toorak families, and who had difficulty in attending
church regularly because of the distance involved. The church was 50 feet by 30 feet. 32
This church stood until 1922, when a new sandstone church was
built on the site, called St. Peters. Shortly after it became the new
parish of Armadale/Toorak and then in 1929 the Parish of Toorak.)
On 15 March 1913, Archbishop Carr opened the extensions to the
church after 11am High Mass which was celebrated by Rev Fr Kenny.
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Father Benson said that at the 9.30 Mass on a Sunday, the
church was packed to suffocation and even standing room
was at a premium. He stated that the total expenditure on
the extensions was £3000 pounds and that arrangements
had been made to allow galleries to be easily erected in the
transepts.
After making some welcoming remarks to the Archbishop,
he said that we would ask the people, instead of applauding
to say a silent prayer for his Grace.
Archbishop Carr said that Dr Kenny and other speakers had
rendered themselves liable to all sorts of pains and penalties for using the word "Catholic". There was a section that
would have them prohibited from using that title. That was
nothing new. In St Augustine's time, the sects that had severed themselves from communion with the Holy See had
raised the same objection to the church's claim to that title.
St Augustine had asked which of them would be prepared
to claim for their body the title "Catholic". "If", he wrote,
"in any country you ask for the Catholic Church, not even
one of the sectaries will point to his conventicle". The same
unanswerable question might be asked today.

Foundation stone - extension of St. Joseph’s Church 1913

The Advocate said:
“The High Altar and side altars have been richly decorated in gold and colours suitable to the devotional character of each. The altars were built by Mr J Curtain, a pupil
of Pugin, the great gothic architect. The completed additions necessitated pulling down the old
chancel and small transepts, formerly used as sacristies. The new works comprise an extension
of the old nave (which is 32 feet by 31 feet) making it about 100 feet and an east west transept,
each 31 feet by 20 feet 6 inches. The new chancel is the width of the nave, 32 feet by 18 feet and
there are two new sacristies 18 x 18 x 14 respectively. The whole of the available ground has
been used, the back walls being right on the boundary.
There is a fine white plaster chancel arch with clustered columns, which have enriched gothic
foliated caps. The church has a Queensland pine boarded panelled ceiling, with ribs, moulding
and groined dormer lights. The transept roofs are carried out in accordance with the old nave
finish and handsome large cross principles at the junction of the nave and transepts. The windows are filled in with simple, but effective lead-light glazing. The old nave windows have had
the old common glazing taken out and replaced with similar work, symbolical designs being
introduced in the upper or head portion of each window.” 33

Another Chapel of Ease was erected
and opened on 21 February 1915.
Archbishop Carr blessed the building,
to be known as St Thomas Aquinas,
in Bromby Street South Yarra. The
site cost £1300 and the church £2000
pounds. 34 The chapel was restructured with a new front, at a cost of
£20,000 in 1954. Archbishop Mannix
blessed the building on 30 September 1954.
Foundation stone — St. Thomas Aquinas’ Church 1915
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The old wooden school/hall at St. Joseph's was
replaced with a two-storey brick building in
1917. The foundation stone was blessed by
Archbishop Mannix on 17 June 1917, this was an
historic occasion. Three weeks earlier Archbishop Carr had died suddenly, and this was the first
official function of Dr. Mannix as Archbishop of
Melbourne.
An unexpectedly large crowd of 3000 people
arrived, and as a consequence, Dr. Mannix
spoke from an upstairs balcony above the hall.
The advocate reported that the Archbishop said:
"“Fr Benson has dwelt on the fact this is my first appearance as Archbishop of Melbourne at
any function like this. That, is of course true. But to mark
the occasion, you, and Fr. Benson have raised me to an
altitude on this lofty balcony from which I speak, that is
never likely to be exceeded, no matter how long I remain in
Melbourne, and how many schools and presbyteries I bless
and open. I never expected to address a meeting from such
a height as this." 36
The Tribune reported the same event as follows:
“The old school has been converted into an infant classroom separated by an accordion folding screen, and there
is accommodation for 120 infants. It is roomy, well lighted
and ventilated and is ideal for infants, either for class or
kindergarten purposes. The new class rooms are designed
on the most up to date scientific and hygienic principles,
and have the very finest lighting and ventilation. The appointments are of the very best the school is commodious
and is convenient for pupils and superintendents. The approaches to the upper rooms are by
means of wide and easy staircases and balconies, the whole being executed in jarrah, there is
every convenience for the comfort of teachers and pupils. The lavatories are easy of access,
and precautions have been taken for the welfare of the pupils by fixing an up to date filter for
water drinking purposes. The hall is well designed; the lighting and ventilation are perfect,
and the acoustic properties excellent. The floor is the best kauri and is well suited to dancing.
There is a well balanced proscenium and the whole design is most pleasing. Interiorly and exteriorly, the effect is most harmonious. New fences have also been erected. The work well merited the eulogy of the Archbishop, who said the buildings were a monument to Mr. Bart Moriaty's skill and efficiency.” 37

The Parish arranged a concert for October 1918 which Archbishop Mannix was to attend at the
Prahran Town Hall. The Prahran Council (Officers) refused permission for the use of the hall, and
the concert went ahead in the parish hall.
The Advocate reported the event, which was held on 10 October 1918. St. Joseph's Hall was
crowded to the doors, many hundreds unable to gain admission. Special interest lent to the occasion was the presence of the Archbishop of Melbourne and visiting Prelates. The parishioners
availed themselves to protest against the arrogant action of the Prahran Council, in refusing the
Town Hall to an important factor in the community, the body of Catholic citizens and rate payers,
who it goes without saying, have a perfect right to the hall, to the building and undertakings of
which they contribute their fair quota. 38
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Above the entrance to the hall are the words: "SINATE PARVULOS AD ME VENIRE" (Allow the little
children to come to me).

A conservation study for the Prahran Council recommended that the building between the Church
and the Presbytery be added to the register of Historic Buildings. The recommendation has not yet
been considered. It appears that its author has presumed that there is a single building. The rear
section was built at least 28 years after the section fronting Fitzgerald Street. (See end of References).
Five years elapsed before the buildings were completed at St. Joseph`s. On 3 September 1922 Dr
Mannix opened the final additions, as reported by the Advocate:
"The additions and improvements have cost £9,000 and include a tower and spire for
St Joseph's church a baptistery, with stained glass memorial windows (the gift of
Miss D. Klaerr and Mrs. D. Leon), infants school rooms, and well laid out tennis
courts. The tower and spire give a fine appearance to the church, and all the other
buildings are on solid lines and of attractive design. The fine gate enclosing the baptistery was donated by Misses Leihy, of Moffat Street, South Yarra. Fr Benson said
this was a most important one for them in South Yarra, as it marked the completion
of their new buildings. What had been done, had set the crown on the work previously undertaken, and now the parish was fully catered for in a religious, educational
and social sense." 39
The baptismal font was last seen growing mushrooms in the Presbytery Grounds. The baptistery gate has been removed from the
church and now guards an entrance to Medley Place.
The Tribune reported that the day of the opening was the termination of a successful mission of the men of the parish. At the 7.30am
Mass, 300 men received Holy Communion. They sang a number of
hymns during mass and concluded with Faith of our Fathers. Fr
Benson said Mass assisted by Rev E Sheehy CM BA (St John's College Sydney) one of the Vincentian Fathers who gave the mission.
After the 11 o'clock Mass, his Grace confirmed about 250 school
children, and in the afternoon blessed and opened the additions to
the church buildings. 40

When the Archpriest McKenna died, Dean Benson was appointed to Geelong in charge of St.
Mary's in 1925. Monsignor Benson died 24 June 1941 and was buried at the Eastern Cemetery
Geelong. He was born at Adare, County Limerick in 1864, ordained at All Hallows 1887, and arrived
in Australia in the ship Austral the same year.

15

FR JOHN COLLINS R I 1925-1926

Fr Collins was appointed parish priest of South
Yarra, having been transferred from Elsternwick. He died on 30 November 1926.
Fr Collins was born at Newtownsandes, County
Kerry in 1870. He entered All Hallows in 1893.

FR THOMAS ENGLISH R I 1927-1948
Fr English had been a curate at St. Joseph's 1900-1905. He was appointed parish priest in 1927
after serving at Yarraville. During his period at South Yarra, he caused the building of a brick two
storey convent in Fitzgerald Street, opposite the church. The site cost 2,000 pounds and the building 4,500 pounds.
The Archbishop blessed and opened the convent on 5 May 1935. It was 30 years since the Sisters
of the Good Samaritan came to South Yarra. The building in Caroline Street was sold and the college conducted there transferred to Northcote. His Grace said that one of the first things that Fr
English had wished to do was to bring the Sisters closer to the parochial school where they could
do the best work. 41
In April 1941, the Presentation Sisters replaced the Sisters of the Good Samaritan at St Joseph's
school and convent. The first Superior was Mother Angela Bourke.
In October 1944, the Catholic Young Men's' Society began producing a monthly magazine ADSUM
meaning "I am present here". It was edited by Paul Vincent. The Spiritual Director of the CYMS
was Fr Randall.
The December 1944 issue of ADSUM referred to the South Yarra Branch having 35 members away
in the armed forces. The CYMS was then active in Football, Debating, Cricket, Indoor Sports
(Skipping, Darts, Quoits, and Deck Tennis).42
Fr English died at Mena House East Melbourne, on 15 April 1948 aged 82 years. He was born at
Solo Head, County Tipperary, and was ordained at All Hallows in 1891.

Celebration of 50 years of the
Presentation Sisters
Fitzgerald St Convent (1991).
Sr Patricia Kelly
Sr Michelle Kennon
Fr Neville McKie
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MONSIGNOR JAMES HANNAN DD PhD R I 1948-1975
At the time of his appointment to South Yarra, 'Mons' Hannan
was well known for his work-in the mission field. On 21 October 1937 by decree of the Sacred Congregation of Propaganda, he was appointed National Director in Australia of the
Pontifical Mission Aid Activities.43
Shortly after his arrival in 1949, he introduced a series of
weekly lectures on Catholicism.
These lectures were attended by both Catholic and nonCatholic, and led to both a better understanding of the
church's teachings and many conversions.
The 1950s probably represented the most active period of the Young Christian Workers and
National Catholic Girls Movement at South Yarra. Leaders groups met regularly, members
sold the paper "New Youth" in the streets and outside the Prahran market. The "enquiry"
method of "see, judge and act" was applied to religious and social issues.
The chaplain Fr James Brasier, who later became the Director Catholic Social Service Bureau
and then the Catholic Family Welfare Bureau, continued to live at South Yarra.
Fr Brasier produced a concert "Youth is Ours" in 1952. It ran for two nights, with full houses,
at the Prahran Town Hall, as well as a matinee for the religious and aged parishioners. The
next year saw the production of "Our Neck of the Woods" which ran for three nights.
In May 1955, the parish of South Yarra celebrated the centenary of the Prahran Municipality.
Mgr Hannan celebrated Mass and in attendance were the Mayor, Councillor Spencer Harper,
the Town Clerk, Mr Jones, eight councillors, W M Bourke MHR, T W Brennan MLC, R F Pettiona MLA. All these members of Parliament, who represented the people within the parish
boundaries of St. Joseph's, lost their parliamentary seats following the split within the Australian Labor Party.
Monsignor Hannan was supportive of social activities in the Parish in particular the Mens'
Club. The author, Peter Bergin well remembers a function when the "Mons" stood on the
hall stage and gave a rousing rendition of "Abdul the Bul-Bul Amir".
Monsignor Hannan died 22 August 1975. He was the first Australian born Parish Priest of St
Joseph's, being born at Gembrook in 1906. He was ordained at Propaganda College Rome, on
8 December 1929.
An overflow crowd attended his Requiem at St Joseph's. Archbishop Little was the principal
celebrant, assisted by Bishops Stewart (Sandhurst), Fox (Sale), Kelly and Perkins (Melbourne).
Bishop Stewart preached, and described Mgr Hannan as “a brilliant student, endowed with
high intelligence and a prodigious memory. Distinguished in the academic field, he graduated
in a double doctorate in philosophy and theology".
The Advocate reported that there were 150 priests present and 600 people.44
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FROM THE PAGES OF LOCAL HISTORY
On the south side (of Fitzgerald Street) is the Catholic Church complex of St. Joseph’s Church, school and community centre. The Roman Catholics, together with some of the other major denominations of the time, had been
granted two acres of land in 1854 on the west side of Punt Road and might have built an impressive stone church
as did the Anglicans, Presbyterians and Methodists, but they decided that the site was too far removed from the
more central, poorer areas. The Punt Road land, opposite Mortar and Argo Streets, was sold in 1887 and the
buildings on the present site were erected in stages. The red brick church (architects Messrs. Tappin, Gilbert and
Dennehy) with dressing and tracery of Waurn Ponds free-stone, was built in 1888 and the presbytery in 1901. In
1913 the nave was extended to the south and a new chancel and an east-west transept built.
The chancel features a line white plaster arch with clustered columns topped with enriched gothic foliated caps.
A baptistry, tower and spire were added in 1922, the latter to the great satisfaction of Father Benson who had
served the church for more than thirty years and had always considered that a church without a spire was incomplete.

The visual aspect of the Victorian Gothic-styled church, both inside and out, is rather austere and possibly reflects
a lesser priority in the allocation of funds for building, together with a disinclination to spend lavishly on decoration in a traditionally working-class parish. By the time the original building was completed, the affluent ‘boom’
building period of the 1880s was almost over and the prospect of oncoming financial depression and widespread
destitution loomed ahead for many of St Joseph’s flock. Money which in more prosperous times might have been
spent on embellishment had probably to be channeled into material aid to the poor in order for them to survive
the disastrous circumstances in which many were shortly to find themselves, with assistance forthcoming only
from better-placed relatives, or religious and charitable organizations.
Perhaps as a consequence of this, the fabric of the original part of the church building, both inside and out, appears plain and simply dressed. For the worshippers the interior is quite spartan with no concession to modern
day comfort and bare wooden pews and kneeling rails, with no kneeler cushions for arthritic knees (in 1988). To
the uncommitted visitor, St. Joseph’s appears visually as a plain, unpretentious church for people whose faith
obviously helps them to overcome their physical discomfort while at prayer. (A Walking Tour of South Yarra Central, Betty Malone and L. Oscar Slater, Prendergarst Publishing, South Yarra, 1988)

ST JOSEPH’S — SOUTH YARRA
By 1887, when St Mary’s was finally consecrated, pressure from a growing number of Catholic families in the
small terraced houses of South Yarra had highlighted the need for a church in that area. There were a few false
starts however, before a new church was finally underway. Like the Presbyterians and the Anglicans, the Catholics had been granted land in Punt Road (opposite Argo Street), but preferring to be closer to the poor areas near
the central business district, they sold this land and purchased a site in Fitzgerald Street, South Yarra.
Funds were not sufficient for a grand church, and Dr Corbett, the priest at St Mary’s contemplated building a
weatherboard structure. However, it was then discovered that South Yarra was within the municipal boundaries
and weatherboard (a fire risk) was prohibited. This was a disappointing setback for the parishioners. Dr Corbett’s
assistant, Father Quirk, took up their cause and within a few months had raised £1 100 towards the construction
of a brick church. Then, in late 1887, Dr Corbett was transferred to Sale and again the erection of the church was
delayed.
Finally, on 18 March 1888, the foundation stone of the red brick church of St Joseph’s was laid by Archbishop
Carr. The first pastor was a Kilkenny priest, Rev J F Fitzgerald who, coincidentally, bore the same name as the
street.
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An immediate concern of the new priest was the establishment of a school. For the first 4-5 years of the church’s
existence, a portion of the building was screened off to make temporary classrooms, these being considered by the
Archbishop as the greater necessity. In August 1891, Fr Fitzgerald left St Joseph’s to travel to Europe and his successor, Fr Benson, took up the cause of a separate school with such earnestness that within a year a wooden school hall
capable of accommodating 400 children had been completed. It was solemnly opened and blessed by Archbishop
Carr on 14 August, 1892. In reporting this event, the Catholic newspaper The Advocate provides us with an early description of St Joseph’s:
"The church is of Gothic structure, richly furnished, containing a choir gallery, pipe organ, beautiful Stations of the
Cross and tasteful altars. It can seat 600 people . . ." Despite the increased accommodation, St Joseph’s continued to
suffer from overcrowding. In 1912, Fr Benson reported that the 9.30 Mass was "packed to suffocation point." This
theme was to be repeated over and over in the years to come. For the first few decades of its history, St Joseph’s
was the only Catholic church in the City of Prahran and was attended by people as far away as Toorak and Armadale,
many of whom no doubt walked to church. The overcrowding was alleviated to some extent in 1915 when a small
Chapel of Ease dedicated to St Thomas Aquinas was opened in Bromby Street, South Yarra. The design of this picturesque little church attracted a great deal of attention and its architecture was used as the model for a new church
proposed for Ivanhoe. Further relief was obtained two years later when sufficient money had been raised to build a
two-storied brick hall and classrooms (still in use today). The laying of the foundation stone on 17 June 1917 proved
to be an historic occasion. Three weeks before the official ceremony, Archbishop Carr died suddenly, and this, therefore, was the first official function of Melbourne’s new Archbishop, Dr Mannix. An unexpectedly large crowd of 3000
turned up and consequently Dr Mannix made his first speech from a balcony above the hall. The new Archbishop, in
characteristic vein, remarked that although he had just been elevated, he had not expected to be elevated so high or
so quickly.
On 3 September 1922, Dr Mannix again visited the parish. On this occasion it was to open the final additions to the
church which included a baptistry, tower and spire. Fr Benson had never considered the church complete without a
spire and this was probably one of his dearest wishes realized. Three years later in 1925, Fr Benson was transferred
to Geelong, having served St Joseph’s with tireless devotion for over 30 years.
Throughout its history, St Joseph’s has been fortunate in attracting priests of high calibre, able to serve a district
which has always made heavy demands on the pastoral responsibilities of the incumbent. Not only are there many
private hospitals as well as the Alfred Hospital in the parish, but also the transient and multi-cultural nature of South
Yarra creates a special challenge.
From 1948 to 1975 Monsignor James Hannan was the parish priest at St Joseph’s. Mgr Hannan was widely known
and respected for his particular interest in the mission work of the church and, in fact, had been visiting the Solomon
Islands at the time of his appointment. In recent years, an influx of Asians and South Americans into South Yarra has
added to the melting pot effect. The school has had as many as 49 nationalities represented in one year and there is
even a small number of Buddhists attending.
The church has responded to the challenge of a multi-cultural congregation realistically. Father Paul Dempsey, the
present parish priest, has undertaken to learn Spanish and every second Sunday a Spanish Mass is held. Occasionally
Mass is also said in French. (Church, Community and Change, Religion in Prahran 1836-1984, Jill McDougall)
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Organ at St Joseph’s Catholic Church Fitzgerald Street, South Yarra
(Built 1894 William Anderson; restored 1985 Geo. Fincham & Sons.)

The foundation stone of St Joseph’s Church was laid on 18 March 1888 and the building opened on 28 October
1888. Designed by architects Tappin, Gilbert & Dennehy, this is a large cruciform brick building in the Gothic style
with stucco dressings, tower and spire. Further additions were completed in August 1892.
The pipe organ, built by William Anderson, was opened in July 1894 when The Advocate of 14 July reported that on
Sunday last the organ that was recently erected in the church was opened. It is likely that the metal pipework for
the instrument was supplied to William Anderson by Fincham & Hobday. Some of the other material may have
been second-hand.
This is a small example of Anderson’s work, the casework being of a similar pattern to a number of other instruments he built, with the uprights capped with turned colonettes and the transom and impost rails carved with
quatrefoils. The console is inset within the casework rather than projecting with a roll top cover. The façade pipes
have ornamental cartouches containing the sacred emblems IHS and MR. Restoration work was carried out by
George Fincham & Sons Pty Ltd in 1985. Some of the stop labels are replacements and do not match the originals.
(from Organ Historical Trust of Australia – website: www.ohta.org.au)
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ST JOSEPH’S ROMAN CATHOLIC SCHOOL
30 Fitzgerald Street. South Yarra

Recommendations: It is recommended that this building be added to the
Register of historic Buildings, Register of the National Estate and be protected using the provisions of Clause 8 of the Town and Country planning Act
(Third Schedule).

History and Description: This building is an excellent example of the Australian use of the English derived Arts and Crafts traditions of the turn of the century. In particular the repetition of
gable forms and the gable roof structure and the degree of decoration are characteristic of the
Arts and Crafts expression. The casual asymmetry is best expressed in the way that the two
transverse gables are located; the rear gable meets the ridge line of the rain roof and terminates level with the building, the other at the front slightly lower to enable the end of the principal gable to be exposed on the street elevation. The front transverse gable is also extended
past the main building to provide a giant gable which is stronger than all others on the building
with a large shingled area. This provides a very important corner emphasis. Beneath it is a very
strongly emphasized projecting bay window which draws on Elizabethan precedents. The front
transverse gable also features a series of transverse gables, each of which contain a window.
These provide a repetition of forms which adds to the visual complexity of this building and
form the most dominant feature of the building. These elements are further enhanced by a
frieze of patterned dichromatic brick. On the east side there is a recessed balcony contained
between the two transverse gables and covered by a flattening of the main roof form. This fits
well into the building and has simply detailed brick piers, timber balustrading and an unusual
bracket design, also recreating a medieval effect.
There have been some minor alterations to the loggia where some sections been filled in at the
ground floor level, and also there is a giant archway adjacent to the large transverse gable adjacent to the street which has been modified, as it appears to have originally been a form of entry
and above it some form of enclosed area. The building itself is enhanced by its important
church precinct located between the presbytery and the church itself.
Significance: This school building incorporates unusual elements in its design, inspired by the
English Arts and Crafts movement The resulting composition is distinctive mainly due to the
repetitive cables and polychromatic diaper work which are of particular interest.
Intactness :St Joseph’s Catholic School is substantially intact.
References : Cooper, J. F., The History of Prahran, 1836-1924, Melbourne, 1924, p. 217.
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APPENDIX

The parish has fostered many organisations and groups over the century:
The Altar Society
Catholic Young Men's Society
Hibernian Australasian Catholic Benefit Society
Society of St. Vincent de Paul
Amateur Dramatic Society
Men's Club
Deb's Club
Women's Sacred Heart Sodality
Men's Sacred Heart Sodality
Holy Name Society
Children of Mary
Legion of Mary
Young Christian Workers
National Catholic Girls Movement
St. Joseph's Scouts (13th Prahran)
The Legion of Mary Press Squad

The Legion of Mary Press Squad around 1942 with Fr Patrick Shelton
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