Chapter 2

Bricks, Mortar, Faith and Community 1955 –1969

B

Y THE MID-1950s, Springvale was changing from a small, rural township, to a rapidly industrialising suburb with a growing population. Post-war migration saw Australia’s population swell by 3.3
million people between 1947 and 1963.1 Springvale was no exception.The establishment of factories
in the local area, which began in the 1920s but really increased after World War II, attracted newly
arrived migrant communities and the population boomed. Springvale retained a number of local farms
and market gardens, but it now had a bustling suburban centre with fruiterers, dressmakers, photographers, chemists, builders, hairdressers and delicatessens.The large factories such as the Kelly & Lewis
Foundry works still remained.
But with growth and development comes change and for St Joseph’s School that change came
in the form of the order that had run the school since its opening. The Sisters from Our Lady of the
Missions, who had worked tirelessly at the school for sixteen years, announced in 1953 that they could
no longer make the long journey by train from Oakleigh each day to teach at the school. Since 1938
the Sisters from Our Lady of the Missions worked diligently building St Joseph’s School into a happy
and successful place of learning. With very little outside assistance, the Sisters consistently taught the
children of St Joseph’s to an admirably high standard of learning and religious instruction, which was
routinely noticed by the school inspectors. Arriving to set up a school with initially less than 60 pupils,
under the Sisters, St Joseph’s grew and thrived, reaching a staggering 368 students by the time they
left.2
In 1954, the school community rejoiced in the news that Father Elliott had been successful in
securing the services of the Brigidine Sisters to teach at and run the three schools in his parish – at OPPOSITE
Noble Park, Clayton and Springvale. However, before they could start at St Joseph’s, the Sisters needed Aerial view of Springvale, 1953.
Springvale Historical Society
a place to stay in Springvale.
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The parishioners of St Joseph’s sprang into action and purchased five acres of council land, which
they gifted to the Sisters as a site for their convent and a new secondary school for girls.3 At a total
cost of £45,000 the convent and school were completed and ready for occupation by January 1955.
Archbishop Mannix opened and blessed the new buildings on 16 January. He was quoted in The
Advocate as saying:
I am delighted with the progress that has been made in Springvale and I am extremely grateful
to Fr Elliott. He has done extraordinary work in a short period.4
With a new convent and secondary school building (which was the beginnings of Killester
College) ready for occupation, the nuns commenced at Springvale in January 1955.Twelve Brigidine
Sisters arrived to the sounds of kookaburras, frogs, roosters and construction: Sister Pius Kennedy
Superior, Sister Pauline Hunt, Sister Dara Whiting, Sister Brigida Nailon, Sister Marie Feiss, Sister
Veronica Quinn, Sister Paula Walsh, Sister Carmelita Woodruff, Sister Ignatius Lacey, Sister Immaculata
O’Kelly, Sister Lucy Devine and Sister Patricia McCaughan.5 Four Sisters took up teaching duties at
St Joseph’s. The school inspector’s report for that year commented on the Sisters’ arrival, inspector
O’Driscoll writing, ‘I have every confidence that under their guidance a high standard of efficiency is
assured’.6
Teaching at St Joseph’s was a new challenge for the Brigidine Sisters. Not only were they faced
with huge class sizes and limited resources but, in Springvale particularly, the Sisters had to contend
with an increasing number of migrant children in their classes, many of whom did not speak any
English. Arriving to a junior class of over 100 pupils in 1955 that included many ‘new Australians’,

Brigidine Sisters oversee first
communion at St Joseph’s in the
1960s.The Brigdine Sisters
commenced working at the school
in 1955.
Senior boys class photo, St Joseph’s,
c. 1950s.
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Mother Dara recalled the shock she felt, saying ‘It was like a bomb being dropped on us’.7 These
feelings were reflective of how many of the Sisters felt on first arriving at St Joseph’s.
Mother Dara’s junior class, which included Prep, Grade 1 and Grade 2, totalled 116 pupils. This
was, noted school inspector O’Driscoll, ‘too difficult a task for one teacher’.8 Indeed, as she remembers
it, Mother Dara taught the junior students because the other Sisters did not want to.9 Despite this, the
children thrived and loved their tiny, bright-eyed teacher. Margaret Leahy started at St Joseph’s in 1955
in Mother Dara’s class. She remembers her as ‘very strict’ but also ‘a lovely person’.10 Inspector
O’Driscoll also noted in his report that despite such difficult working conditions, the positive response
he saw in the junior students was due to ‘their zealous and very efficient teacher – Mother M Dara’.11
There were obvious problems with such enormous class sizes though. Margaret remembers the
cramped conditions: ‘the children who couldn’t fit in the desks would come up the front and sit on
little wooden stools’.12 The inspector recommended that a number of the younger students be
accelerated through to Grade 2 to help alleviate some of the space issues.13 Margaret was one of those
students.
I did Prep and 1 in one year … to get up to Grade 2 so that they could clear out a few of the
huge numbers they had.14
Inspectors’ reports from early years of the Brigidine Sisters’ time at St Joseph’s make continued
reference to the large size of the school. By 1956 there were six teachers at the school – four nuns and
two lay teachers – and the inspector strongly recommended another teacher was needed.15 A year
later the new inspector, J Keaney, wrote: ‘This is now a big school with a total enrolment of 468 pupils,
216 of these are New Australians’.16 In spite of these challenges, the teaching staff at St Joseph’s were
consistently praised for their ‘good work’ and ‘prevailing high standards’.17

Growth and expansion
The Brigidine Sisters’ first year at St Joseph’s was also one of Father Elliott’s last as parish priest. In
1956 he was transferred to Gisborne and the unforgettable Father Noel Coghlan took up the post.
Like the Brigidine Sisters, Father Coghlan arrived at St Joseph’s to face challenging conditions. Despite
the building efforts under Father Elliott, who had overseen construction worth £70,000, the rapidly
increasing population meant that there was simply not enough room for the growing numbers of
students. The church was still being used as a classroom during weekdays and converted for Sunday
Mass. For a short time the shelter shed was also transformed into a teaching space.18
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Father Coghlan oversees a first holy
communion breakfast at St Joseph’s
during the 1960s.
Springvale Historical Society

OPPOSITE, FROM TOP LEFT

Father Coghlan with St Joseph’s boys,
c. 1960.
St Joseph’s classroom in 1962 with a
Brigidine Sister at the back.
St Joseph’s classroom, c. 1960s.
Grade 5 classroom, c.1960.
Springvale Historical Society

Grade 2 class, c. 1960s. Note the
students wearing ‘overshoes’, soft cotton
slippers worn over their school shoes to
protect the new hardwood floors.
Springvale Historical Society
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Under Father Coghlan’s leadership, the community raised the funds to build an additional five
classrooms and an administration block.The completion of these classrooms meant that there was now
a regulation classroom for each class.19 The new buildings were opened by Archbishop Justin Simonds
in November 1957. Commenting on Father Coghlan’s efforts, Archbishop Simonds said:
His dynamic enthusiasm soon inspired the eager support and co-operation of his parishioners to
undertake this important addition to the education equipment of the parish.20
Driving rain interrupted the ceremony, which was held in the school quadrangle, and it was necessary
to move into the foyer of the new extension. The newly designed classrooms could accommodate
300 children and provisions were made for a further two classrooms to be built at a later date. One
feature of these new classrooms was the inclusion of a number of low pigeonholes built to house the
students’ overshoes – slippers they would slip on over their shoes to protect the new hardwood floors.
This innovation, said the builder and local parishioner Charles Miles, ‘is being introduced with much
success in many school plans now being drawn up’.21

Teresa Rechichi remembers having to wear protective slippers. ‘You’d put the overshoes on and
take them off, just to keep your floors clean.’22 Jill McKernan was a lay teacher at St Joseph’s who also
remembers the overshoes and the newly polished classroom floors:
… the floor you can imagine, had quite a sheen and then you’ve got these soft fabric things –
you could slide all over, in fact the big boys used to.23
The overshoes were especially essential at St Joseph’s school, since the play area was unpaved and all
dirt. In winter it was a mud bath and summer a dust bowl. Recalling what it was like Mother Dara
exclaimed: ‘will I ever forget youngsters falling over in that mud?’24 It was not until 1963 that the
school grounds were fully paved. While today the idea of a fully paved concrete play area sounds
reminiscent of prison grounds, at the time it was praised by the school inspector, who wrote, ‘the
general appearance of the school does credit to all concerned’.25

A multicultural school
By 1957 St Joseph’s school had 468 pupils. Of these, 216 or 46 per cent were new Australians.26 With
20 different native languages, students at St Joseph’s came from a variety of countries, including Austria,
Hungary, Malta, Italy, Ireland, Indonesia, Yugoslavia, Germany, Thailand, Fiji and many more. The
language barriers created by such a multicultural school made teaching more difficult for the teachers
at St Joseph’s, but as Mother Dara remembered: ‘we weren’t afraid to work.We were happy despite the
struggle. Sister Pauline was a good manager and so approachable, so we just kept going’.27 It was

This photograph of children in the
playground at St Joseph’s appeared
with an article in The Advocate
titled ‘New Australians form half of
Catholic population’, 24 July 1958.
the Advocate

St Joseph’s school celebrates Mother’s
Feast Day, 1962.
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St Joseph’s boys’ football team, 1965.
St Joseph’s girls’ basketball team.
Basketball was very popular with
St Joseph’s boy and girls during the
1960s.

difficult for the children too, for whom English was a second language, as there were no language
lessons. Anne Hibbert was a teacher at St Joseph’s in the late 1960s and she recalls:
… it didn’t matter whether you spoke Maltese at home, you spoke English at school, you learnt
how to read in English, everything was spoken in English.28
Despite challenges in language, the children of St Joseph’s all got along well together, and any
differences in cultural background were seen as exciting and interesting. Denise Ryan started as a
student at St Joseph’s in 1954. She remembers the boys having lots of fun with the students who spoke
English as a second language:
… they’d say to the boys ‘Tell this girl ‘I love you’’, so they’d come up and say ‘I love you’ to the
girls and we’d get that embarrassed and sort of shy … of course the Italian boys or Maltese boys
didn’t know what they were saying but the Australian boys thought that was so much fun.29
Margaret Leahy describes her experience as a very sheltered Australian born child in the 1950s arriving
at St Joseph’s as walking out of a ‘white sliced bread life’ into one filled with new cultures and
experiences.30 Carmel Galea was also a student at St Joseph’s during the 1950s and she remembers: ‘A
lot of us helped them when they arrived … they didn’t know what a lot of the words meant … and
we were told by the nuns to talk slowly to them’.31
For other students, like Teresa Rechichi whose family emigrated from Italy, English was learnt
from older siblings who attended St Joseph’s before them. Many parents of these newly arrived families
learnt English from their children.
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Community spirit
The culmination of the building project at St Joseph’s was the opening of the new church in December
1962. ‘Red-Letter Day for Springvale’ read the headline in The Advocate announcing the official
opening. Since the mid-1950s the parish and school had continued to grow at a rapid rate. Springvale
was a thriving, multicultural, industrial city – a far cry from the sleepy, rural township it had been a
decade earlier. In the past seven years, the school had built fourteen new classrooms for primary
education.32 The completion of a new church was the culmination of years of building activity for
Father Coghlan. The modern brick church building was built on the corner of St James Avenue and
Buckingham Avenue. The challenge for the architects was to design a building that would serve as
both a church but also a meeting and recreation hall.33 They met this challenge successfully and the
church still stands on the corner today.

The culmination of years of
fundraising and building projects was
the opening of the new St Joseph’s
church in December 1962.
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Father Coghlan said at the opening ceremony for the new church that the parishioners ‘should
take enormous pride in the fact that they had completed the new church and had paid off one-third
of its cost’.34 Indeed the parish had become so good at raising funds, that while the building costs over
the last seven years had totalled £120,000, the parish had raised just shy of that in donations from the
community.35
St Joseph’s community continued – and continues to this day – to have a strong sense of
community pride and ownership. Raising funds and donating time and energy have played an
important role in the history of the school. Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, the community raised
thousands of pounds (later dollars) to benefit the growing school. Joseph’s Shavings, a monthly newsletter
published by the parish throughout the 1960s, is filled with articles praising the generous donations
of local parishioners or calling for volunteers and further donations. Cake stalls, street stalls and the
annual parish fete raised much needed funds to keep the school and church active throughout the
year. The annual fete alone often raised upwards of a thousand pounds each year.36
Parents were actively involved in their children’s school and helped wherever they could, from
cleaning the school grounds and running the tuck shop to training the cross-country team and
umpiring basketball matches.37 Margaret (Marg) Miller was a student at St Joseph’s in the early 1960s
Report on the opening of the new
and she remembers her mother being very actively involved.
church in Joseph’s Shavings, the
In those days every school holidays, the mothers would come up and clean the whole school; parish newsletter, in December 1962.
they’d wash all the windows, they’d polish all the floors, they did all the maintenance of the
school.38
On the students’ return to school after the holidays, Joseph’s Shavings reported ‘the Nuns and teachers
of St Joseph’s School would like to express their sincere gratitude to the small but most devoted and
industrious group of ladies who left our school in such perfect order for the return of our seven
hundred pupils’.39 Even the students helped. Teresa Rechichi, a student during the 1950s, recalls that
everyone had chores – from sweeping the classroom to emptying the bins, even cleaning the toilets.40
Margaret Leahy’s mother was another one of the many active parents in the St Joseph’s
community. Margaret remembers her mother helping the nuns:
She knew the hardships they were going through and she could work out that they didn’t have
things that she thought they should have … all those mothers worked for the nuns.41
In March 1964, Margaret’s mother along with four other ladies volunteered to take charge of the Tuck
Shop.42 The school Tuck Shop or canteen was an area dominated by the parents. The school canteen
briCkS, mOrtAr, FAitH And COmmUnity
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started in the late 1950s. Margaret Leahy remembers the excitement of having a canteen and being OPPOSITE, FROM TOP LEFT
allowed a pie for lunch when her mum was on duty. For Marg Miller’s Italian mother, the canteen Miss Murphy, one of the new lay
teachers to join St Joseph’s, with her
offered a chance to socialise and to learn English.
class in 1962.
They used to have a whole lot of European people – mainly Dutch, German and Maltese – in
the area, so my mother started volunteering for the canteen.That’s how she learnt English because Junior class activities. During the late
she was working with a whole group of Dutch ladies. My mum actually speaks [English] with a 1950s and early 1960s it was
recognised that lay teachers were
Dutch accent.43
needed to supplement the declining
St Joseph’s Parish worked hard to create a sense of community, especially with the arrival of so many numbers of Brigidine Sisters.
‘new Australians’. On addressing the importance of a strong community spirit, Joseph’s Shavings recorded
Springvale Historical Society
in 1965:
Where there is such a school it is easy for newly-arrived families to find their feet in the parish,
to feel that this is their parish. Through the children, the parents meet, the newcomers are not
left strangers among strangers any more, and for those of goodwill, opportunities are offered
through the parish school for their taking an active part in parish, as well as school activities.44

Grade Prep, 1964 with lay teacher,
Miss Tanner.
Grade Prep, 1964 with Brigidine
Sister teacher.

Transitions in teaching
As St Joseph’s school grew, so too did its staff. While the need for lay teaching staff to augment the
nuns was recognised as early as 1951 with the appointment of Miss Walker, it was not until the late
1950s that lay teachers began to take on more and more of the teaching responsibilities – with much
success. Mother Pauline praised the lay teaching staff in 1958 for ‘their splendid co-operation, interest
in their work and the attractiveness of their classrooms’.45
It was not just the nuns who were impressed with the lay teaching staff; many of the students
were too. Margaret Leahy remembers being star struck by the young, attractive teaching graduates.
… they really were like teenagers, they were very, very young, but they were glamorous … they
were so much more glamorous than the nuns of course … we just used to gaze at them, we
couldn’t get over how beautiful they were. Denise Galvin and I spent more of our time in class
talking about what the teachers were wearing than doing any schoolwork.46
The introduction of lay teachers helped fill much needed gaps in teaching staff. The numbers of
available trained Brigidine Sisters were declining each year. By 1972 St Joseph’s had its first lay
principal, Mr Michael O’Rourke. Anne Hibbert was a teacher at the time, then known as Miss
briCkS, mOrtAr, FAitH And COmmUnity
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Johnston. She remembers Michael O’Rourke’s arrival:

Staff photo, 1965. Note the growing
He was one of the very first lay principals – and probably male principals yes – in a Catholic presence of lay teachers amongst the
primary school at the time. He just took the school off in a whole new direction. Again, that was teaching staff.
around the time when the Vietnamese refugees were starting to come … There was an enormous
Lay staff in 1964. Back row: Loretto
growth in numbers, both with the state school over in Springvale Road and in our school.47
Perkins, Mrs Deldin, Annette
By the late 1960s, after 30 years of primary school education at St Joseph’s – and following the Mangan, Marie Hibbert. Front row:
establishment of Killester College as a Catholic secondary school for girls in 1955 – the provision of Denise Tobin, Jenny Arnot, Miss
secondary education for the Catholic boys of Springvale and the surrounding area had become an Tanner, Maria Land.
imperative. In February 1967, Mazenod College was opened, commencing in four classrooms at
St Joseph’s Primary School. In its first year there was a total enrolment of 79 students (two Grade 7 Grade 5, 1965.
classes) and a staff of two.48 Mazenod remained at St Joseph’s until April the following year, when it Father Coghlan and the first
moved to its own premises at Mulgrave.
communion group, 1962.

A unique school
The 1950s and 1960s were decades characterised by suburban growth and development as well as a
strong sense of community spirit and togetherness. The parishioners, nuns, teachers and community
members worked hard to make St Joseph’s School a nurturing, friendly and fun place of learning. For
Teresa Rechichi, a student at the time, St Joseph’s was more than just a school,‘more than a community,
it just felt like a family’.49
For nearly 20 years the Bridgine Sisters, like the Sisters of Our Lady of the Missions before them,
worked tirelessly teaching, administering and running St Joseph’s School, providing education as well
as religious instruction to an ever-growing number of students. ‘I think we are justified in saying’,
commented Archbishop Mannix:
… that the work of the Brigidine Sisters in the primary and secondary schools is second to none.
All the religious teaching orders are doing great work, but none of them are doing better in this
diocese than the Brigidine Sisters.50
Working at times under adverse conditions, the Sisters persevered and helped to increase St Joseph’s
growing reputation as a unique place of education. As the school inspector PF Crudden wrote in
1963, ‘The school is gradually acquiring a distinctive style and character and, I must stay, it is an
impressive one’.51
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