
The various contagious diseases of the 19th and early 20th

centuries were a concern to Loreto schools and convents, as

elsewhere. Typhoid, smallpox, tuberculosis, scarlet fever, influenza

and measles were all a threat, without the vaccinations available

today.

Mother Gonzaga Barry, Loreto’s founder in Ballarat, wrote letters

with several references to typhoid being in the colonies,

particularly in 1889 and 1906. There is also reference to the

bubonic plague in Sydney in 1899/1900 in the Sydney records.    

Tuberculosis was a cause of many deaths. An early Sister who is buried in the little

convent cemetery in Ballarat was Sr. Scholastica Manning, who died at the young age

of 19 of TB. It is likely that the Loreto’s benefactor, Countess Elizabeth Wolff-

Metternich, also died of TB, probably having contracted it in her home country of

Germany before coming to Australia.

Convents and boarding schools would have been particularly vulnerable to

communicable disease as the community was living in such close proximity.

However, the boarding schools had the advantage of being to some degree isolated

from the general public. Loreto was a semi enclosed order at that time; the nuns only

leaving the convent for essential visits.
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Plans for the Infirmary built at Mary’s Mount in 1886.



Mother Gonzaga Barry was proactive in limiting the spread of disease in the convent

and school.  An Infirmary Cottage was built at the Mary’s Mount campus in 1886.  This

was a pretty cottage situated on the south end of what is now the oval.  It was

isolated from the other school buildings and had accommodation, laundry, and

kitchen facilities for the patients.  Mother Gonzaga refers to it as being a great boon

in 1887 when there were 77 students boarding.  It would have been vital to keep the

infected students away from the rest of the community. This building was demolished

in 1973 to make room for an extended oval.   

A few cost saving measures were made, for instance, the lantern or tower was not

built and they opted for earth closets rather than water closets (toilets). In 1918/1919

the devastating Spanish Flu epidemic meant that similar restrictions on travel were in

place as we are experiencing now with COVID-19.  In 1919 the Sister’s Provincial

Chapter (major meeting of the Sisters of the Province) was cancelled due to travel

restrictions. Students travelling to and from school would also have been severely

restricted.

To see references to Mary’s Mount Infirmary please view the record on our website. HERE
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https://www.loreto.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/1886-12_Eucalyptus-Blossoms.pdf
https://www.loreto.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/1887-06_Eucalyptus-Blossoms-Pt-1.pdf
https://www.loreto.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/1887-06_Eucalyptus-Blossoms-Pt2.pdf
https://www.loreto.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/1901_The-Institute-of-The-Blessed-Virgin-Mary-in-Australia.pdf

