
An Australian Story

Cameos from the Archives

Loreto Sisters arrived in Australia from Ireland in 1875. They were women on mission to

a far-off land with a brief to support the education of Catholic girls in the goldrush town

of Ballarat.  

The sisters’ own education and culture were Irish, and so were many of the parents and

grandparents of their new students in Ballarat. However, most students were Australian

born and proudly so. 

The traditional owners and occupiers of the local area, the Wathaurong people, suffered

horrific deculturalisation through first pastoral settlement and then the gold rush and

were barely visible to the nuns. Their culture was only apparent to the Irish migrants

through remnant place names and their character, only through stories of past

altercations. Mother Gonzaga seemed a little surprised not to have seen more

indigenous people. In her diary of 1875, she says, “It is very rare to see a black native in

the town, we have not seen one yet.”

The sisters arrived in Ballarat to find a European-style town with streets and buildings

reminding them of the familiar Sackville Street in Dublin. However, houses were a little

different as they tended to be of weatherboard construction, unusual in Ireland, and the

local wildlife made the nuns nervous. Divots of Irish peat, carefully transported across

the world, were placed on the corners of the property to stave off the dreaded snakes.

(St. Patrick, of course, had seen to them in Ireland.) Many differences were greeted with

pleasure; for instance, the use of wood instead of peat or coal in a fire makes for much

brighter, warmer heat.  The water taps in the garden with readily available running

water were also a welcome novelty.  The middle-class ladies who visited, surprised the

nuns by their treatment of their servants as equals, and the sisters were a little

dismayed by the general ‘fastness’ of the younger generation, hoping that a convent

education would cure this.

Brave and intrepid women that they were, their new home was embraced.  They were

determined to encourage and support the culture of their students and the growth of

the country; resonant of the patriotic fervour of the contemporary movement for the

federation of the states.
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An early school newsletter called ‘Nuggets’, referencing Ballarat’s gold mining industry was

begun in 1883. It was a handwritten newsletter, only one edition of which we have in the

Archives’ collection.  If there were subsequent editions, they are not extant, and it was

replaced by the printed ‘Eucalyptus Blossoms’ a few years later. 

‘Nuggets’ newsletter of 1883.
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The first ‘Nuggets’, distributed in 1883, only eight years after the establishment of the

school, proudly displayed the Australian coat of arms on its front page. This is an early use

of the coat of arms which was not officially granted until 1908. This design was in use

unofficially pre-Federation and features crudely drawn symbols of colonial Australia - a

sheep (sheep breeding), a sailing ship (trade), an anchor (shipping), and a sheaf of wheat

(farming). The official 1908 coat of arms had the St. George’s cross in the centre, which was

changed to symbols of each state in 1912.
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Australian coat of arms appearing on the cover of the ‘Eucalyptus

Blossoms” 1893

The use of the name ‘Eucalyptus Blossoms’ in the subsequent school magazine from 1886

indicates the commitment to the new country. This magazine also featured the early

version of the Australian coat of arms on some of the covers. 



The Federation movement inspired or perhaps justified the call for the federation of past

pupils from the Loreto schools by Mother Gonzaga Barry in 1898, a tradition retained today

with the biannual Loreto Federation Conferences. 

On a personal level, Mother Gonzaga herself fully accepted Australia as home. Rather than

finally being buried in her old convent home of Gorey, as had been the original plan, she

was happy to look forward to her rest beneath the blue gums of Australia. 
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Mother Gonzaga Barry’s grave at Loreto College Ballarat.

(Unfortunately, no blue gums in sight.)

To see the ‘Nuggets’ magazine of 1883 click HERE

 

To see the ‘Eucalyptus Blossoms’ magazines click HERE

https://www.loreto.org.au/records/nuggets/
https://www.loreto.org.au/records/loretto-eucalyptus-blossoms/

