


Chapter 1

A Modest Beginning 1938–1954

THE STORY OF St Joseph’s Primary School begins in Springvale in the late 1930s when the
area was, in the words of long-time local resident Mary Brash, ‘little more than a country town,
surrounded by market gardens’.1 From 1873 to 1955, Springvale was part of the Shire of Dandenong,
together with the township of Noble Park, the rural communities of Dingley and Keysborough and
the Carrum Swamp area. The first primary school in Springvale was built in 1867, with another
established close to the railway station in 1907. The local Catholic community was part of St Mary’s
Parish Dandenong, with a church and school located several miles from Springvale. Mass was held in
the Springvale Mechanics’ Institute from around 1932 but the local Catholic children had to attend
the nearby state schools, where they received little religious instruction.2

A separate parish consisting of Springvale and Noble Park was created in 1936, with Reverend
Father Sylvester Keane as the first parish priest. As there were no housing facilities for a parish priest
in the area at that time, Father Keane lived with Father Little at the St Mary’s presbytery in Dandenong.
Despite the distance he was required to travel daily from his residence to Springvale, Father Keane
proved an energetic leader for the newly established parish, which was soon named St Joseph’s. He
was eager to promote growth and development, encouraging parishioners to get involved and support
the parish. 

Catholic education arrives in Springvale
Father Keane recognised the pressing need to provide Catholic education for local children and in
1937 he approached Mother Judith, the head of the Oakleigh-based order of Our Lady of the Missions,
to request the Sisters’ help in establishing a new Catholic school in Springvale.3 Our Lady of the
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Missions was an Australian chapter of a French order, the Religieuses de Notre Dames des Missions,
founded by Euphrasie Barbier in 1861. The order focused on working as missionaries in foreign
countries around the world and was first established in Perth, Australia in 1897.4The Oakleigh branch
was established in 1934 at the invitation of parish priest Father Willis. Another order, the Sisters of the
Good Shepherd, was already teaching children in Oakleigh, but as in Springvale, the Oakleigh area
was developing rapidly and Catholic education was in high demand.5

The Superior General, Mother Basil, approved the Oakleigh Sisters’ involvement in the new
Catholic school in St Joseph’s Parish. A block of land on which to build a church and a school was
purchased in Buckingham Avenue, Springvale, for £1000. Construction began in 1937. It was always
intended that the building would function as both school and church only temporarily, with plans to
construct a separate church building when funding permitted. The building underwent a formal
inspection by the Public Health Department in late October 1937, just a few days before its official
opening, and was found to be not yet complete.6 However, the opening went ahead as planned with
the church-school officially blessed by Archbishop Daniel Mannix at a large gathering on 31st October
1937. According to The Advocate newspaper, the Archbishop thanked Father Little of St Mary’s Parish
Dandenong for his support of St Joseph’s, and congratulated Father Keane, ‘who had lived up to his
reputation in Springvale as a zealous and successful priest’.7

A plan of the building from 1937 shows a plain rectangular building with a verandah along one
side. Two classrooms allowed for 50 students in each. A small cloak room was located at one end of
the verandah, and at the other a sacristy, acolytes’ room and religious sanctuary. It was a very simple
building, but for the local parishioners – who had for five years been attending church services at the
Springvale Mechanics’ Institute hall – it was an exciting development.8 Mary Brash recalled ‘No
cathedral in all the world looked more beautiful than this church school’.9 The new building was
furnished through the generosity of the parish community. On the day of the opening it boasted a
‘fine blackwood altar’ and candlesticks gifted by Father Keane’s family and friends. There was also a
brass altar lamp and ‘the beautiful cope, used for the blessing and Benediction on the afternoon of the
opening’ was gifted by a local family.10

Blackboards and desks were arranged and everything was made ready by the time classes began
on 15th February 1938.  St Joseph’s School was opened with 45 students on the official roll, ranging
from Grades 3 to 8. The student population increased at Easter that year, when the infant grades were
enrolled. Fittingly, Sister Joseph was the first principal of the school, teaching with Sister Ethnea.11

Two sets of accordion doors allowed the building to function as both church and school. They separated
the classrooms and the chapel, and could be opened to create one large space for Sunday Mass. The
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classroom desks, blackboards and educational materials would be removed each weekend before Mass,
and replaced before school began on Monday. This weekly transformation has become an often told
story in the St Joseph’s Primary School community, representing for many the resourcefulness of the
school’s early days.

Each morning, the Sisters would travel seven miles from Oakleigh to St Joseph’s by train along
the Dandenong line. Shelley Barlow, who was a student at Sacred Heart Primary School in Oakleigh
and later joined the Our Lady of the Missions order, recalls:

I have vivid memories of the Sisters hurrying down the street and into the Oakleigh subway
every morning to catch the train to Springvale. They were always bright, and eager to get there.
Children used to vie with one another to hurry alongside them carrying their (globite!) cases.12

The school students eagerly awaited the Sisters’ arrival. Frances Hall attended St Joseph’s in the 1940s
and remembers:

… it was a great little country school, it was a bit countrified at that stage. It was only a small
school. We had the three nuns coming down from Oakleigh and when they used to come in the
train we used to look down the road for them coming. ‘Here come the three black crows’, we
used to say.13

Not only did the Sisters travel between Oakleigh and Springvale each day of the school year, they
also journeyed to Noble Park and Glen Waverley on Sundays to provide religious instruction following
Mass. Founder of the order of Our Lady of the Missions, Euphrasie Barbier, recorded that the main
aim of the congregation was ‘to aid humbly and to the best of their ability to extend the Kingdom of
God in souls by devoting themselves to instruction and Christian education of children and women’.14

The Our Lady of the Missions community in Oakleigh firmly upheld these founding values. The
Sisters had a demanding schedule and simple living conditions at their convent in Oakleigh, but were
clearly extremely dedicated to their cause of providing Catholic education to as many children as they
could reach.

By the time St Joseph’s School underwent its first official inspection by the Inspector of Schools,
Charles O’Driscoll, on 12th September 1938, there were 125 children enrolled from the infant grades
to Grade 8. In his report, O’Driscoll described the students as ‘working industriously and successfully
with their zealous and enthusiastic teachers’. He recommended that, with the student numbers
continuing to increase, it would be helpful to have a third teacher to join Sisters Joseph and Ethnea
in the coming year. O’Driscoll found the teaching resources at the school to be sufficient, and noted
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‘The best of order prevails, all are completely provided with dual desks, lighting and ventilation seem
perfect’.15 He praised Father Keane, the parishioners and the Sisters of Our Lady of the Missions on
their efforts to ensure that every Catholic child in the parish received a first-class Catholic education. 

War-time
On 25th January 1940, Archbishop Mannix returned to Springvale to officially open and bless the new
presbytery, which had been built on the same block of land as the St Joseph’s church and school at a
cost of £1850. For Father Keane, this marked the end of four years of travelling several miles each day
to St Joseph’s from St Mary’s presbytery in Dandenong. In his speech to the gathering of parishioners
and visitors, the Archbishop praised the rapid progress of St Joseph’s parish, describing the Springvale
area as ‘a sort of unwanted child’ that had at various times in its history been grouped together with
larger nearby towns Oakleigh and Dandenong. When Father Keane came along, however, ‘everything
seemed to have changed, and he put a new spirit into the place’.16 The development of St Joseph’s
Parish could only continue to improve with Father Keane now able to reside in the parish itself and
take an even greater role in the community.

An inspector of Christian doctrine reported in 1940 that the school’s students and teachers
‘deserve special praise for the high standard so far achieved’ despite the ‘handicap’ of many students
having previously attended state schools and receiving Catholic education for just the two years of St
Joseph’s operation. There were 62 candidates for the new church’s first Confirmation ceremony that
year and all were well-prepared for the event by their teachers.17

By that time, the Second World War had begun to make an impact on Springvale. Like many
other communities across Australia, Springvale lost husbands, fathers and sons to the battles overseas,
while those left at home rallied together to support the war effort. The regular fundraising activities
of local churches and community organisations – markets, concerts, dances and sports – took on new
significance during war-time. The 1920s had seen significant industrial development in Springvale,
with the establishment of factories such as the Kelly & Lewis engineering works. However, the Great
Depression years of the 1930s had created high unemployment. Many in Springvale who were out of
work turned to the land to make a living, with local farms and market gardens providing vegetables,
fruit, eggs and milk. The Second World War saw the revitalisation of industry in Springvale and easing
of the unemployment crisis. Government handouts – known as ‘sustenance’ payments – came to an
end and new jobs were created through the increased production of local factories such as the Gartside
Cannery, which provided canned food to the army.18
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A blacksmith business was maintained
in central Springvale for several decades
and is remembered by students who
attended St Joseph’s school in the
1950s. 
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Prior to the building of St Joseph’s
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1937, Mass was held in the hall of
the Springvale Mechanics’ Institute.
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Father Sylvester Keane with one of the
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The first photograph of St Joseph’s
school students in 1938, the year the
school opened.
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The original church-school building,
opened in 1937, still stands on the site
today.

A 1937 plan of the original school
building, which with its accordion doors
could easily be converted into a church
for Sunday Mass.
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Conditions at St Joseph’s School actually improved during the war years. By 1943, there were
three teachers: Sister Stephen taught the Preparatory class and Grades 1 and 2, Sister Philomena Grades
3 to 5 and Sister Sebastian was in charge of Grades 6 to 8.19There was a regular turnover of teaching
Sisters at the school, with some staying for several years and others teaching for only a year or two
before moving on to other roles. However, inspectors often commented on the positive atmosphere
at St Joseph’s, the good progress of the students and their eagerness to perform well and succeed in
their studies. Between the students and Sisters Damasus, Thomas and Liavan in 1944, there was ‘a spirit
of cooperation admirable in every way’.20 Father Keane left the parish that year, moving to Fawkner,
and was replaced by Father Timothy O’Sullivan, under whose leadership progress at the school
continued. A house system was soon put in place, with elected captains as school leaders, and the
classrooms were made more comfortable with the installation of new radiators.21 In 1949, Mother
Margaret Mary replaced Sister Thomas as teacher of Grades 3, 4 and 5 and also took on the role of
school principal.22

The Sisters were well-liked by the students. Terry Fowler, who started at St Joseph’s as a four year
old in 1940, remembers that while most of the nuns ‘were very nice … if you did do something that
perhaps might have been out of order you got a tap on the hand with a ruler’. Despite being
occasionally disciplined, Terry greatly enjoyed his school days – ‘especially lunchtime’. He recalls that
in the school playground ‘The girls had one end, the boys had the other’ where they played football
or Blind Man’s Bluff.23

Progress and change
In 1950, St Joseph’s parish priest Father O’Sullivan was replaced by Father Thomas Elliott, who oversaw
many important developments and changes for the parish and the school during his six years of
leadership. Frances Hall remembers both Father O’Sullivan and Father Elliott being heavily involved
with the parish community, often visiting her parents at home.24 Maintaining a strong parish
community was crucial for the ongoing success of the school, which – without the financial backing
of the government depended on by state schools – relied on the support of the local community and
the dedicated service of the Sisters of Our Lady of the Missions to keep it going.

Post-war migration had a major impact on the Springvale community and on St Joseph’s parish.
The first direct mention of this appears in the school records in 1950, when Inspector Sullivan reported
‘Some new Australians are making excellent progress at this school’.25 After remaining relatively
constant at around 100 students for at least ten years, the student population at St Joseph’s began to
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1932.
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St Joseph’s parish priest Father
O’Sullivan with a group of holy
communicants in 1948.
Courtesy Frances Hall

St Joseph’s students dressed up for
Easter celebrations in 1947.
Courtesy Frances Hall

St Joseph’s students in Grades 1 and
2, 1946. Conditions improved at the
school during the war years when the
teaching staff increased from two to
three.
Courtesy Frances Hall
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rapidly increase. In 1950 it grew to 150. The following year there were 216 students and by August
1954 enrolments had reached 325. Of the 194 students in 1952, 67 were classified as ‘new Australians’. 

Despite the Sisters being ‘severely taxed with large numbers’ during the post-war period, they
did not allow the education of the children to suffer. Inspector O’Driscoll found ‘the best of order is
observed in the three beautiful and attractive class rooms. Pupils are most attentive and interested in
their lessons’.26

A new building constructed in 1952 was a most welcome addition, as the school was by that
time greatly overcrowded, with over 250 children enrolled. The new building was state of the art, The
Advocate newspaper reporting ‘Wall of Glass in New Springvale School’. It was constructed from timber
with a wall on one side of the building comprising 72 pieces of glass, providing ample natural light
for the three new classrooms.27 The new building was located next to the presbytery, facing St Johns
Avenue. The extra space was appreciated in particular by the 40 children who had previously been

A new school building constructed in
1952 made a welcome addition to 
St Joseph’s, providing three new
classrooms.

RIGHT

Parish priest Father Elliott with a
group of first communicants in 1951,
the same year that the school’s first lay
teacher, Miss Walker, started teaching
at St Joseph’s.
Courtesy Frances Hall 
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Our Lady of the Missions Sisters
Joseph Connelan (top) and Ethnea
Edwards were the first teachers at 
St Joseph’s, travelling to the school
from their convent in Oakleigh each
morning. Sister Joseph was also the
school’s first principal.
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housed in a makeshift classroom on the covered verandah of the original church-school building.
Frances Hall remembers lessons on the verandah during her early years at the school in the late 1940s.
A large blackboard on wheels was brought out onto the verandah each morning, and wheeled back
inside each night. Inside the school building, ‘There were two rows of desks, then they had the folding
doors in between the other three classrooms. And there was a door in the middle and you used to
walk in and out to the other classrooms’.28

Archbishop Mannix again returned to Springvale to bless and open the new building. However,
it seems that crowding was still a problem, with an inspector in January 1953 reporting ‘Too many
desks were provided in classrooms 1 and 2. The rear doors were obstructed and no proper aisles
provided’.29

The teaching staff received a much-needed increase when Sisters Salome and Liavan and principal
Mother Margaret were joined by the first lay teacher at the school, Miss Walker, mid-way through the
school year in 1951. Miss Walker took charge of the 44 children in the Preparatory class. Inspector
Kelly acknowledged that the three Sisters had been carrying a ‘heavy burden’: 

In Springvale the work of teaching has become more difficult than the large numbers as such
would indicate. 73 of the pupils are new Australians of at least seven different nationalities, and
those in the middle and lower grades especially have yet little knowledge of English. The staff are
to be congratulated on their interest in and sympathy with these newcomers…30

With support programs for children of non-English speaking backgrounds non-existent in the 1950s,
the wide variety of capabilities amongst the students at each level did have some impact on the
teachers’ ability to keep every student on track with the syllabus. The inspector noted that should
staffing permit, there would be enough students at the school to form ‘an opportunity grade’; in other
words, a class for students needing extra help as a result of the language barrier. However, these children
appeared ‘to feel that they are part of the community’ and by 1954 they were showing ‘promise of
rivalling their fellow pupils’.31 The warm welcome that these ‘new Australians’ received at St Joseph’s
School in the early 1950s was to firmly establish values in the school community that have been
maintained to this day.  
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