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Celebrating the Sesquicentenary of St Patrick’s Parish, Glen Innes. 21.11.21 
(Paul McCabe) 
 
The NGARABAL people were the traditional custodians of country including Glen Innes, and their 
language was still commonly spoken in the lifetime of my parents. We acknowledge and pay respect to the 
people who identified with this country for untold millennia. We salute all indigenous families in this 
community, and respect their deep physical and spiritual connection to the land. People have lived here for 
perhaps fifty or sixty thousand years. St Patrick’s Parish was founded barely a moment ago, in 1871. Sadly, 
we know very little about the Ngarabal people, so I begin my reflections by simply acknowledging what 
God has been doing in them and through them for the many thousands of years before the Word was made 
flesh and dwelt among us. I want to pay respect also to two priests from Glen Innes, Dick Buchhorn and 
Barry Bell, who did so much to care for our indigenous sisters and brothers. 
 
Today, my old friend, Michael Williams, will focus on the story of the parish itself, while I will cast an eye 
on what was happening in the wider world leading up to the founding of the parish in 1871. I will, as it were, 
supply the potting mix, while Mike will bring the potplant! 
 
THE CATHOLIC CHURCH IN AUSTRALIA 
The beginnings of the Catholic mission to Australia did not augur well. The penal colony was established in 
1788, and there were many Catholics among the convicts. However, initially, only Anglican church services 
were permitted. The first public Mass to be celebrated on land was 15 years later in 1803 by a convict priest, 
Fr Dixon, one of three sent out from Ireland after the 1798 rebellion. Governor King granted permission on 
condition that no ‘seditious conversations’ were held within the congregation.  
I have here a copy of Governor King’s proclamation giving permission for that first Mass. 
 
The following year, 1804, 300 convicts rebelled at Castle Hill. It was presumed that Fr Dixon’s Masses had 
provided an opportunity for the Irish to conspire together, so permission for him to minister was withdrawn. 
Rev Samuel Marsden, the ‘flogging parson’, argued against allowing any Catholic Mass, saying it was no 
more than a seditious assembly of ignorant and savage Irishmen. He said that the colony would be lost to the 
British Empire in less than a year if the Catholic religion was allowed.   
 
It must be remembered that in this same year, 1804, Catholic Spain declared war on Britain, culminating in 
Nelson’s iconic victory at the Battle of Trafalgar in 1805. The following year, the Holy Roman Empire 
ended, and Napoleon controlled all of Europe. From 1809-14 the Pope was a prisoner of Napoleon in 
France, and Church authority was in total disarray. Things didn’t begin to settle down until after the Battle 
of Waterloo in 1815 when the English under Wellington and the Prussians under Blucher defeated 
Napoleon, ushering in the period of peace called the Pax Brittanica. (Wellington and Blucher obviously had better 
boots than Napoleon!) 
 
When the Pax Brittanica had settled the world, in 1816, a Fr Jeremiah O’Flynn arrived in Rome from the 
West Indies. His bishop had expelled him for insubordination, and he’d come to Rome to plead his case. He 
met there a Fr Hayes whose brother had been sent to Australia after the 1798 rebellion. Hayes persuaded 
O’Flynn to go to England to seek permission to go to Australia. O’Flynn failed to obtain the necessary 
permission either from the Church or from the Colonial Secretary, but he sailed to Australia anyway. 
Arriving in 1817, he told Governor Macquarie (who’d come in 1809) that permission had been granted and 
would arrive shortly. Macquarie, though deeply suspicious, allowed him to stay in the colony on the 
condition he did not say Mass. O’Flynn went into hiding, and during 1818 he celebrated Mass in the home 
of an emancipated convict, William Davis, in the area called ‘The Rocks’. Governor Macquarie soon 
arrested and deported him, but the Blessed Sacrament was left in Davis’ home which we could say became 
the first centre of Catholic devotion in Australia. The host left by O’Flynn was consumed in the following 
year, 1819, by a visiting French priest. Davis later donated his land for the building of St Patrick’s Church, 
Church Hill, in 1840. 
 
 



 2 
It was not until 1820, a couple of years after the departure of Jeremiah O’Flynn, that the first official 
Catholic chaplains arrived: Fr Philip Conolly in Van Dieman’s Land, and Fr John Joseph Therry in New 
Holland. They were sent by Bishop Edward Slater, vicar apostolic of Mauritius, a relatively tiny island in 
the Indian Ocean east of Madagascar. The huge diocese centred on Mauritius included the island of 
Madagascar, the Cape of Good Hope and New Holland. (Cape Town to Sydney = 11,000km!) 
 
Mauritius had been administered by the French until Napoleon’s defeat, and there were problems when the 
English took over the administration. Bishop Slater was the first English bishop, and soon found himself in 
difficulties with a couple of his priests who reported him to Rome. A Bishop William Morris was sent in 
1832 to conduct an official investigation, but before he arrived, Bishop Slater ran away to sea, and died of 
exposure. So instead of investigating Slater, Bp Morris was appointed to succeed him. (Poor Bp Morris 
would later also have to leave because of spurious complaints from a disgruntled priest.) 
 
The Vicar General in Mauritius was a young, 26 year old Benedictine, William Ullathorne. Bp Morris sent 
him to the colony in 1833 to see how things were going in New Holland.  
Ullathorne’s first report went like this: “We have taken a vast portion of God’s earth and made it a 
cesspool…we have poured down scum upon scum and dregs upon dregs of the offscourings of mankind…”  
One aspect of life in the colony which troubled the aristocratic Ullathorne was the consumption of alcohol. 
He wrote: ‘An always sober servant in a town would be a phenomenon. I have known 14 public houses in 
full employ in a small township of 1800 inhabitants. In Sydney there are 224 licensed taverns in addition to 
sly-grog shops; and they line every roadside at short intervals...’ 
 
Notwithstanding his misgivings, Ullathorne worked with extraordinary energy and insight. He soon 
appealed to Pope Gregory XVI to detach New Holland from Mauritius, which was done in 1834. In 1835, 
Ullathorne’s former novice master at the Benedictine Abbey of Downside, Bede Polding, was appointed 
bishop/vicar-apostolic of New Holland, van Diemen’s Land and the adjoining islands.  
 
EXPLORERS AND SETTLERS IN NORTHERN NSW 
Meanwhile, white settlement north of the Hunter expanded rapidly in the 1830s after the explorations of 
John Oxley, Allan Cunningham and Major Mitchell. ‘Goonoo Goonoo’ and ‘Wolka’ stations were 
established in 1831-2.  In 1838, Archibald Boyd became the first squatter in the Glen Innes district. 
 
In 1839, the Commissioner for Crown Lands, George J McDonald, established “Armidale”, naming it after 
the ancestral home of the McDonalds on the Isle of Skye. A census of the whole area in 1841 showed there 
were 1115 white residents, 711 of whom were convicts or emancipists, with one professional flogger to keep 
them in order!  Many were employed to look after sheep and cattle, living in isolated bark huts with only a 
pan, pot, kettle, knife, and possum skin rug to keep them warm. Written evidence of earliest contact with 
local indigenous peoples is scarce, and often unreliable. Violent resistance would obviously have occurred, 
and some white settlers conducted brutal massacres at Myall Creek, Bluff Rock, etc. The first and only 
executions of whites for killing blacks was after the Myall Creek massacre in 1838, the year the first squatter 
settled in the Glen Innes area. 
 
EXPANDING CHURCH MISSION WORK IN NSW AND QUEENSLAND 
That same year, 1838, Bishop Polding sent two priests to what we now call the Hunter district. One of these, 
Fr John Lynch, and extraordinarily energetic apostle who regularly rode his horse from Maitland to “The 
Peel” (the area we know as Tamworth & Gunnedah) and he was the first priest to come north into what is 
now New England.  
Polding later also sent a priest, James Hanly, to the growing settlement round Moreton Bay in Qld. Hanly is supposed to have 
ridden on horseback from present day Ipswich to Sydney to attend the Synod, taking only a week for the trip, and doing the 
wedding of Mr J. Trim in Ben Lomond on the way!?  
Polding also sent four Passionist missionary priests to Moreton Bay to minister to the local Aboriginal people, the first such 
mission to indigenous people. But it proved a failure as the missioners were under-resourced and unable to cope with the hunter-
gatherer life-style of the nomadic natives. The mission was soon abandoned. However, such outreach proved more successful in 
Western Australia where Sisters of Mercy from Ireland began teaching the aboriginal children with notable success. 
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Fr Lynch became one of the most celebrated church builders in the dioceses of Maitland and Armidale, and later in 
Sydney. He was also a strong supporter of the Total Abstinence Society or Temperance League, begun in Ireland by 
Fr Mathew in 1838, the same year that Lynch left Ireland for Australia. Millions of people in Ireland took the 
Temperance Pledge, and the production of Irish whisky fell from 12.3million gallons in 1839 to 5.5million in 1844!  
As already noted, William Ullathorne was staggered by the amount of alcohol being consumed, and no doubt this was 
major concern of priests like Fr Lynch who strongly supported temperance if not total abstinence. 
 
Fr John Rigney was appointed to Singleton in the early 1840s, and continued Fr Lynch’s work, regularly 
riding north to the area called ‘The Peel’, and celebrating Mass in a wooden shanty opposite what is now the 
Travel-Lodge Motel on the south side of the river. It was Fr Rigney who organised the building of the first 
Catholic church in Armidale in 1848, on land donated by a Mr Joseph Daly where O’Connor school now 
stands. The next year, 1849, Rigney established the first Catholic school in Armidale, the teacher receiving 
30pounds/year. 
 
In 1852, gold was discovered at Hanging Rock, at Rocky River near Uralla, and in the Peel area at Bowling 
Alley Point. This of course attracted increasing numbers of people, not just to that area, but right through the 
New England area to Tenterfield. 
Because of the rising population, in 1853, Bishop Polding appointed the first resident priest of Armidale. His 
name was Fr Tim McCarthy. He was only 26 years old, ordained in Ireland and had been in Australia only 
5 months. He became responsible for the whole of northern NSW, and quickly became a legend in the 
district. He was as good with horses as he was with people. The whole population, Protestant and Catholic, 
loved and respected him, and was even nick-named ‘the Protestant priest’. 
 
He served church communities in Tenterfield, Grafton, Rocky River, Walcha, Uralla, The Peel (Tamworth), 
Wee Waa, Glen Quinn (Narrabri). In 1858, he laid the foundation stone of what would become St 
Nicholas’s Church, East Tamworth. He was invited to deliver the inaugural address at the opening of the 
Tenterfield School of Arts in 1860, where Henry Parkes would deliver his famous Federation Speech in 
1889, almost 30 years later. 
 
Church buildings were mostly used as schools as well. A census of school pupils at the time indicated that 
their average age was 8 years, and the average stay at school was 2 years! 
 
In 1862, the meeting of Bishops decided to create a new diocese, centred on Armidale. Fr Tim McCarthy 
was transferred to Carcoar, and Dean John Lynch (later Monsignor, the first to hold this title in Australia) 
from Maitland was appointed Vicar Forane, in charge of the newly formed diocese. He, as we saw, had been 
the first priest to come to the area in 1838. Dean Lynch, in 1864, laid the foundation stone of the first church 
in Glen Innes which was then part of Tenterfield parish. The Dean began work on the first cathedral in 
Armidale. This was completed soon after the arrival of Bishop Timothy O’Mahony in 1871, the year Glen 
Innes became a separate parish.   Armidale included what is now the diocese of Lismore. The southern areas 
including Tamworth, Gunnedah, Manilla and Quirindi would remain in the Maitland diocese until 1887 when the 
diocese centred on Grafton (now Lismore) was formed 
 
WORLD EVENTS IN 1871 
 
The 19th century was full of huge challenges for the Church. The Papal states which had been under the 
sovereign rule of the Pope for over 1000 years were being conquered and occupied. General Garibaldi 
proclaimed in 1867 that “the papacy was the most harmful of all secret societies and should be abolished”! 
He said this even though he was a fanatical member of one of the most secret societies, the Masons.  
The Church, and religion generally, was reeling under the attack of the Enlightenment which could see no 
place for God. Religious institutions were being threatened by anarchism, communism, socialism, liberalism 
and materialism. Karl Marx, Charles Darwin, Friedrich Nietzsche, and (later) Sigmund Freud were 
undermining fundamental assumptions about society, creation, humanity, and morality. (Masters of suspicion: M N F)  
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The American Civil War was raging from 1861 to 1865, and Abraham Lincoln was assassinated in 1865. 
It’s hard to believe, but in 1866, Pope Pius IX signed a document saying: “It is not against divine law for a 
slave to be sold, bought or exchanged.” This was repudiated 100 years later when the Second Vatican 
Council in the “Church in the Modern World” explicitly condemned any form of slavery. 
 
Surrounded by such turmoil, Pope Pius IX decided to call an ecumenical Council, the first for 300 years. It 
began in December 1869, and by July 1870 had produced two constitutions, the first on the Catholic Faith 
and the next on the Primacy & Infallibility of the Pope. Then, the bishops had a break for a few weeks, 
intending to resume later in the year. But war broke out between France and Prussia, and the French troops 
defending Rome against the Kingdom of Italy were withdrawn, and the Italian army captured the Papal 
States. The Pope suspended the Council in October 1870. It was not formally closed for almost 100 years when Pope 
John XXIII did so in 1960 before calling the 2nd Vatican Council.  
 
In Jan. 1871, the 2nd German Reich (empire) was proclaimed, and in response to the Vatican Council 
declaration of the Pope’s Primacy, Chancellor Otto von Bismarck begins the ‘Kulturkampf’, culture war, 
against Catholicism, declaring that the first loyalty of any Catholic was not to the Pope but to the secular 
nation.  
All teaching religious orders were dissolved or expelled from the territories of the new German empire and their property 
confiscated, with education passing under the control of the state. The Ursuline sisters who were in Duderstadt fled to England 
where they were met by a young Italian Capuchin priest, Fr Elzear Torreggiani. They took with them a chalice which had been 
presented to them in Duderstadt in 1864. This is the chalice. It is inscribed on the inside of its base: Conventui Sanctimonial 
Ursulinar A Seiters, Commissarius Duderstadii 1864   To the convent of the Ursuline nuns, A Seiters, Commissioner, Duderstadt 
1864. When the Ursuline sisters were invited to Armidale by Bishop Torreggiani, they must have brought this chalice with them. It 
would eventually find its way to the parish of Boggabilla which name is inscribed on the outside of the base. Two very influential 
Ursulines would come from Glen Innes: Mel & Gay Williams. 
 
1871: The first bishop installed in Armidale, and the establishment of St Patrick’s, Glen Innes. 
 
But Otto von Bismarck wasn’t the only problem facing Pope Pius IX leading up to the establishment of Glen 
Innes parish! For almost ten years, since 1862, they’d been trying unsuccessfully to find a bishop for the 
new diocese of Armidale. Two nominees had refused the offer. The first was an Augustinian priest from 
Bendigo, Fr James Hayes; but he declined on the grounds that the district was insufficiently developed and 
too primitive to support a bishopric. The next nominee, Fr John Crookall, was choirmaster and lecturer at 
the English college in Rome. He was concerned about friction in the Australian church between the Irish & 
English, and about highwaymen roaming freely in the Australian bush. But the clincher was that the diocese 
was so vast that it demanded an experienced horseman as a bishop, and he’d never ridden a horse in his life! 
 
Finally, an Irishman, Fr Timothy O’Mahony, from the diocese of Cork in Ireland, accepted nomination. He 
had studied at the Irish College in Rome together with two cousins, James and Matthew Quinn, who would subsequently 
become bishops in Australia. O’Mahony had grown up in Ireland during the time of the great Cardinal Cullen, the architect 
of the extraordinary devotional revolution which transformed Ireland from 1850 to 1875. 
He was consecrated on 30 Nov 1869 in Cork, and he immediately went to join the 700 bishops at the 
Vatican Council in Rome. Having studied in there, he would no doubt have been able to follow the 
discussions reasonably well. However, for many it would have been very difficult. The great Cardinal 
Manning of England when asked by Lord Houghton what was going on at the Council answered: "Well, we 
meet, and we look at one another, and then we talk a little, but when we want to know what we have been 
doing, we read ‘The Times’!”. This may sound like an exaggeration, but I do know some bishops at the 2nd Vatican Council 
almost 100 years later who, notwithstanding the modern means of communication, had great difficulty because of language & 
other problems, so they had to rely on newspaper reports to keep them up to scratch! 
 
When the Council was suspended in July 1870, Bishop O’Mahony returned to Ireland, and there recruited 
two seminarians, Patrick O’Connor (who would become a future bishop of Armidale), and Jeremiah Doyle 
(who would become the first bishop of Grafton/Lismore). Bishop O’Mahony sailed to Sydney, arriving early 
in March 1871, and set out almost immediately for Armidale, accompanied by Archbishop Polding who 
installed him in the new diocese on 25 March. On Palm Sunday, with all 8 priests of the diocese present at 
Mass to collect the holy oils, the new bishop promulgated the decrees of the Vatican Council, particularly 
emphasising the Primacy and Infallibility of the Pope. 
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Mary MacKillop 
Before looking at what Bishop O’Mahony did in 1871, let’s glance at what St Mary MacKillop was up at 
this time. In 1866, she gathered a little group of women in Penola, the nucleus of the Sisters of St Joseph. 
Within three years, there were 70 sisters in Adelaide, running 21 schools, an orphanage, a home for the poor 
aged and ill, and a refuge for children and girls in danger; & Mary had taken several sisters to Brisbane. 
Within 5 years, by 1871, there were 127 Josephites in the Adelaide diocese running 34 schools.   But there 
was resentment among some priests against the Sisters who were accused of being insubordinate, and of not 
properly qualified to run schools. One of the priests, Charles Horan, particularly resented the sisters for 
accusing his friend, Fr Keating, of abuse of a child. Keating was later expelled from the diocese. Largely 
because of Horan’s persuasiveness, Bishop Shiel excommunicated Mother Mary in September 1871, the 
year Glen Innes became a parish. The Bishop, of course, would later lift the excommunication on his deathbed. 
 
Bishop O’Mahony 
Meanwhile, soon after being installed in Armidale, Bishop O’Mahony set out to visit the diocese, going to 
Bundarra and on to Inverell where he opened the newly built church. He visited Glen Innes, and appointed 
Fr James Kelly as the first resident parish priest. (Fr Kelly would later go to Lismore and Kempsey before returning 
to Ireland, joining the Cistercians, and going to Durban in South Africa where he died in 1912.)  
 
Leaving Glen Innes, Bishop Mahony travelled by horse and carriage to Tenterfield, Grafton, Casino, 
Lismore and Coraki (where a local report said he was a fearless and excellent horseman). He boarded a boat 
at Grafton, and sailed to Kempsey and Port Macquarie, which were then, of course, part of the Armidale 
diocese. He then went by steamer to Sydney, visited Archbishop Polding, and then caught the train to 
Maitland and Scone, and then the coach to Armidale. The line to Murrurundi was completed in 1872; through Werris 
Creek to Tamworth in 1878; to Armidale in 1883, and to Wallangarra in 1888. 
 
But the bishop did not rest for long after returning to Armidale. Almost immediately, he set out to visit the 
western parts of the diocese. He celebrated Mass in the courthouse at Narrabri, but was prevented from 
reaching Moree because the Mehi was in flood; so he went to Pallamallawa and on to Warialda where he 
dedicated the new church. He then went to Bingara and from there back to Armidale. He was obviously an 
extraordinarily energetic and dedicated pastor. 
 
Sadly, Bishop O’Mahony was forced to leave the diocese after four years in 1875 as a result of the scandal 
of false accusations that he had fathered a child. The mother of the child eventually confessed she had 
fabricated the story to conceal who the true father was. The bishop also had trouble with a couple of the 
priests, who disapproved of the bishop’s sometimes boisterous ‘joviality’. Many of the early Irish priests 
were very strong supporters of the temperance society, as indeed was Fr Lynch who’d been looking after the 
diocese before the arrival of the new bishop. 
 
Eventually, Rome requested that Bishop O’Mahony resign, which he did in 1878. He was appointed auxiliary Bishop in Toronto, 
Canada, where he died in 1892.  
Bishops could have it rough in those days when communications were so limited. Poor Bishop Morris who sent William 
Ullathorne to Australia 45 years before in 1833 was hounded out of Mauritius by a resentful priest who had complained to Rome. 
Bishop Morris had given documents explaining the situation to a visiting French bishop who was on his way to Rome; but these, 
apparently, were not delivered on time. Roman authorities forced Bishop Morris to resign and return to England. So the dismissal 
of bishops was not unusual in those days! 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
So 1871, the year St Patrick’s Glen Innes was inaugurated as a separate parish, was a significant year for 
many reasons. It was the year following the dramatic events surrounding the First Vatican Council, with 
Christian Europe in absolute turmoil, the 1000 year tradition of the papal states about to be shattered, and 
perhaps for the first time in history, the relevance of religion and belief in God, the foundations of Western 
Civilisation, being seriously questioned by an increasingly secular culture. 
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No one would have imagined the catastrophies awaiting humankind over the next 100 years: Two world 
wars, and innumerable almost continual local wars; millions killed by the Spanish flu; upwards of 200m 
people sacrificed to install authoritarian regimes in Russia, China, many other countries, inspired by the 
communist ideology of Karl Marx. In fact, in 1871, the very year our parish was founded, the German 
edition of Marx’s ‘Das Kapital’ was completely sold out, and huge numbers were then published in many 
languages, the first Russian edition of 3000 copies being sold out in 1872. 
 
But it was not just in Europe that anti-Catholic prejudice abounded. It also flourished in the Australian 
colonies. Catholics were commonly thought to be disruptive, alien, priest-ridden and arriving in excessive 
numbers. 
Henry Parkes: To the electors of Mudgee in Jan 1872. 
“I protest against Irishmen coming here and bringing their national grievances to disturb this land of ours… 
… I object to seven Irishmen coming here to every three Englishmen…(A voice comes from the crowd shouts: ‘You 
old baboon’ in protest at this gross exaggeration, and Parkes continues) Those few gentlemen in the crowd should be the 
last men in the world to talk about baboons…”  Parkes, like JD Lang, was obsessed with the belief that Irish 
immigration would turn Australia into a province of the Pope in Rome whose Primacy and Infallibillity had 
just been proclaimed. Henry Parkes was strongly against public support for Catholic education. 
 
In the 150 years since Glen Innes parish was founded, there have been innumerable crises, failures and 
catastrophies both in Australia and in the world. But the Light of Christ still shines, and the Spirit still guides 
the Church, whether in Pope Pius IX in 1871, or in Pope Francis 150 years later in 2021. 
 
No one attending the opening Mass at Glen Innes in 1871 would have even remotely imagined that within 
100 years, in July 1969, Neil Armstrong would have walked on the moon. We have no idea what wonders or 
cataclysms await us. What we do have is the same faith, hope and love which stirred in the hearts of those 
wonderful people of Glen Innes 150 years ago, that same faith, hope and love which 2000 years ago inspired 
the apostles when they saw the Lord Jesus raised from the dead after the catastrophe of calvary.  
 
But, having reflected on the great events of our history, what I would like to say to the Lord today is this: 
“After you told that parable about the widow who pestered the unjust judge as a lesson to us to pray 
continually and never lose heart, what did you mean when you asked: “When the Son of Man comes, will he 
find any faith on earth?” (Luke 18:8) 


