
A House by the Lake:

The First Australian Loreto

House - Mary’s Mount

Loreto had been invited to come to Ballarat by Ballarat’s first Catholic Bishop, Bishop

Michael O’Connor.  Michael O’Connor was an old friend of the Sisters, having been parish

priest at Rathfarnham in Dublin before being appointed first Bishop of Ballarat in 1874. 

After their long voyage, his welcome to the Sisters was delayed due to a misunderstanding

leading to the Bishop being bundled onto the Ararat train, rather than the Melbourne train,

a mistake which would have been soon self-evident to those responsible but took the

Bishop a little while to realise. 

Mary’s Mount, east side with early students. (The arches in the verandah are now enclosed

within later extensions but some can still be seen inside the building).



However, on finally catching up with them, he quickly whisked the new arrivals off to

Ballarat. This was quite a long train trip of four hours, as the Ballarat train then went via

Geelong, but it did give them a chance for some site seeing. 

They were installed in the St. Alipius’ Presbytery on arriving in Ballarat, vacated by the

resident priests.  They were to spend several months here, which possibly gave them a

chance to rest and assimilate. 

St. Alipius’ Presbytery where the Loreto Sisters first stayed when they came to Ballarat. 

The Bishop, meanwhile, was on the lookout for the perfect property to become the

first Loreto foundation.  West Ballarat was a growth area and the site of large

properties.  The Bishop’s Palace was soon to be under construction in Sturt Street

west, and just up the road, the property of Edward Agar Wynne became available. 

 Wynne had built a house on the banks of Lake Wendouree in the late 1860s; not a

mansion, but a very comfortable Regency-style family home for a prosperous

gentleman and his family. This is the land of the Wauthurung people and would have

been home to a thriving population with ready access to fresh water and abundant

food before pastoral settlement, and the gold rush shattered this lifestyle.
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Original Wynne House from North-east corner

Wynne was a successful solicitor, grazier and mining speculator who had prospered in

Ballarat; however, in 1875, he decided to move his family to Melbourne and sell his

relatively new house, convenient to the Bishop who recognised its potential as a school

and convent.

In November 1875, the newspaper of the Catholic Church, ‘The Advocate’, described

Wynne’s property,

“The residence is a spacious, lofty, and well-lighted two-storied brick and slate building, with

its front view towards the main street, and the grounds, which are securely fenced with

timber to a height of six or seven feet, and surrounded by a row of towering trees, contain

an area of several acres, and are laid off and adorned in a very tasteful manner, displaying

almost every variety of floral and arborial beauty. As seen from the avenue that leads from

the main road the appearance presented by the stately mansion and ornamental grounds is

charming, while at the same time the quietude and seclusion of the place harmonise

delightfully with the sacred nature of the institution. The main avenue leading up to the front

door is about 22 feet wide, and is beautifully curved, with quite a profusion of elegant shrubs

and plants and flowers on each side; handsome gravelled walks extend round the grounds; a

smooth green lawn spreads on the north and eastern side of the Convent and here and

there, in pleasing arrangement, fruit trees, ornamental trees and shrubs, plants, flowers,

conservatories, and horticultural products, all combine to make the place one of wondrous

beauty.”

 



Dr O’Connor arranged for the Sisters to inspect the property to assess its suitability.

Mother Gonzaga describes her first impressions in her 1875 diary,

 

“It is a splendid house with two fronts. One towards Sturt Street, as it is called, but it is

farther from the town and street than the Loretto Convent, Richmond is from Wexford,

though the road is a continuation of Sturt Street; the other front is in a kind of park where

the Botanical Gardens are; there are carriage drives all through this park; one passes the

door, but the house and gardens are enclosed with an ornamental fence. The house is built

of a kind of cane-coloured stone, it is two stories high and has a verandah of stone round it.

Flower and kitchen garden, greenhouse etc., but I will give a minute description of the

establishment if ever we get into it.

 

The view from the grounds is beautiful, of course, we only drove round the house as it were

to see the park and Botanical Gardens. Lake Wendouree is so large that in summer there is a

steamer on it, for pleasure parties; we saw several little boats and there are boat-houses

built along the shore. There are beautiful mountain views opposite the house, and the town

of Ballarat at one side, part of it in the valley and part rising on the opposite hill, where St.

Alipius’ Church and Presbytery are.”

The property was purchased, and the Sisters moved in on 23rd September 1875,

celebrating the first Mass in their new home on the 24th. School opened on the 29th with

the first student, sixteen-year-old Alice O’Callaghan from Gordon, niece of the Dean, Dr

Moore.

The celebration of the first Mass in the house, 24th September 1875, was deemed

Foundation Day. 
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Early pupils of Mary's Mount, 1876


