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chapter one

THE MALLEE MY COUNTRY

Memory plays its own games in my remote and fading past.
Only the few things that have cut deep grooves in the recesses
of my mind remain firm in outline today. To tease out the
memories, to put them in their place and time, to surround
them with the people who stood within them and then to
translate the maze of memory into words — that is my
principal task as I set about writing of the self I was in that
past. The rest is based on surviving relics — oddments like
the bronze vase that Dad gave to my mother when I was
about six, letters, bank accounts, scraps in newspapers,
photographs, lines of poetry and songs. These things are there
to treasure and be used, but with respect, discretion and care.
One thing alone remains fixed because its contours can still
be traced even when it changes. The land is there to walk on,
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hesitantly and with reverence in the knowledge that it shaped
me. My land, my country was the Mallee.
The Victorian Mallee is that north-western portion of
the state bordered in the north and east by the Murray River
and in the west by the border with South Australia. Coming
from Melbourne in the south the plains of the Wimmera give
way to the sandy stretches of the Mallee somewhere about
Birchip. As a distinctive landform, the Mallee was created
about 14,000 years ago by the inland rivers, when they came
down into the Murray Basin. They washed out into
floodplains and deposited sand, which became the soil of the
Mallee. Semi-saline lakes were also formed, as well as sand
dunes that bore some vegetation. The scrub that partly
covered the area, as distinct from forest, of which there was
none, was made up largely of mallee trees that grew from a
hidden bole or stump into several stems. The Aborigines
called this genus of the eucalyptus mali and thus gave a name
to the region.
Major Thomas Mitchell skirted the area to the south
and east in 1836, but the impression quickly took hold that
the Mallee held out prospects of little advantage to settlers
and, in the next 50 years, only a handful of intrepid souls
ventured into that part of the country. In 1902, the Sydney
Bulletin remarked, ‘Nobody knows who made the Mallee, but
the Devil is strongly suspected.’ Certainly unaware of this
dismal estimate of its prospects, my father bought a farm at
Sea Lake in the Mallee about 240 miles from Melbourne in
1924. It was from our home on the farm that he took his
pregnant wife to Melbourne in early April 1927.
Melbourne, my birthplace, remains my city. I have not
lived there for more than 60 years and my birth in a private
hospital in the bay-side suburb of St Kilda was not originally
intended. My older sister was born in 1925 in Doctor Claude
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Greer’s private hospital, ‘Maroondah’, at Sea Lake. My
mother was small of frame, the birth was hard, the baby was
bonny and strong but she lived only very briefly, although
long enough to be baptised Josephine. Dr Greer, much loved
and highly respected, as was then common of bush doctors,
said to my father, ‘Mick, if you want to have a live child, go to
Melbourne. Janie will never bear one in the Mallee.’ Why the
Melbourne surgeon chose 15 April, 1927, as the appropriate
day to deliver me by Caesarian section remains a mystery. Yet,
as a result, Good Friday, the day on which I was born, became
a day of life and death for me. Long before, on a Jerusalem
hillside, death was dealt to a Galilean rebel. For both of us,
the decisive hour was about three o’clock in the afternoon. He
died and I was born. It ill behoves a Gentile from an obscure
village in the Antipodes to make any claim on the one whom
Pilate chose to call ‘Jesus, the Nazarene, King of the Jews’. Yet
thenceforward, my path through life was wound together
with His.
My mother had eaten nothing until one evening,
a week after my birth, when her mother, Mary Mclnerney,
nee Neylon, and long since out of Ireland, visited the
hospital. She had been a bush midwife and, from under her
widow’s weeds, she produced a bottle of champagne and
ordered a reluctant Mick to open it. Janie drank a glass,
became violently ill and soon afterwards asked for a meal.
We returned to the farm on the edge of the township of Sea
Lake. There I became a child of the Victorian Mallee. It was a
place where the making of a man was a simple thing. Yet, for
me, simplicity was woven with a burden of complexity that
was not all of my own choosing.
Perhaps my coming into his world did a little to lift my
father’s worries. His land was mortgaged and the bank
expected its annual payment. The previous harvest of 1926—27
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about Sea Lake was bounteous, with 115,000 bags of wheat
delivered to the local railway station. The Weekly Times
reported that the next harvest, of 1927-28, was ‘one of the
worst experienced in the Sea Lake District’, with a rainfall of
6.28 inches compared with the average of 12.5 inches. Winter
and spring were long and dry for families whose well being
was determined by rain and, in the upshot, less than 30,000
bags were harvested. I have no knowledge of what share Mick
Molony contributed to the total.
I was almost two in February 1929 when my
grandmother took me in a pusher, called, I think, a go-cart, to
a small rise near our home. From its sandy summit, she could
see the trees which shrouded the cemetery on the next rise.
I have always since called that place ‘The Hill’. At that
moment, the men of the family were laying Mick Mclnerney
down to rest. Mick, Mary Neylon’s second son, had been
hospitalised in Egypt after serving with the 24th Battalion of
the AIF in the trenches at Lone Pine on Gallipoli in 1915,
where the fighting was so dangerous and exhausting that the
23rd and the 24th were rotated daily. In June 1916, he was
severely wounded in the shoulder and neck in action in France
and returned home in 1919 broken in body after further
service as a sergeant on the Western Front with a veterinary
unit. It was not then the custom for the women of Ireland to be
at a graveside and perhaps my grandmother’s emotions at a
distance were so strong that they coursed over into my childish
mind. I have never been clear about what effect carrying
a funeral as a first memory has had on my psyche, but
I remember also that ‘Little Grandma, as she was known, died
in July in that same year.
Mary Neylon was born at Kilfenora in County Clare in
1856. Aged 15 she sailed for Australia and lived with her
sister, Mrs McNamara, in Ballarat. At 19 she married Michael
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Mclnerney on 29 March, 1875, in the church of St Alipius in
Ballarat East, where Peter Lalor had had his arm amputated
after the Eureka Stockade in 1854. It was Michael’s second
marriage at St Alipius because, some 10 years previously, his
first wife had died in childbirth. The child, their first, did not
live long after birth. There is no surviving record of my
grandfather’s birth, but Naise Cleary, late director of the Clare
Heritage Centre, concluded that he came from Ballingaddy
near Ennistymon and that he was born about 1836. Like
Mary Neylon, he had never learnt to read and write, although
it was said that he could calculate in his head how many
scoops would be required to dig a dam of a certain size. They
remained illiterate and, on their marriage day, they signed the
papers with an ‘X’. Formalised by my second name, Neylon,
the bond between my grandmother and me remains strong
today.
My father decided to go to war twice, the first time in
1916 under an assumed name, Lemonye, taken from the
author of a novel he was reading. His eldest brother spotted
him as his regiment marched down Spencer Street in
Melbourne on the way to embarkation. Once informed that
he was under age, the colonel in charge sent him home to
Litchfield in the Victorian Wimmera where Thomas Molony,
his father, farmed. On the second occasion, taking the best
horse on the farm, Dad was more successful. He survived his
brief period as a despatch rider in France but, hidden in his
lungs, he brought home the seeds of mustard gas that floated
over Flanders’ fields in 1918. Mercifully, he was still strong
and vibrant in the late 1920s. One day he saw me standing by
the fence that surrounded the homestead. He swept down
on his big red hack, gathered me up and placed me in front
of him on the saddle. I remember the wind on my face as he
rode rapidly through the paddocks, all the time laughing and
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holding me close in safety. I have no memory of his ever
telling me that those same paddocks would one day be mine.
To do so would have been futile. Drought and depression
combined to wreak their misery and we were in Melbourne
by 1935, never to return as a family to the Mallee. My father
was already broken in spirit long before the seeds of the gas
finally flowered. He died in 1958 and failure had become his
hallmark. In one thing of high valour, his love, he never
failed.
Our home in the Mallee could not be called Bella Vista
or any such name. There were no mountains in the Mallee
and therefore no rivers. The only vista was of paddocks
broken by gentle, shifting sand hills and small clumps of
mallee scrub, the roots of which made excellent firewood.
When the spring rains came and the wildflowers bloomed,
the Mallee had its own beauty, but even then it could scarcely
be called bella. Instead, the home was named ‘San Jose’. This
choice unquestionably stemmed from the fervent devotion of
my parents to Joseph, a Jewish carpenter of Nazareth and
husband of Mary of that same village. The house was
constructed of peculiarly flattened but slightly ridged corrugated
iron and, through the years, I have always delighted in hearing
the sound of rain on an iron roof. A verandah ran around the
house and, at the front, there was a lawn with two small palm
trees. On one side of the house there was an orange tree and
out the back, behind the kitchen, a mulberry tree with a soft,
round bole which fascinated me because I found the native
trees rough to my touch. I often sat under the orange tree
and found it good to look up at its ripening, golden fruit.
I proposed marriage to a delightful child, Phyllis Denley,
under the mulberry tree. She was aged about six and, with
much maturity and good sense, refused me. My toys were
simple, but I received a rocking horse for my fourth birthday.
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It was much treasured until the night Mother stumbled over
it in the dark on the verandah. The horse lost part of its
frame, Mother was injured and the toy disappeared.
Uninhabited, the house in Sea Lake remains there today. The
wooden verandah, lawn, palms and mulberry trees are gone.
The orange tree is dying from lack of water.
It is harder to think now of the inside of a home which
I have not entered in seven decades. As a child, I often tried to
understand the meaning of the picture of the Sacred Heart on
the wall of my parents’ bedroom. That a heart could bleed
when pierced I knew already from watching my father
butcher a sheep or a pig. It took me much longer to be
convinced that a human heart could bleed. There was another
picture in the dining room that was surely as out of place as
any then hanging on a Mallee wall. A man with a darkened
visage, clad in long robes, stood on a bridge over a river. He
was looking longingly at a lady, similarly clad. How and when
the print, painted originally by Dante Galbriel Rossetti in
London in 1871 and called Dantes Dream, was acquired I do
not know. My mother explained to me that the man in the
picture was called Dante and that he was a great poet. She
said the lady, Beatrice, was the beloved of Dante and the
bridge was in a place across the seas called Florence. I have
since stood on the Ponte della Trinitä and brought back to my
mind those images of Dante and Beatrice. The wonder they
created in my Mallee childhood never returned until I read
Dante’s Paradiso.
The first allotments of land at what became Sea Lake
were put up for selection in 1890. By 1892, four selections of
about 640 acres each had been settled around a small,
freshwater lake. Dennis Gallagher had taken up the block to
the south of the lake and James McGowan the adjoining one
on the north. The surveyor’s map, dated 1890-91, stated that
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there were pine, box and mallee trees on the block and that
the soil was sandy. It was McGowan’s two blocks, reduced to
1,165 acres because the site for the township of Sea Lake had
been cut out of one block, that my father bought at a
satisfactory figure’ from the estate of James McGowan in
March 1924.
On 23 September, 1924, Michael Molony married
Janie Mclnerney in Bendigo. He recorded the event
cryptically, even laconically, in his diary. ‘Married at Sacred
Heart Cathedral at 11.30am. Breakfast at Shamrock.’ No
explanation was ever forthcoming as to why they were
married in Bendigo rather than in Donald in the Wimmera,
where ‘Little Grandma’ still lived at the time. Nonetheless, it
was a happy choice. The cathedral was partially and, after
World War II, became one of Australia’s finest gems of Gothic
architecture. Father Henry Backhaus, born in Germany, had
been educated for the priesthood at Propaganda Fide College
in Rome. He came to Adelaide to minister to the spiritual
needs of the German migrants in South Australia and
followed some of them to Bendigo in the early 1850s, when
prodigious quantities of gold were discovered there. Probably
unaware of their future value, he bought up large sections of
what became the heart of Bendigo and in his will he left a
huge sum of money to the bishop to build a cathedral. It was
well and nobly spent.
The Shamrock, ranking then and since among
Australia’s greatest hotels — home to Nellie Melba when she
sang in Bendigo — was a fitting choice to follow the
marriage. After her first sleepless night in the Shamrock,
Nellie had insisted that the clock on the Town Hall across the
road be stopped overnight. Janie and her mother had stayed
the night before the wedding at the Shamrock but it is not
recorded whether they were kept awake by the chimes. The
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honeymoon that followed lasted a month, partly at the
Windsor Hotel and some of the rest at the Union Club in
Melbourne. Dad entered in his diary on 27 September that
they ‘Went to Kings — Muriel Starr in East of Suez. They
also attended Mass at South Yarra and went twice to the races
at Caulfield.
The Sea Lake Times proclaimed its integrity with the
slogan, ‘An independent journal free from secular or religious
domination. It caters for all and panders to none.’ On
2 October, 1924, under the heading ‘Orange Blossom’, the
paper reported the wedding stating that the ‘parties motored’ to
Bendigo and that the bride, carrying ‘an ivory prayer book’ was
‘charming’ in a ‘handsome one-piece frock of mastic [sic]
marocain and georgille hat of tasteful shadings’. After the
wedding, they left by car for Melbourne ‘en route to the Blue
Mountains’. Some of this seemingly extravagant behaviour can
be explained partially by a diary entry Mick made on 18 August.
It reads, ‘Sold farm’, which means that he had disposed of the
farm near Donald given to him by his father.
There can be little doubt that Janie had persuaded
Mick to buy land at Sea Lake so as to be close to her
Mclnerney family, but it would be too much to assume that it
was part of the wedding contract. There had been an uneasy
relationship between Mick and his father, who had resented
Mick’s having fought for the British Empire in the war.
Putting a comfortable distance of 60 miles between the two of
them may have seemed appropriate to Mick. Janie’s brothers
had selected land some 10 to 15 miles from Sea Lake, Ned
Gallager had inherited his father Dennis’s block and Janie’s
eldest sister, Bess, had married Ned. With the purchase of
McGowan’s, Janie and Bess, Mick and Ned became
neighbours. Besides the ties of family and daily toil and the
constant comings and goings between the two homes less
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than half a mile apart, Ned and Mick shared a common
delight in each other’s company as well as in beer.
On summer evenings at harvest time, it was often the
case that Bess and Janie judged it ill advised of their men to
go down to the Royal Hotel for a drink. There were two pubs
in the town, but the men favoured the Royal, which was
known simply as the ‘top pub’ and which was the closer of the
two to their farms. To defeat the purpose of the ladies,
and slake their thirst, one of them would take the precaution
to fill a demijohn with beer at the pub, which was then
concealed near the tank stand behind the house. Mick would
suggest that he and Ned go outside for a ‘pitch’, the word he
invariably used rather than talk or yarn. Then, in the cool of
the evening, they sat down and passed the demijohn from
one to the other, doubtless yarning in the meantime. Dad
told me that he could never understand why Ned refused to
drink the last few mouthfuls but, instead, poured them on to
the ground. Ned was about 15 years older than Dad and he
probably had memories of beer in the olden times when the
sediment sank to the bottom.
Beer was unquestionably consumed in large quantities
in the Mallee, but it would be wrong to conclude that the
men were drunkards. Except for Friday afternoons, when the
outlying farmers and their wives came into Sea Lake for
provisions, it was unusual for a farmer to be seen in either pub
before evening. I have a distinct recollection of the distress
with which the women remarked on one particular farmer,
assuredly afflicted with alcoholism, who came into the town,
at some periods daily, and drank. It was predicted, mournfully
because of his wife and children, that he would ‘lose the farm’.
To widespread sorrow, he eventually did so.
This does not mean that drink was frowned on. My
Mclnerney uncles, Pat, Bill and Jack (a bachelor known as
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Jake), were Friday-afternoon drinkers, at times to excess.
Returning to their distant farms, they would not have another
drink for at least a week, sometimes longer when they were
unable to come into Sea Lake. Jake, being unconstrained by
wifely admonitions, usually enjoyed his Friday outings
greatly. On one occasion he was late arriving at our home for
‘tea, which the evening meal was always called, rather than
dinner, which was eaten at midday. Time passed, Mother
became anxious and Dad and Bill were dispatched to look for
him. They arrived back very much later with a bemused Jake.
It appears they came across a sleeping Jake not far from the
house and, ascertaining that he was simply in drink taken,
they proceeded to the pub on the pretext of looking for him.
The consequent condition of the trio caused immense
displeasure to Mother.
There has been much amiable argument about the
name Sea Lake which, by any account, is a curiosity. A. E. W.
Tobin was an ex-Surveyor-General of Victoria who had
surveyed the plan of the eventual township. He said in a letter
in 1937 that young Ned Gallagher had drawn up an early
map of the immediate area and written ‘Sea lake’ to indicate
the place where the lake was situated. Ned’s father, Dennis,
was very likely illiterate so that making the map was left to
Ned, who certainly could read and write. That Ned’s spelling
made sea out of‘see’, or that his handwriting was unclear,
is possible. In any event, the name Sea Lake remained for
posterity despite its seeming absurdity. For me as a child,
there was mystery in the whole thing and I could never
fathom it.
I took much joy in listening to the men talk about the
various places in the Mallee where they had been or were about
to visit to sell or buy a horse, sheep or a dog. I would often roll
my tongue around the flowing, gracious names of the Mallee
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that had come down from the old people who had lived long
centuries in those places: Berriwillock, Culgoa, Myall, Ninda,
Nyarrin, Nandaly, Chinkapook, Manangatang and many
more. Beside them, Sea Lake made no sense whatever. Today,
the lake where I sometimes went fishing as a child is
permanently dry and has been replaced with a golf course, but
the name, Sea Lake, remains a conundrum. Yet it adds to the
mystery of the Mallee that, for me at least, has its own
importance in a world in which the gift of wonder, like the
lake, is drying up.
Reg, only child of the Gallaghers, was my first cousin
and of him, and his antics, my memory still holds strong. He
was 10 years my senior and he soon became, and ever
afterwards remained, a source of strength in his rough, but
loving way. Ned had a roan hack known only as The Roan.
Greater refinements in respect of naming horses were not in
vogue in the Mallee, where to be pretentious was to be merely
foolish. One day I looked out from our house to see Reg
standing on the back of a saddleless Roan as he rode him
wildly around the house paddock. My mother took to telling
me not to try to imitate the foolish things I saw Reg doing.
I later came to sway with the movement of a horse, to guide it
away from rabbit holes and to lie forward on its mane as we
rushed through hanging boughs. I never stood up on a horse.
Reg contracted diphtheria when the contagion visited
Sea Lake in 1933, but recovered quickly. After school one
afternoon I had my usual glass of milk with bread and jam.
The milk immediately ran out of my nostrils because the web
of diphtheria was already clutching at my throat. I brushed
with death for days and the sensation of slipping in and out of
consciousness seemed pleasing even if it meant only an escape
from the horrible shapes and colours that flashed across my
brain. That is the only bout of illness I can remember from
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my early childhood, although Mother told me that, like so
many infants in the bush of those days, I almost succumbed
to what was known as summer diarrhoea. Lacking antibiotics,
parents could only tend their children in hope in such
circumstances. For many, the hope remained unfulfilled and
small graves in cemeteries testify to their sorrow.
Reg’s courage or devil-dare never left him. From North
Africa in 1943, he flew on numerous night attacks on bases in
Tunisia, Sicily, Sardinia and mainland Italy. Posted later to
Foggia in southern Italy, he survived 36 bombing missions
over Italy and the Balkans with the Royal Air Force, bailed out
over Corsica and crashlanded once at base. I stayed with Bess
and Ned in the summer of 1943—44 to help Ned take off what
passed as a wheat crop and, while I was there, a letter arrived
from Reg marked ‘Naples’. Over the years Bess had sometimes
gone shopping at the Maples store in Melbourne and, as we
knelt around the kitchen table during the Rosary and its
interminable trimmings every night, we prayed for Reg’s safety
in that remote place Bess called Maples. Naples, both as name
and locality, was beyond the realms of her imagination.
Marked with the scars of his war experiences, on his
face, which nevertheless retained its handsomeness, and in his
psyche, which had ever been confident and strong, Reg’s
health soon forced him to leave his desk in the normal public
service in Canberra. He found a less demanding position at
Government House and sometimes deplored the meanness of
a succession of Australian governors-general in comparison
with the large-heartedness of their British predecessors. After
he retired, I asked him what he thought of Gough WFiitlam’s
sacking by John Kerr. Reg quietly observed that he had liked
Kerr, whom he judged to be a decent man, but his marriage
had changed him because his new wife fed exalted notions of
grandeur into Kerr’s mind. In Reg’s judgment, Malcolm
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Fraser and the American Intelligence Agency had, if anything
at all, much less to do with Whitlam’s downfall than the new
Lady Kerr.
When I went to Corpus Christi College, Werribee, in
1945 to study for the priesthood, Father George O’Neill S. J.,
who, aged more than 60, had arrived there from Ireland in
1923, was still on the staff though failing in health. This
Jesuit of vast learning was known simply as George among
the students, who had little knowledge of his background
about which he never spoke. He had studied in Ireland,
Prague and Paris, mastered six languages, was an examiner at
the Royal University of Ireland and, in 1910, became the first
professor of English at University College Dublin where
James Joyce was one of his pupils. At Werribee, he taught
modern languages and, possessing a sense of absolute pitch,
he founded the orchestra. In the spring of 1945, a cuckoo had
built its nest outside his bedroom window but it sang slightly
off tune. Driven to distraction, George requested Henry
Johnston, the rector, to have its nest removed. Henry was a
devoted ornithologist and refused on the grounds that
the bird was innocent of any offence and that, if he
wished, George could change his room. Like the cuckoo,
I met George through the world of music because I began to
play the trombone in the orchestra. After a time, I told him
that I would much prefer to play the piccolo. I explained that,
although I did not mind playing the trombone in the
orchestra itself, where it flowed in with the sounds of the
other brass instruments, when practising alone, I found it an
assault on, if not offensive to, my ears. George did not demur,
but a senior student had already claimed his rightful
entitlement to the piccolo.
George’s eyesight was weak and first-year students were
called on to read to him at night. My several readings were
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warm and fruitful. Alarmed to learn that I had never read the
Waverley novels, or even those of Trollope, he insisted that
I do so forthwith and I almost managed to get through them
in the next two years. One evening he asked me to read some
poems he had selected from the work of John Shaw Neilson.
Among them was the gracious poem entitled The Orange Tree,
which I read with emotion. George asked me why I was
moved by the poem and I explained that, before I was born,
Neilson had worked in the district around Sea Lake,
sometimes for Uncle Ned and Auntie Bess. The legend in the
family was that his Orange Tree was the one at San Jose rather
than one of those that grew on the irrigated blocks of land
around Mildura. He then asked me whether I knew anything
more about Neilson. I was already aware how much George
revered him as one of the gentlest and finest of our Australian
poets, so I hesitantly replied that Auntie Bess had told me
Neilson was supposed to be a poet but that, in her estimation,
he was barmy. The word and its application threw the old
Jesuit into a fit of laughter and I was afraid lest he expire on
the spot. Another evening, I asked him what he thought of
James Joyce of whose Ulysses I had heard someone speak. He
was slow to reply but said enough to make it plain that he had
never warmed to Joyce nor, as I discovered later, Joyce to him.
Yet it must be asked, and answered by others, who were they
to whom Joyce warmed or who warmed to Joyce himself?
George neither criticised nor praised his former pupil’s
writings, but in moments of wine-induced self-esteem, I have
sometimes claimed that I was taught English by a Jesuit who
also taught Joyce.
My father, who had left school at age 12 to help take
off the harvest after gaining the Merit Certificate, was a reader
to whom fine writing was a source of constant joy. In 1947,
when I was a student in Rome, he sent me a copy of
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The Reader Over Your Shoulder: a handbook for writers of
English prose by Robert Graves and Alan Hodge. He did so
perhaps in the hope that I would become a writer who would
make his words stand up and inspire others when they read
them. Although I was sometimes alarmed by the arrogance
and god-like finality of its judgments, I kept the book near me
through the years and partly shared my father’s conservatism
in respect of changes in the language, which the authors said
‘may one day become incorporated in the main vocabulary of
English’. In pencil, Dad noted in the margin, ‘Which fact,
though probably inescapable, is none the less regrettable.’
Certainly to ensure that, in some measure, I would
remain an Australian at heart during my time in Rome, my
father regularly sent me the Bulletin. While in the Mallee, and
throughout his life, he read anything he could lay his hands
on. There was no lending library within a hundred miles of
Sea Lake, but Shakespeare was in the home among several
classics of English literature, and Dad always read the Bulletin
thoroughly. Proclaiming itself as ‘a man’s paper’ and costing
only sixpence in 1927, it was still a genuine expression of
Australian nationality, though flawed by the racism that cast
darkness over the national psyche. Dad had acquired the
works of Banjo Paterson, Henry Lawson and other Australian
poets whom he admired. Despite this, the only poem I was
aware of thät he could recite fully by heart was the splendid
ode to life and drink, Omar Khayyam, by Edward Fitzgerald.
He told me later that he committed it to memory to escape
boredom while driving the tractor. My mother overheard his
explanation and warmly suggested that his fondness for beer
was the real reason. He drank wine reluctantly but, in his day,
it was not in vogue except for sweet, fortified varieties and to
be a ‘wino’ was to descend the ultimate step of alcoholic
degradation.
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Mother was also a reader and mostly followed in Dad’s
footsteps except that a sister paper to the Bulletin, called the
Womens Mirror, was her favourite magazine. She had received
some secondary education in a Ballarat convent and one
particular gift the nuns fostered in her was painting. Little
remains of her canvases except two. They are of reindeers
beside a lake with snow-capped hills behind them, but in my
childhood I saw many others scattered around the homes of
our extensive family, mostly depicting religious subjects, long
since out of vogue. Some slight vestige of her gift must have
passed to me. In 1933, ‘J. Malony’ won a first prize in the
school section of the Sea Lake Show for a drawing of a carrot,
which Mother insisted on showing off to others. On the same
day, Dad won a prize for a ram. Her enthusiasm for his win
was minimal, which disappointed him.
The subject of the drawing was not my original choice.
Our teacher had asked us to draw something and bring it to
school the next day. I drew a pretty picture of a house under
blue skies but, when I presented it, the teacher said, ‘Oh
John, why don’t you draw something real?’ I did so that night
at home and the curious thing about the carrot, which I saw
lying on the kitchen bench, was that I had coloured it in
purple. It proved acceptable and a few years later I discovered
that I was colour blind. I never drew or painted again, even
though I had difficulty only with red, green and brown. Even
today, it often comes to me that others must see colours in
a way that is not open to me and I grieve the loss.
My formal education at the Sea Lake State School
began in 1933 shortly before I turned seven. School was a
serious pursuit, in which we wrote with slate pencils on slate
surfaces, did our sums diligently and moved quickly into
parsing and the other valuable matters that made up the
curriculum. Mother, who, at her command, was so addressed
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by her children, had already taught me to read and write and
the medium used for writing at home was a pencil on brown
paper. I have the most distinct recollection of my delight
when, before I started school, I found that I was able to read
and understand the exploits of Ginger Meggs and Minnie in
the Melbourne Sun. That event was a genuine pinnacle in my
life. I could read but, perhaps more importantly, I could enjoy
humour. It also meant that, when under the watchful eye of
Miss Hearn, a teacher beyond compare, I was immediately
able to launch myself into the stories in the first-grade reader.
I do not recall much, if any, humour in them, but I was happy
with one in which there was a boy in a gig and a dog named
Spot. There were also strange beings named hobyahs who
flitted ominously through trees in some northern forest. The
hobyahs continued to flit through my dreams for many years.
I was placed second in the class of 23 at the
examinations in December 1933 and Philip McIntyre, the
head teacher, wrote on my report in red pencil, ‘Splendid
John’. On this occasion, the Sea Lake Times got the spelling right
with ‘J. Molony — gift Mr Betts’ placed behind ‘I. McLennan
— gift Mrs Kean’. While I have no memory of Mr Betts’s gift,
I wondered at the time whether Mother thought it was a
‘splendid’ result. Diphtheria had caused me to lose several
weeks’ schooling just prior to the examinations and she may
have thought some consideration ought to have been given to
me on those grounds. Probably marking me generously had
already done that and justice demanded that the girl who got
the top marks came first. It was a sound lesson for me. As a
university examiner in later life, I often made allowances for a
misfortune that had befallen a student, but I made sure that it
did not upset the overall balance of the results.
In the first five or six years of my life, I was a virtual
loner. My sister, Margaret, was two years and eight months
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younger and my brother, Brian, was five years my junior.
Margaret was born in a private hospital, Avonhurst, in
Melbourne and a week later Dad had returned to Sea Lake by
train. He wrote to ‘My own dearest Janie’ on 27 December
and said how he ‘was very lonely coming away from my two
little girls’. He concluded with love and kisses for his ‘two
darlings’. I had remained in Sea Lake with Auntie Bess and
Dad wrote that I was awake when he arrived after midnight
and ‘seemed very glad to see his old man again. [He] had a lot
to say about his Mummy and sister and seemed to think they
should have come on the train too.’ The next morning Dad
took me across to San Jose and, when he asked me whose
house it was, I replied, ‘My Mummy’s.’ At the end of the
letter Dad wrote, ‘John says he wants to send a kiss each for
you and Margaret. Here they are. He made them himself.’
They are in fact five ‘Xs’ done in pen. Reading these lines for
the first time in a recently discovered letter I came closer to
understanding my enduring, and strong, love for my sister
and my utter desolation when I heard the news of my
‘Mummy’s’ sudden death 34 years ago. I then felt, for the first
time, that I had to stand on my own in the world.
Pushed back on self in my early childhood, I had to
seek other relationships besides those in the home. We had no
cats or housedogs and the working dogs did not interest me
much although I was once moved to defend a sheepdog.
Ernie, who worked on the farm, rigged up a metal dish with
water in it and a lead in from a battery that gave a mild charge
to the water. He then placed a bone in the water and roared
with laughter when the dog tried to snatch it out. The dog
ran away howling. I sprang at the dish and kicked it over in
my horror at the cruelty.
Birds were one of my little wonders and especially the
beautiful and dainty willy wagtails, which built tiny, woven

20

Luthers Pine

nests near the peppercorn trees. I thought their nests and the
birds themselves were the most perfect things I had ever seen
and that the graciousness of their movements was charming.
I could watch them for long periods without tiring. My other
favourite bird was the plover, whose plaintive cry I loved to
hear at dusk, and the pretences of the mother plover of having
a broken wing or injured leg while protecting her young
fascinated me. I was careful not to disturb her eggs in nests on
the ground but, try as I might, I rarely ever got close to the
birds. They were always a few steps ahead and then took to
flight. Often a phalanx of black swans flew overhead and
I wondered to what distant swamp or lake they were soaring.
The Mallee was my little world and elsewhere lived only in
my imagination, which the night sky partly filled. Dad taught
me about the stars and showed me how to trace the Pointers
to the heart of the Southern Cross, for which he seemed to
have a kind of awe. In the abundance of animals about the
farm, I was less interested except for the horses.
Then, and ever since, springtime has delighted me with
its budding promise, green grasses, wildflowers and,
especially, golden wattle. A little rain and the sandy soils of
the Mallee would burst into life, which soon withered when
the rains ceased and the sun shone with vigour. Except for the
rarely seen Mallee hen, whose huge nest was a source of much
puzzlement to a little boy, the large native fauna, kangaroos,
emus and dingoes, had mostly gone from our part of the
Mallee, but there were many goannas and I often came upon
a blue-tongue lizard which stared at me unblinkingly before it
scurried into a hollow or a log.
About 14,000 years ago, the Mallee had changed from
being an arid area to a more fertile one with many lakes and
rich hunting grounds. Over the next 7,000 years, Aborigines
had lived there although never in large numbers except for the
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Murray people along the river and in small settlements
around the lakes. From about 6,000 years ago, the land
gradually became semi-arid and the only part of the northern
Mallee that remained inhabited was in the vicinity of Lake
Tyrrell, now the largest salt lake in Victoria. Thus the Mallee
people, who probably moved up from Victoria’s fertile
Western District, which may have suffered from a degree of
over-population, had certainly lived about the area of my
bush relatives and there had probably been a small settlement
near Sea Lake. These people were known as the Boorong and
they belonged to the Wergaia cultural and language group.
They drew water from springs in the sand dunes and hunted
the animals that came to the springs to drink. They claimed
to have a far greater knowledge of astronomy than other
groups and Lake Tyrrell, together with the almost incessantly
blue skies, were central to their Dreaming. At night, the stars
shone brilliantly on the surface of the lake and in that way
a link was established between earth and sky. All the native
animals and birds had their counterparts in the star
formations and the relationships between them lay at the core
of all Aboriginal Dreaming.
None remained of the Aborigines who had once moved
through the Mallee and I never saw one in my childhood, nor
were they spoken of as having been there in living memory.
After a dust storm I once heard Ned Gallagher say to my
father that the land was so arid that it might as well be given
back to the Aborigines. Ned and Dad neglected to take into
account the fact that, before the whites cleared the land, the
vegetation had assured the stability of the sand dunes and
thus prevented the ravages of dust storms and erosion.
Furthermore, long centuries had taught the blacks how to
exist with the land. Nonetheless, in his estimate of the
country, Ned was not entirely mistaken. By the time of white
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settlement, even those places that the Aborigines continued to
frequent were deserted except for a few remnants about Lake
Tyrrell. In those circumstances, Ned would have found it
difficult to give the country back to its first occupants, but he
had said what seemed to me a very strange thing. I had no
idea that there were other people besides ourselves who had
lived in the Mallee. In that way, those others came into my
own being as ghosts from a remote past, but at least they
came as ones to whom the land, even granted its poverty,
should be returned.
Among the white settlers of Sea Lake and its district, the
word country’ for land was in common use in my childhood.
Expressions such as poor’, ‘fair and ‘good’ country were heard
and each country was known among the whites — as had
been the case among the Aborigines — for the quality of its
soil, the variation in annual rainfall, the crops it grew best and
the relative abundance or scarcity of its productivity. Families
were thus fixed to their country and the land most familiar to
me was often spoken of as Mclnerney country, Ryan country,
Irwin country and so on. The constant movement between
the families from one farm to the next to visit, to exchange
machinery, to help with the harvest or in times of need meant
a broadening of the concept of country and thus of belonging.
Horse-drawn vehicles, gigs and spring carts were still in
use in the Mallee although the car had begun to supplant
them. Because he was mechanically inclined and owned a
tractor, which he took three days to drive from Donald to San
Jose in 1924, my father never had a team of horses at Sea
Lake and there were no cattle on the place except for the odd
milking cow. Wheat, barley and oats were the only crops and
sheep were the other source of income. They were not finewool merinos, but crossbreeds whose wool and meat could be
turned to a profit in good years. In the shearing shed, Dad
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was always mindful of my presence. He probably knew the
story of an awful occurrence that was told in sheep country.
A father had not noticed his child fall asleep in a wool bale
and cried out in agony when he weighed the bale after
pressing because he knew instantly why it was overweight.
Because visitors were rare and visits by children, except
for my cousins, rarer still, shyness — often the lot of the bush
child — became part of my being. Throughout my life
meeting strangers has always proved difficult. My palms
sometimes perspire and my confusion can be so pronounced
that I immediately forget the name of the person introduced.
When I was about four, this solitary existence had already led
to a strange form of introspection. In the Mirror there was a
picture of a lady whose hair wound around the page and in
the Bulletin there was always one of a man with the top of his
skull cut off. It was my fancy to imagine the lady’s hair going
on for ever once it left the page and being able to look down
deeper and deeper into the man’s brain until I could go no
further. My behaviour came to a head one day in a manner
that alarmed my parents. Under a tank stand near our house
there was a large drum of sheep dip. I took to sitting in the
cool shade of the stand and looking at the drum. On it there
was an illustration of a man with a drum of sheep dip and on
that drum there was the same illustration until the whole
thing got down to a tiny blur. I wanted to go further and
further in pursuit of the man and his drum until one day my
mother found me unconscious near the drum. The drum was
removed and my access to the magazines forbidden. Ever
since, I have steered clear of thinking of eternity, although
I soon concluded that the finite cannot exist or be measured
except through its relationship with the infinite. Even that
thought is enough to bring me to a brink from which
I quickly withdraw.
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Gradually, some idea of wider relationships formed in
my mind through contact with my mother’s family, the
Mclnerneys, Ryans, Irwins and Bradys, who lived further out
in the bush to the west and north of Lake Tyrell. In a radius of
a few miles, my relatives had settled on selected farms of
640 acres, cleared the land, planted their first crops and had
somehow survived in their own manner since the late 1890s.
They were on selections at Myall, Ninda, Nyarrin and
Nandaly where, despite the clearing of the Mallee, the sand
hills remained. It was soft, undulating country where sand
shifted with the winds, covering roads, fences and even the
railway line at times. On such occasions the passengers were
invited to alight and help clear away the sand.
I spent much time among my relatives as a child and in
my early youth. Their lives were often harsh and depended
utterly on the bounty of the season and it was not uncommon
in periods of drought to have to cart water, for example, from
Ryans, where there was a bore, to Mclnerneys. In the drought
summer of 1943, I watched as wild birds pecked at the
windows of the Mclnerney home trying to gain entry to a
source of water which they smelt, or sensed, was present. Such
experiences taught me the value of water at an early age and
I have never wasted it with comfort.
The Mallee families were also at the mercy of shopkeepers
for credit and bankers for extensions on their mortgages, but
many of these people were graced with abundant generosity
in those days, which they extended to the farmers as best they
could. Subsistence entailed the weekly killing of a sheep
which, covered in a bag made from old bed sheets to keep
away the blowflies, was left hanging overnight from a tree to
set. On the next day it was butchered into its appropriate
parts and fried, grilled, roasted or boiled in its various forms.
Mutton, but rarely lamb, was part of the staple diet at most
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meals, whether breakfast, dinner or tea. A pig was killed
perhaps twice a year, but a bullock very infrequently. Rabbits
were in plague proportions, but I cannot recollect ever eating
one; they were vermin to be destroyed and not to be seen at
the table, although rabbit meat was not an uncommon dish
in the cities. On one evening at Uncle Jake’s, I watched the
rabbits as they swarmed in hundreds within a few yards of his
hut. Trappers visited the farms and delivered their catch to the
freezing works at Sea Lake, where more than 10,000 pairs
were being processed each week in August 1932. On farms,
water was too scarce a commodity to use on a garden except
sparingly, but potatoes, onicns, carrots, lettuce and tomatoes
bought in Sea Lake helped to round out the diet.
One of the delights of my childhood was to stay with
the Bill Mclnerneys at Ninda. The home was filled with fun,
laughter and love. No rough edges in manner or speech were
evident and a great quiet would come over the household
when Auntie Mary, Bill’s w.fe, who was an Irwin, would lie
down to rest in the afternoon, saying, ‘The weakness has come
on me, B:llo.’ Mary died in 1941 of a bad heart at the age of
43. On tie next blo>ck, JaLe had his tin hut. The hut was
primitive in the extreme with an earthern floor, no electricity,
running water or sewerage. To a boy, it was a place of much
happiness where notihing was known of the boundaries and
conventions of a home ruled by a mother. In winter, the rain
pelted down on to the iron nof of the hut, in summer, the sun
baked its contents. One very hot summer evening I could
stand the heat no longer so nok my blanket and went down to
the edge )f the nearby dam to sleep. About dawn I awoke in
roaring piin. A bull sant hac stung the extremity of my penis.
No heat crove me ouit after hat. The hut lies in ruins now; the
Mclnermy home, stilll with gracious lines and a gabled roof at
the front is a decrepiit shearng shed.
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I sometimes heard the word ‘mob used of, and among,
the Mclnerneys and their extended family groupings. Because
I was ‘Janie’s boy’, and was often introduced as such, I was
part of their ‘mob’. I never heard the word used of the
Molonys who, I suspect, were regarded as slightly snobbish.
The intricacies of the relationships within the ‘mob’ had to be
learnt or acquired by listening to the elders’ conversation. No
one was excluded if any kind of a relationship could be
established, irrespective of the degree, and uncles and aunts
were never differentiated on the grounds that a relationship
was only through marriage. Years later, I remembered that
I had heard among the older generation a lengthy analysis of
how far the bonds extended to ‘the Sydney Keatings’ on the
grounds that there had been a person known as ‘Auntie Annie
Keating’ who had relations in that city. After Paul Keating
became prime minister, I made my one and only excursion
into family genealogy. I wondered what ‘mob’ Paul belonged
to and wrote to him to inquire. He did not reply.
Homes in the 1930s had no electricity or refrigeration,
but the wireless run on batteries became very common and
programs of ‘country music’, consisting of mostly emotionally
charged songs of romance or tragedy, or both, were widely
appreciated. My first knowledge of cricket came over the
wireless during the ‘Bodyline’ series in 1933. Throughout the
district, but not in the town, where a more private telephonic
service was provided, communication was through a partyline
that could be listened to by the other families sharing the same
line. The signal for each member of the party was very simple,
for example, two longs and a short, and was raised by twisting
the handle on the phone. There was invariably a ‘stickybeak’ on
each line. Sometimes an offended soul would stop his, but more
likely her, conversation and say, ‘Get off the line’, at which a soft
click would be heard as the offender put back the earpiece.
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Except at harvest time, when everyone had to face the
labour of Monday, made more urgent by the Sunday
cessation of work, Sunday evenings saw several families
gathered at the one home for a meal. Very little alcohol, and
then invariably beer, was on offer. After the meal, singing
around a piano, if available, or a violin was customary.
A concertina was rarely seen and I had the impression that it
was judged to be an inferior instrument. The airs were mostly
Irish but sometimes English or Scottish, and, gradually, a few
popular American tunes, mostly of the 'Country and Western
variety, became common among the young. Dancing very
frequently accompanied the singing. To these gatherings
everyone was expected to contribute and the children would
be called on for a solo. Rather than singing, I turned to
memorising, and then reciting, lengthy poems. The Man from
Snowy River, The Sick Stock Rider and, later, Chesterton’s
stirring Lepanto were among them. My contributions were
listened to in silence and appeared to meet general approval.
Somehow this accomplishment indicated to my listeners that
I had 'brains’ when all I had was a trace of native cunning and
a bit of memory.
Although I had no aptitude whatever for improvisation
in the mechanical sense, I grew to appreciate the gift in
others. Dad, based partly on the experience he had gained
during the war, regularly stripped engines down to their
component parts, whether of tractors, cars, motorbikes or
shearing machines. Replacing better, but still second-hand,
parts for the old and worn, he worked until satisfied that the
job was done. Then he would tinker gently with the engine so
that it became a kind of extension of his hands. Seemingly
intent on making it sing a song that he and the engine
understood, this process went on until, as it purred softly or
roared in a kind of exaltation, he put down his tools in quiet
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triumph and stood back to roll a cigarette. Out at Nyarrin in
the early 1930s, my cousin, Joe Mclnerney, who was a few
years older than Reg Gallagher, began to generate electricity
using a windmill as a source of power. The innovation was
much remarked on at the time locally and even in
Melbourne, but it brought him no financial gain.
In 1927, a census revealed that there were 141 houses
in Sea Lake and its population was 686. The social classes of
the town and the district were very simple. In the bush the
hierarchical ladder started with swaggies, and rose through
vendors of assorted goods, among whom there was the
occasional Afghan with his astonishingly decorated cart laden
with herbal remedies and other sundry, but fascinating
objects; itinerant workers, farmhands and shearers. On the
highest rung stood the farmers, among whom the largest
landowners were pre-eminent. Even though some of them ran
several thousand sheep and held thousands of acres, they were
never known as graziers in the Mallee but were regarded as
farmers, pure and simple.
Although in 1931 the Sea Lake Times once had an
editorial entitled ‘The Russian Menace’ warning that things
would get worse were the Russians to grow ‘larger than ever’
wheat crops, it only once used the dreaded word ‘Depression’.
The community stayed together and attempted to retain the
appearance of normalcy. A Public Library was opened in
1931 with a membership fee of 2/6d a quarter, aeroplane
flights were advertised at 10s per adult and 3s a child. I saw
the aircraft but remained a spectator. The ‘talkies’ came to the
town in 1932, but the first evening turned out unhappily
when the machine broke down, which necessitated its being
run again the next night for free. The film was based on Zane
Grey’s bestseller, Riders of the Purple Sage. Jimmy Sharman’s
boxing troupe attended one Annual Show and I distinctly
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recall my fear when a female pugilist offered to fight a man
for a one-pound purse. I assume the ‘real’ men refrained from
the contest but a slender youth, possibly in drink, stepped
into the ring. My fear lest the lady be injured evaporated
when she dispatched him in the first round.
Sport played a significant role in the life of the town
and the district, with Australian football, cricket and tennis to
the fore and the local paper attempted to fill the spaces left
empty by a lack of advertising with accounts of sporting
events. The local golf course was on Dad’s land, for which he
was thanked annually, but he does not seem to have adopted
the sport. Even the small centres such as Myall, Ninda and
Nandaly, which could not be called villages but which had an
element of cohesion based on a wheat silo and a railway
station, fielded teams. A leading sportsman in the early days
was Dr Claude Greer. Born in Launceston, he came to Sea
Lake in 1906 with his horse and buggy, but a few years later
he became the owner of the first Model T Ford in the district.
He captained the Sea Lake cricket team and was a fearsome
and skilfull opponent on the football ground. After World
War I, a Gun Club and a Rifle Club attracted many
members, although the more gentrified elements of the
population seem to have avoided the Gun Club in which live
pigeons were sometimes used as targets. Mick Molony had
been a more than useful footballer in the Wimmera before
and after the war, but at Sea Lake he competed only in rifle
shooting. In 1924, he won a trophy and purse of two guineas
shooting over four ranges up to 800 yards with a score of 136,
while Dr Greer came in 12th on 98. Dad’s participation in
later years was spasmodic and his only public role in the
community seems to have been his membership of the
committee of the RSSILA (Returned Soldiers’ and Sailors’
Imperial League of Australia) in 1931.
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In the town, shopkeepers, the post and station masters,
teachers, the chemist, bank managers and the doctor stood
roughly in that order in terms of status, although Felix Caleo,
of upright life and inflexible honesty, was difficult to
categorise. He owned the only cafe, called Caleos’ Cafe de
Luxe and stocked it with the ‘Choicest of Choice Confections
and Dainty Edibles’. In 1930, he informed his patrons that
they could ring in an order for a ‘late supper of crayfish and
salads’, while the main store, owned by a strict Protestant
named Howard, advertised specials ‘For the Lenten Season’
including ‘Lobsters, Oysters, Ling, Salmon and Cod’. The
Lenten fast was carefully, even rigorously, observed in our
home, but I have no recollection of the above delicacies being
substituted for our normal fare.
Felix Caleo was a staunch Catholic who spoke to his
wife in Italian. Both differences meant something in Sea
Lake, neither of them to Felix’s and his numerous children’s
detriment. I never became aware of the need to make
invidious distinctions between myself and others based on
breeding, social standing, wealth or religion, although there
was one family on the edge of the town about which my
mother seemed to have slight reservations. She told me once
that it would be better for me not to play with the boys of the
family. The father seemed to deal in empty bottles and other
discarded odds and ends, which fascinated me, but obedience
was already embedded deep in my psyche.
Among the Catholics, the priest stood on the highest
rung of local society, so high indeed that no comparison with
others was possible. In short, he was, as the old Irish language
had it, ‘the beloved of God’. For many years the parish priest
of Sea Lake was Father William Davis, but no one used his
first name. Ballarat-born and ordained from St Patrick’s
College, Manly, in 1899, he died in 1950. Throughout his
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priesthood, the old Tridentine liturgy, muttered in Latin,
changed not a whit from the forms in which it had been said
or sung for centuries past. A thorough gentleman and true
Australian, he lived within the community at peace and in
dignity. Ecumenism as a theory was unheard of, but Bill
Davis lived its basic precepts of respect and cordiality with
ease. The principal forum on which he mixed with the men of
the community was the bowling green. Some of the ladies,
among them Auntie Bess, played croquet. Perhaps the rearing
of her children prevented my mother from joining them.
Education and religion were the twin pillars upon
which the social cohesion of the community rested. Teachers,
parents and pupils alike treated schooling to the end of the
primary level seriously perhaps because they were all aware
that, for the great majority, no further schooling would be
available. The local school went through to the Intermediate
(Year 10) level, but by 1931, its enrolments in the Higher
Elementary level had dropped by more than half due to the
Depression and there were fears that it would be closed. Only
those few families in which there was an ability to pay the
fees, as well as the impetus of either much ambition or a
tradition of higher education, sent their children away to
boarding school. It was often the case that girls benefited over
boys because they were seen as less useful contributors than
males to the productivity of the farm. In any case, the routine
of rote learning generally ensured that the children went out
from primary school able to read and write, as well as to cope
with simple mathematics. That all children attended the same
school in which they mixed as young Australians, even to the
extent of saluting the flag and singing God Save the King on a
Monday morning, also helped to break down some of the
barriers thrown up by the Reformation. I returned to the Sea
Lake school recently to find that nothing stood on ground
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that had once echoed with the play calls of children. The new
school on the edge of the town is a fine building and many of
the pupils are bussed in from outlying places in which the
small, local schools have closed. The new school goes through
from the earliest years to Year 12. I was not surprised, but was
relieved, to find that no one had ever heard of me there,
although I was disappointed that no list of teachers’ names
from years past was available for my scrutiny. All I wanted to
do was to find out Miss Hearn’s first name. She had left Sea
Lake to go on exchange in Queensland in 1934 so that I was
unable to benefit from her gifted teaching again. A diligent
search by the staff at the Australian Dictionary of Biography
revealed that she was Miss Jessie Hearn.
The religious faith of the Mallee people — at least the
one engaged in openly — was Christianity in its various
forms. The moral and ethical teachings of the Christian
Church, understood in its broad sense, and thus including
Anglicans, Catholics, Presbyterians and Methodists, were
known, acknowledged and put into practice at differing levels
by individuals, as well as within family and communal life.
The major communal, public act was Sunday attendance at
church services that, for the Catholics, meant Mass. This often
demanded great sacrifice on the part of those who had to travel
longish distances to their respective churches in vehicles, some
horse-drawn and all of varying respectability and comfort.
Fundamental Christianity, so called, was unknown.
Catholicism was more Roman than Irish except for the accent
of that significant portion of the clergy born and trained in
Ireland but, at its heart, it was more Australian than either.
The dividing line between Protestants and Catholics
was the general observance of the Catholic ban on mixed
marriages. Joe Mclnerney was a rare exception in the family
in that he married a woman of high integrity, a teacher named
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Mary McDonald, who remained staunchly Protestant. Auntie
Bess and Mother, both of whom loved and admired Mary,
brooked no criticism of the marriage. Never once in my life
did I hear my parents or relatives criticise any individual on
the basis of his or her practice of Protestantism. On the
contrary, I often heard it said by Auntie Bess and Mother,
especially in reproof of errant behaviour among Catholics,
that were we as God-fearing as many of our Protestant
neighbours, we would be worthy people indeed.
Under the guidance of Father Davis, I made my First
Communion, preceded a few days before by First Confession.
A cousin, Mick Mclnerney, had been rounded up from out in
the bush at Ninda and brought in to prepare for his First
Communion with me. The night before, as we got into bed,
Mick swore, certainly only a 'bloody or a 'bugger’. Mick was
a gentle child with the instincts of an artist to whom rough
behaviour of any kind was unacceptable, but I was so
convinced that my soul had been blackened by the mere
hearing of the word that it would be impossible for me to
receive Communion worthily until I had returned to
Confession. Before Mass I crept around to the sacristy and
insisted that Father Davis hear my confession again. To my
immense relief, he showed no sign of resentment at this
tedious interruption and heard my absurd little recital with
patience. This episode was the first indication of a tendency
to scrupulosity about sacred matters, which I had to resist for
years, but it bore a precious fruit. There is much that I grieve
about the way I exercised my own priesthood in later years,
but perhaps an aspect of it that will count slightly in my
favour on Judgment Day is that I always treated the poor
souls ravaged by scruples with great seriousness and
gentleness. They were incapable of sin, but who could
convince them of that? Even worse, the disease of the spirit
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from which they suffered made them despair of salvation and
any word of mine to help them understand that God is not
vengeful, but loving, was received with gratitude.
My parents were Australians and that was the end of
the matter. To them, the King and the Pope were foreign
abstractions although the flag, never seen even in a small
replica about the house, possibly had a slight symbolic
meaning. I have no memory of any talk of politics but, to
Dad, the Bodyline Test Series was of considerable significance,
as was Peter Pan’s second win in the Melbourne Cup in 1934.
I do not remember anything of Phar Lap’s death in America
in 1932 when flags were flown at half-mast in Sydney and
Melbourne, although the Sea Lake Times attempted to get to
the bottom of the mystery explaining, without acknowledging
a source, that ‘grass in the paddock in which Phar Lap grazed
had been poisoned by spray blown from nearby trees’. The
weather, the price of wheat and wool, when to sow or harvest
a crop and shear the sheep, these things were of much import.
In this simple cosmology, Ireland seemed to have no part and
her sorrows, if remembered at all, were never touched on in
our home. My mother could say a few prayers, including the
Hail Mary, and some brief colloquial phrases in Irish learnt
from her father whose mother language it was. He died in
1909 and I knew so little about him that I often wondered
why his past was never mentioned.
After my mother’s death, I remarked on this lack of
knowledge to Auntie Bess and asked whether her father had
perhaps been a convict. A few weeks later she invited me to
the privacy of her bedroom in the home of her son, Reg
Gallagher, and daughter-in-law Peg, in Grant Street, Manuka.
She then told me that the family had been afraid to talk of her
father’s past in the early times because he had been involved
in that affair at Ballarat ‘when the diggers rebelled against the
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Queen. Their reticence to talk of the Eureka Stockade and
the events of 1854 stemmed from their fear of losing the land
grandfather Mclnerney had selected when parts of the
Wimmera were opened in 1874. Of Eureka and his presence
in the Stockade, from which he escaped unscathed, there was
neither shame nor pride, only fear of possible adverse
consequences. Furthermore, it would not do for respectable
people to be known of as descended from a rebel. In the case
of Auntie Bess, the reaction went to the extreme of regarding
the British royal family with reverence and never letting pass
an opportunity to tell all comers that her son, Reg, worked
for the Governor-General.
When the surface gold ran out and the deep leads forced
company mining, Michael Mclnerney had moved from digger
to miner. He then worked on the Catholic cathedral in
Ballarat. One day in the late 1950s, I was told by my bishop to
conduct Archbishop Maximilian de Furstenburg, a European
aristocrat who was the Pope’s representative in Australia,
around the cathedral. It is a building of little grace and His
Excellency seemed ill at ease. To break the silence I said that
my grandfather had worked on its construction. ‘Oh, was
he the architect?’ he asked. ‘No,’ I said, ‘he was a brickie’s
labourer.’ I hoped that this would excuse me from any familial
involvement with such poor architecture, but immediately
I felt that admitting a relationship with a labourer considerably
lessened my prospects of advancement in the ecclesiastical
world beyond that of a curate.
The question of my vocation in life rested more with
my mother than with my father, who had probably seen my
future, during my early childhood at least, as that of a farmer.
Before I started school my mother drew me aside one day in
the main street of Sea Lake, called Best Street, and whispered,
‘Look at the man who is coming towards us.’ I can still see

36

Luthers Pine

him in my mind. He was tall, grey-haired and thin with
a serious demeanour and walked with dignity. When he
passed, she said, with awe in her voice, ‘That man is a Master
of Arts.’ In that sentence the respect, yearning for and love of
what the Irish called ‘the learning’ was summed up. The
possession of great tracts of land, of wealth and even of fame
could never replace ‘the learning’ which, in my mother’s eyes,
was the pinnacle of human achievement. She never said so,
but I had surely disappointed her in the years of my early
education. In the end, I saw her eyes light up when I visited
her in hospital in Ballarat shortly before her death and said,
‘Mother, I am a Master of Arts.’ She would have been
appalled to learn that many universities of today have in large
measure so debased a noble degree that it can be almost
shameful to acknowledge its acquisition. For me, however, my
Master’s degree remained much more a source of pride than
my later doctorate in philosophy. I have concluded that my
mother’s words as the man came towards us in the Sea Lake
street sum up the meaning of higher education.
Whether due to the recurring bad times or the natural
inclination of a farming community and its township to stick
together in ways that muted differences, I was only once
aware that to be a Catholic could be a disadvantage. I had
formed a friendship with a boy of my age who invited me to
go with him and his father on a fox-hunting excursion. It was
to take place early one Sunday morning. At home it was
immediately apparent that the invitation could not be
accepted because it would mean my missing Mass. I have no
memory of feeling resentful, but that, and other little things
such as not becoming a Scout, abstaining from meat on
Fridays and not being permitted to enter non-Catholic
churches, made me realise that the differences mattered. Thus
the pattern was set. I was the child of an ancient tradition that
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began in the clouds of Mount Sinai, reached its summit in
a Galilean carpenter and blended Rome and Greece into the
texture of the wild Celts of the North. It then flourished in
the west of Ireland before stretching out its currents through
the heads of Port Phillip Bay. Nothing could ever change the
way in which that tradition cut its deep channels in my being.
The other things that set my life and partly determined
its course were drought and depression. On his arrival in Sea
Lake in 1924, my father possessed more than modest means.
His was one of the earliest tractors in the district, he had two
cars, a Buick and an Essex with a ‘dickie’ seat in place of the
boot, he acquired an early wireless set and the home was
comfortable in all respects, although the lavatory was set well
away from the house itself. A nursemaid named Peggy, two
farmhands — Malcolm, a loyal and loving Scot who never
married and spent his whole life with, and working for, the
extended family, and Ernie, native-born and full of mischief
and rural humour — filled out the household. I am unaware
of any social distinctions prevailing among us. The two men
slept in modest quarters near the shearing shed away from the
house in which, in any event, there was no further room. All
ate together except at breakfast when Dad, Malcolm and
Ernie were up and about earlier than the rest of us. The adults
listened to the wireless and gramophone after the evening
meal, while Dad read the previous day’s paper, usually the
Melbourne Age or the Argus, which had arrived by train from
Melbourne the night before. The hierarchy of labour at San
Jose consisted of Mother, who ruled in the home, and Dad,
who ruled on the farm. The only occasion I ever noticed any
resentment on his part took place when he suggested mildly
that, instead of referring to us as ‘my children, she might
consider using ‘our children’. I am not sure that she
understood his point.
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Some of the sense of equality practised at home must
have marked me because, when aged about 11, I caused
resentment in one segment of the family. On this occasion
I visited a Molony farm in the Wimmera during the school
holidays. Peter Jones, my maternal cousin, worked on the
farm and, during the main meal at midday, I noticed that
Peter was not present. I asked after him and was told that he
ate in his own quarters. I said nothing but stood away from
the table and joined Peter, where we shared his meal.
There was ample machinery on the farm at Sea Lake,
a sound workforce and enough reasonably productive land to
provide comfortably for a family, except in times of severe
drought, so that, for a time, all went well. Fifty years later,
I was told that, in taking up San Jose, Dad had over-capitalised.
It was an expression I scarcely understood, never having
inherited or owned any capital of sufficient quantity to
warrant attention or categorisation. I gathered that it meant he
borrowed too much money. Had he prospered as a farmer,
I assume the accusation would not have been laid at his door.
In late 1929, the Bruce-Page Government fell and was
replaced by a Labor government led by James Scullin. The
same world-wide depression that doomed Mick Molony, and
many, many thousands of others in primary and secondary
industry throughout the land, doomed him. Scullin lost office
as prime minister in 1932, but Mick lasted a few years longer.
Of our impending doom I was given only a faint inkling.
There was a custom in our home, as in many families, to
acquire a silver baptismal mug for each child. My only
brother, Brian, induced early so as to enjoy a safe birth as had
been the case with Margaret, returned from Melbourne with
Mother at Christmas, 1932. He had already been baptised in
Melbourne and I asked her when he was to get his silver mug.
She said something about us not being able to afford it and

Luther’s Pine

39

the fact that I can remember the incident indicates that a new,
threatening element had come into our lives. Peggy and Ernie
were soon gone and were replaced with temporary labour, the
Essex disappeared, two precious haystacks had to be burnt to
the ground in a mouse plague and fine earth settled on the
top of the contents in the salt cellars after the repeated dust
storms. Scullin had urged farmers to plant more wheat, but
their paddocks bore thin and almost worthless crops that sold
at less than half the price of previous years. Throughout the
Australian wheat belt, farmers began to walk off their
properties leaving only debt and heartbreak behind them.
They no longer gazed up hopefully at gathering storm clouds,
but watched them scud away to distant oceans, where they
aborted their precious burden. Henceforth, often in city pubs,
some would tell their stories of riding out to barren paddocks
to react with anger and despair as they saw crows picking
the eyes out of sheep stricken helpless by hunger. They were
reluctant to commiserate with the city people who
complained of the red dust blown over Melbourne, knowing
that the topsoil of the land was the lifeblood of the Mallee
farmers.
In simple ways, I became the child of a depression
because its effects ate into almost the whole of my existence.
Throughout my life, in throwing anything away and even more
in accepting wasteful behaviour, especially when it comes to
food, I become uneasy and I fail to understand why so much
still edible food seems to be thrown out of modern refrigerators,
more than was ever the case with the old Coolgardie safe we had
in Sea Lake. In those stringent times, millions of children in
Australia, and elsewhere, grew up toyless and often joyless to go,
in a few years, through war and its aftermath, so that prosperity
became part of their lives only in the 1950s. By then, the pattern
had been set of a deep urge for security and a steady job, of an
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acceptance that things would never go well for long and that life
was mostly a battle against the odds.
In late 1934, we visited Melbourne. In retrospect, it is
clear that Dad was aware of his predicament at Sea Lake and
went to Melbourne to test his prospects there. We stayed for a
week in the hotel of a relative on the Mclnerney side. ‘Uncle’
Fred Garden was married to ‘Auntie’ Dollie and had previously
owned the Royal Hotel in Sea Lake. His Melbourne hotel, the
Royal Saxon, stood in Elizabeth Street and I took to sitting on
a chair in a corner of the bar to look at the men as they came
in for a drink. Fred, Protestant in religion and almost
FaidstafFian in the immensity of his girth, beard and kindness,
daily bought me a vanilla slice. I enjoyed it hugely but my
interest lay more in what Fred provided for his customers.
Each morning a roasted suckling pig was delivered and laid
down on towels on the bar. A pot of beer cost threepence but
every drinker was permitted to cut off a slice of the ham,
smear it with mustard and consume it between two pieces of
bread. Irrespective of how many beers a customer bought,
only one slice was allowed. Perhaps that was Fred’s way of
trying to soften the miseries of a depressed Melbourne.
Melbourne celebrated its centenary in 1934 and
Archbishop Daniel Mannix initiated arrangements for a
Eucharistic Congress that attracted huge crowds, as well as an
Irish cardinal. Of these matters I have no recollection. The
early 1930s were still part of the great days of pioneering
aviation and the Centenary Air Race left London for
Melbourne on 20 October, 1934. The prize was £10,000 but
Kingsford Smith had failed to modify his new plane, Lady
Southern Cross, in time to compete. Despite the widespread
disappointment at Smithy’s absence, there was great excitement
in Melbourne at the end of the race. Fred stood with me in
Elizabeth Street where we looked up and saw the beautifully
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crafted plane of the English aviators, C. W. A. Scott and
T. Campbell Black, as it passed over the city on its way to
winning the race in a time of two days, 23 hours. Melbourne
already seemed an attractive place to me.
At Christmas time on our return to Sea Lake, a family
picnic was arranged with the Gallaghers and others. It was to
be held on the shore of Green Lake a few miles out of town.
The added attraction was that the lake temporarily had water
in it. Our car needed to be registered but our fortunes must
have hit rock bottom. I had a small savings account in a local
bank that could not be drawn on unless I signed a withdrawal
slip. I duly did so for the total amount of about seven pounds
and distinctly remember carefully creating a John Neylon
Molony on the slip, but with unexpressed misgivings. Since
that day, I have never had a savings account because there has
never been much to save.
When the hour came to leave the Mallee, I had to turn
my face away because I saw tears in my fathers eyes. He never
spoke to me of that day again but someone told me he left with
only a few pound notes in his pocket. To me, in all things, he
was so big, strong and full of life. That he could fail in anything
never became even a thought in my mind. Mother, when
happy, could and often did laugh so much that the tears ran
down her cheeks. On this day she scarcely spoke, but she did
not cry. We set out in the old Buick for the city. When we
arrived it was night and Melbourne seemed a place full of light.
In that moment I was glad. I have never regretted the loss of the
farm except for the sorrow in the hearts of my parents. We had
to move on to another country’. Yet from Rome 20 years later,
I wrote to my parents, ‘Somehow I still look to Sea Lake as our
home’ and I expressed the macabre wish for a 20-year-old
of wanting to be buried on ‘The Hill’ near Sea Lake. I did not
tell them at the time that I was seriously ill.
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I could leave the Mallee, but it had done its own thing
by marking me for life as an Australian. The fibres of my
consciousness were woven with bird call and animal track,
bush and shrub, the shimmering heat at noon, the blue of the
heavens, the softness of the Mallee sands and the intense cold
of night. In my spirit, the traditions of Augustine of north
Africa, Patrick of Armagh and Aquinas of southern Italy
had already blended with those of Magna Charta and
Westminster to take shape in a child of the Mallee. Small
wonder that the elements of my being sat uneasily together.

chapter two

A NOMAD OF
THE SCHOOLS

In my childhood, no one seemed to want to know much
about the child I was. Some wanted to know the derivation of
my second name, Neylon. One particular adult made fun of
it at a family Christmas dinner held at a hotel in Donald in
the Victorian Wimmera. To my shame, I was embarrassed.
Those who had any interest in taking the matter of John
Molony further asked what I wanted to be when I grew up.
My simple-enough desire was to be myself — a child — what
I would become in the future was then of no moment to me.
I once said this to an adult who responded with silence.
In Sea Lake, to have even dreamed of being a priest like
Father Davis would have been to imagine the impossible.
Dr Greer, however, was such a figure of admiration and trust
that I thought it would please my mother if I decided to
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become a doctor. She reacted with little enthusiasm when
I said this and told me that she would prefer me to be
someone who would work with his mind and with words.
Although I did not understand her reasoning, I accepted what
she said. Despite this, I took to saying that I wanted to be a
fireman, a train driver or any of the acceptable vocations with
which difficult children could appease the curiosity or
boredom of questioning adults. In retrospect, it seems odd
that I have no recollection of ever having said in Sea Lake that
I wanted to be farmer and I cannot remember either Mother
or Dad suggesting to me that I would become such as a
matter of course. Meanwhile, I had to get on with being,
which also embraced becoming.
My city education started at the Catholic Ladies’
College in East Melbourne, of which I recall nothing except
the annual ball and then only because there is a photograph of
the event with a line of very small boys at the front. My tie is
all adrift upon which, Mother, such being the tidiness of her
nature, remarked disapprovingly later. My stay among the
young ladies was brief and I was sent on to the nearby Jesuit
school, St Patrick’s. I imagine that the fees for me were either
waived or were paid for by a relative. At St Pat’s, it was soon
clear that merely being had its traps. To learn seemed to be
the primary purpose of being, and learning was going to be
imparted, and imbibed, even if it was necessary to use
forthright means to achieve the desired objective. No Jesuit
was ever mean or rough to me; they simply made it plain that
they would stand for no nonsense, which included neglecting
to do one’s homework or not paying attention in class. One
good thing at least came from this first, brief encounter with
the Jesuits. I did not suffer from any grandiose notions about
my teachers, to whom the very idea of going about plotting in
palaces or trumpeting their learning in universities would
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have been unimaginable. They were skilled tradesmen to
whom the attachment of the label Jesuitical in any of its
connotations made no sense whatever. The boys came to them
to be taught, and taught they were. I could never understand
why, in my later academic life, so many whom I met took it
for granted that I had been a Jesuit. Perhaps they saw in me
the plotter or the puffer of their imagined image of Jesuits.
Denial became so frequent and tedious that I gave it up in the
end and felt honoured that anyone would take me for a son of
that ardent Spaniard, Ignatius of Loyola.
In our first year, we lived in boarding houses about
the inner city in East Melbourne. One was next to the
headquarters of the fire brigade where I watched in fear and
admiration as the men practised climbing ladders and
jumping from heights into nets. This closeness to them
helped me to sound genuine when I said I wanted to be a
fireman. Meanwhile, we had to eat, and Dad had no urban
skills to sell. He resorted to conveying a new product, called
an Electrolux, to the homes of the comfortable. It was not a
good time to be a peddler and he received about a pound for
each, infrequent, sale. In order to play our part, Mother and
I took to saying a daily prayer, ‘Dear God, help Dad to sell
one’, which was tacked on to another very lengthy petition
called ‘The Thirty Days’ Prayer’. The latter requested the
intervention of God in the deliberations of, to me, an obscure
body called the Debt Adjustment Scheme so that He might
intercede in order to allow us to go back to the farm. The
long prayer was repeated for a couple of years and, in the end,
I knew it by heart. To me, it was a source of relief when the
recital stopped. The Debt Adjustment people had said no.
The banks now owned our farm. Mother grieved. Dad said
nothing, in my presence at least. The prayer to ‘sell one’ had
also ceased.
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We had retained the old tourer which was a prerequisite
for Dad’s employment as a seller of carpet cleaners. One day,
he called at a garage to buy petrol. An older man watched him
and came over to ask why he bought that particular brand,
named Alba. Dad replied that he did so because Alba
was Australian owned. Having ascertained that Dad was a
returned soldier, the stranger, who turned out to be an owner
of Alba, offered him a job on the spot. It was that of a truck
driver delivering petrol from the refinery in Williamstown to
garages throughout the Melbourne metropolitan area and,
sometimes, to the country. Within a few years, the company
decided to sell their trucks to the drivers and thus turn them
into contractors. Economically, it was an advantage. It also
meant that Dad was rarely home early and, at times, he
arrived with drink taken. I never saw him drunk. He did not
drink until after work, but his quiet, semi-sobriety did
nothing to appease Mother. Probably in desperation, she once
asked him in all seriousness whether, if God appeared to him
and asked him to give up drink, he would say yes. He thought
for a moment and replied, ‘No, I wouldn’t.’ I overheard this
exchange and was astonished, perhaps even appalled, at his
seeming act of blasphemy, but my love for my father grew
immeasurably at his response. I am certain God’s love for him
also grew. It was never my conviction that God was interested
in the obedience of slaves.
Mother was suffering a long bout of illness at the time,
so after my stint with the Jesuits I was sent for the second half
of 1936 to Sea Lake to live with Bess and Ned on their farm.
Bess was a disciplinarian who undertook the continuation of
my upbringing with zeal. Ned gave me free rein to behave
as I wished outside the house and around the farm.
Understandably, I loved him. My life was solitary and
thinking became part of it again, but school helped to soften

Luther’s Pine

47

the loneliness. After a bad start, perhaps explained by
changing schools in Melbourne, things began to improve in
Third Grade at Sea Lake. My marks in June for Dictation and
Arithmetic were three and four respectively. By August,
I reported to home that ‘I am getting on well at school. I have
a lot of homework to do at night, spelling and sums’. As if to
prove that I had exaggerated my application to spelling, the
next sentence ran, ‘Unty Bess has a lot of trouble with her
sheep. The old rams led them everywhere into the ots [oats]
and the croop [wheat].’ I am not sure why the sheep seemed
to be part of Bess’s responsibility. To my knowledge, she never
stepped beyond the poultry yard and had nothing to do with
the crops. Perhaps Ned had given up on mending the fences
which would have permitted the rams to roam freely.
Dad passed through Sea Lake in November on his way to
Mildura with a delivery of petrol. He stayed overnight and took
me with him for the trip north. My joy at being with him was
intense and his departure for home made me cry bitterly;
indeed, I wrote later that I thought my heart would break.
I wrote to Mother and told her about our day together.
We crossed over the Murray which I thought was a lovely river’.
That is a judgment I have never changed, even after seeing many
of the other great rivers of the world, although I would not use
the word ‘lovely’ of it now. With its gnarled gum trees hugging
the banks, brooding, mighty and mysterious, are words more
appropriate to our mother river, even in the state to which our
depredations have reduced it. On the way back from Mildura
we saw a kangaroo and a baby’ and, throughout our short time
together, Dad ‘was glad of my company’. What made me refrain
from mentioning my own happiness is unclear, except that
I perhaps wanted to disguise my loneliness.
One reason I wanted to be with my father was because
I had been in trouble with Bess. One afternoon after school
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I was walking up the main street on my way back to the farm
on the edge of the town when, passing a vacant block which is
now a small park, I saw a small group of older boys engaged
in an extreme form of cruelty with a kitten. They were
stoning it to death. Mad with rage, I started screaming at
them to stop, which made them laugh at me. Standing next
to me on the edge of the group was a boy who, although
about my own age, was considerably taller than me. I turned
on him, hit him several times in the face, which caused his
nose to bleed, head-butted his stomach and ran away, leaving
him on the ground.
Before the evening meal, the boy and his father appeared
at Auntie Bess’s door. The boy still bore the marks of the
episode and his father demanded that I be brought to account
for my behaviour. Bess became immediately solicitous of the
boy, whom she fed milk and a slice of sponge, her favourite
cake. Ned did not intervene verbally, being content to drum his
fingers on the table and offer the father a beer. I sensed that
nothing had been said by the boy about the incident with the
kitten and I decided that my only option short of telling
on others was to beg forgiveness for my onslaught. I later
befriended him at school and accepted his word that he was
a simple bystander at the atrocity. Notwithstanding, Bess,
perhaps apprehensive lest I again turn violent, remained
cautious and took to insisting that I return home immediately
after school. Whether Bess told Dad about the matter I am
unsure. He did not bring it up, nor did I, but his closeness to
me assured me that I was accepted and loved by him.
I must have started to make a fist of study again
because my marks in December were 10 in Dictation and
nine in Arithmetic. Every Saturday, James Bancks’s cartoon
creation, Ginger Meggs, continued to capture my imagination.
I felt apprehensive about Eddie Coogan’s attempts to draw
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Minnie’s affections away from Ginger, mentally joined in
Ginger’s exploits with his mates, Benny and Ocker, quietly
sneered at the sissiness of the sooks, Cuthbert and Clarence,
and became slightly apprehensive about the attitude to
wayward boys shown by unsympathetic parents, police and
schoolteachers. Above all, I longed to give a bloody nose to
the bully, Tiger Kelly, who terrorised Ginger and his gang. In
all respects, the company of Ginger was a healthy antidote to
the loneliness of a small boy. The other source of consolation
was that I had fallen in love, if such a high emotion can be
attributed to a nine-year-old. My attention at school was
interrupted by my regular contemplation of a blue-eyed,
black-haired child at a desk near mine. Lola Clohessy was the
daughter of the publican of the bottom hotel of Sea Lake. She
died soon afterwards. I have always stopped to whisper a word
at her graveside whenever I have returned to Sea Lake and
visited the resting places of my relatives on ‘The Hill’.
Back again in Melbourne, I went to a school in Albert
Park run by the Presentation nuns. My father’s oldest sister,
Mother Loyola, was a senior nun of the Order who, another
nun told me, could ‘teach the stars’. Perhaps my aunt’s
reputation combined with my then slight precocity caused me
to be promoted to a higher class. It was an unwise move,
made worse two years later when, in another school, I was
again promoted. My eight years of primary schooling, the
foundation of my education, were reduced to six during
which I went to nine different schools. The combined 11 years
of my primary and secondary education saw me enrolled at
13 schools. This is an inadequate explanation, and probably
groundless excuse, for my lack of success at school in my
secondary years. Perhaps I was born lazy, if not, I was
assuredly gifted with the ability to switch off completely in
class and live in my own inner world.
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In any event, whether due to intellectual pride or some
less deplorable motive, I was disinclined to show an interest in
subjects that did not grip me. Apart from English and, later,
Latin, as well as a mild flirtation with mathematics,
practically every other subject bored me and no amount of
persuasion, violent or otherwise, changed that. Poetry of any
kind enchanted me and I would play with the words and
structures in my head long after the English lesson was over.
Something the same seemed to happen with mathematics,
but the outcome was unfortunate. Without being able to
explain how, I was often, and rapidly, able to find the answer
to a problem, say in algebra, and later, in logarithms, without
paying attention to the set methods. My puzzling aptitude
caused much consternation to teachers, sometimes even rage,
and occasional suggestions that I was cheating. I concluded
that the whole thing wasn’t commensurate with the results
so, without much sacrifice, I lost interest in mathematics.
This disinterest flowed on to its twins, physics and chemistry.
The former seemed content to use numbers, words and
illustrations and the latter endless formulae to help me
understand their mysteries without explaining anything
intelligible, to me at least, of what they really meant.
In any event, at Albert Park I had already begun to play
the wag’, the expression for truancy at the time. On one
occasion this behaviour had an economic base. A new
institution called a Tarax Bar had opened in the suburb. It
sold soft drink and, penniless, I was looking in at it thirstily.
The man in charge asked me whether I would stand outside
the state school as the children came out after school and
distribute leaflets advertising Tarax. It was clear to me that my
own afternoon schooling was out of the question if I was to
undertake the assignment. I promptly accepted the task,
especially since my employer promised a handsome reward.
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I recruited Brian, aged about four, in the task and, when we
returned to the bar, we were given a ruler and three pennies,
but not even a glass of Tarax. I was secretly pleased because,
having distributed as many pamphlets as we could persuade
the intended victims to accept, we had thrown the rest down
a drain. My first, almost last, contact with the world of
capitalism was a failure.
The exigencies of our economic situation and Mother’s
continued frailty were the probable causes of my being sent to
my paternal grandparents’ home at Litchfield in the
Wimmera for part of 1937. The home was named ‘Kilclaren’
after the small place where the Molony land was situated in
West Clare in Ireland. I did not know my grandfather,
Thomas Molony, who had died in 1930, but I grew to love,
revere and stand in awe of my grandmother, Catherine, nee
Melican. She was the only one of my grandparents who was
native-born, at Noorat near Geelong. The Melicans settled in
the Litchfield district at the same time as the Molonys and
Mclnerneys in the 1870s. Grandma retained the Irish accent
she had acquired from her parents.
Dressed always in black and wearing a large hat,
Grandma was an imposing figure as she moved about the
orchard, the fowl yard and the pig yard. She appreciated the
company of a grandchild at whom, because of her failing
eyesight, she could direct a series of rapid questions about the
condition of the fruit trees, the domestic animals and the
poultry. On one occasion she demanded that I describe to her
the exact colour of an expensive young boar which had been
bought some months previously. Precision in such a matter
was beyond me, but I said that it seemed to be taking on a
shade of ginger. This news caused her to cTut, tut’ at much
length, but she seemed resigned rather than surprised. Her
eldest son, Thomas, known since his childhood only as ‘Son’
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to avoid confusion with his father, was alleged to know
nothing about pigs. Grandma said she should never have
allowed Son, then a married man of about 50 with a family
and a high reputation in the district as a farmer, to buy the
boar. In her view, he had made an ass of himself and the boar
would have to be got rid of before it sired any worthless
offspring who might inherit the ginger streak. In small ways,
with pigs, fowl, geese and turkeys, which Grandma regarded
as her domain, I became familiar with the rearing of poultry
and some livestock.
I added to the rudimentary stock of rural skills I had
acquired at Sea Lake on my frequent visits over the years to
Kilclaren. Among them were driving a John Deere tractor
when sowing or ploughing, as well as driving an auto-header
which was a prized and rare possession at Kilclaren because it
did away with the need for either a tractor or a team of horses.
I learnt to sew wheat bags and load them on to a wagon,
stook hay and help make a stack, mend saddles and bridles
and other harnesses, and control the sheepdogs when
shepherding and yarding sheep, although their skill was such
that any control of mine was scarcely needed. I could also kill
and skin a sheep, but I never learned how to butcher a carcass
properly. It was much easier to do likewise with poultry
although plucking the feathers was tedious work. All these, as
well as a myriad other little things, became part of my
repertoire, but I quickly decided that I had no wish to learn
how to milk a cow or shear a sheep after inept efforts at both.
Son was a horseman from whom I learnt a great deal of
the way of a man with a horse. There were up to 60 horses on
the property, light and draught, with a stallion of each kind.
Son sold and bought them, broke them in, castrated the
young horses and supervised the serving of the mares and the
birth of the foals. He watched over the health and fitness of
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his mob of horses with vigilance. I never saw a veterinarian on
the farm and indeed did not know that such a profession
existed. Son could ask almost anything of a horse and it
would respond with all its strength. On one occasion the
turning circle of a wagon loaded with wheat became stuck.
From the eight-horse team, Son unyoked a mare called Tessa
of whose strength and courage he was proud. Fie yoked her to
a front wheel and then, taking her head in his hands, he
coaxed her to come towards him. Before the wheel, and hence
the circle, started to move Tessa was stretched almost to the
ground with the veins on her neck and the great muscles of
her shoulders, flanks and legs bulging in agony. I have never
since witnessed man and beast in such a unity of purpose. It
was clear that Tessa understood exactly what Son wanted of
her and the response she gave him was total. When the feat
was done, Son stood with Tessa’s head in his arms soothing
and thanking her with gentle words.
The understanding that Son had imparted to me over
several years of how to treat a horse with a combination of
firmness and gentleness — to him, both were a form of respect
for the animal — stood me in good stead on one occasion at
Sea Lake. In the summer of 1944, I was working in the
Christmas holidays as an assistant to the plumber at Dad’s
workplace. He was in no sense a happy or pleasant man and
I was glad when Bess rang me and asked if I would come to
help Ned harvest his wheat crop. On the previous Sunday,
despite her strong objections to his even contemplating doing
‘servile work’ on the Sabbath day, Ned had taken off a heavy
part of his Big E harvester to repair it. The part fell on his
foot, which became inflamed and swollen, thus incapacitating
him. On my arrival, Bess expressed the opinion that God
could not be mocked by ignoring the clear precept of keeping
holy the Sabbath, with the innuendo that God had punished
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Ned for his waywardness. Ned made no attempt to reject this
judgment, but told me privately that his own carelessness and
‘bloody bad luck’ had caused the accident. I found this a more
satisfactory explanation.
The harvester was ancient, but the team of six horses
had a pair of three-year-olds with a tendency to friskiness.
Ned had his own way of controlling the team, which was
effective and vigorous and not confined to mere verbal
reproaches. I had to take over the harvesting from him and it
rapidly became clear that my gentle methods were interpreted
as a sign of weakness which took time to dispel. The crop was
low and thin, in parts it scarcely repaid the labour of taking it
off, but I persevered because, whatever else, Ned needed the
seed for the next year. One very hot day, at a headland,
I pulled up the team for a short rest. Almost immediately,
there was chaos, led by the two young horses trying to break
free of their harness. Panic spread quickly among the others,
not least because there was a snake trying frantically to slither
free of their hooves. By the time I had leapt from my seat, the
snake had escaped but the danger was that the team would try
to bolt down a low hill into a small gully which, with the
heavy harvester behind them, could have killed or badly
injured them all. I grabbed at the harness of the leading
young horse and, shouting firmly but not angrily, gradually
managed to calm him slightly. This soon helped the others to
settle, but what I feared most was having to go among the
team to unharness them individually because they had all
straddled their chains. Had they bolted at that moment this
story might well have remained untold.
The Molony farm near Litchfield was my father’s
birthplace. My maternal grandmother, Mary Neylon,
delivered him, as well as some of the other eight Molony
children. The black soil of the Wimmera, and the rainfall it
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enjoyed in most years, made it fertile in ways that were not
possible in the Mallee. It was flat, sparsely treed country on
which the main light of the night train from Mildura to
Melbourne could be seen from a long distance. Mud, rather
than sand, bogged the roads in winter and I loved to play in
the puddles when I was small because there were no puddles
in the Mallee. The Wimmera nights were often damp and
cold, but sheep fared well on that country, as did wheat and
other cereal crops. Sidney Nolan and Fred Williams painted
the area in the ways of men who knew it well. It did not
become my country although I spent happy times there.
The numerous household at Kilclaren achieved a
manner of self-sufficiency that a Mallee household could
never hope for. Vegetables and fruit grew in the garden, meat
was rarely bought because beef, pork and mutton were readily
available, as were chickens, ducks, geese and turkeys. In the
appropriate season wild ducks were shot at nearby Lake
Buloke where they abounded, thereby providing a succulent
meal. In the homestead, wheat was ground to flour, bread was
baked daily and milk was separated to make cream and
butter. Grandma gave me no option but to engage in these
boring and repetitive chores but I relished the fresh bread,
especially when spread with jam and cream. After a pig was
killed Grandma made black sausages according to a recipe
that assuredly came from Ireland and I became fond of them
with bacon and eggs at breakfast. Although her family, the
Melicans, had a farm only a mile away, there did not seem to
be the same close bonds with them as existed among the
family in the Mallee. With one of them, Frankie, I felt the
same kind of closeness as I did with Son, but we met only
rarely throughout our lives.
My time at the one-teacher state school a mile away at
Litchfield remains memorable to me for an episode which, in
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retrospect, seems as shameful to me now as it did at the time.
I do not remember the name of the teacher but he was a slight
young man with a refined manner. About the school he
planted, and tended, several flower gardens. He taught us
the names of the flowers and tried to bring us to some
understanding of their beauty. I was at an age when the
seemingly innate roughness of the male had started to develop
in me. To show signs of weakness, much less any evidence of
being effeminate, was to run the risk of scorn from ones male
peers. On the last day of the year, the teacher had prepared
a bunch of flowers for each of us to take home to our families.
As we went out from the school he heard me remark that
I did not want to carry the flowers home and I asked whether
anyone else wanted them. He called me back and reproved
me gently for my lack of appreciation of the flowers rather
than for my brutishness. I cried for shame on the way back
to Kilclaren because I knew that I had behaved like an
ungrateful brute. The odd thing was that I already knew that
I loved flowers.
When I returned home to Melbourne from the
Wimmera, we had moved to a rented house in Alphington.
On Friday nights, we went to the market in the city and,
passing through Abbotsford on the way home, it was always a
wonder and a joy to watch the ‘Skipping Girl’ endlessly and
easily gliding over a rope. Known as Tittle Audrey , she,
perhaps incongruously, advertised a brand of vinegar. The
‘Skipping Girl’ was Melbourne’s first animated neon sign. For
nearly 30 years after its erection in 1937, the sign at night
gave pleasure to a multitude of children and adults. She then
ceased to skip, but only temporarily, so that, restored to her
former glory in 1968 by public demand, ‘Little Audrey’
skipped on and on over her city. My joy in her as a child was
slightly dimmed because I had to decide on that First Friday
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night when I went to bed that I could not allow myself the
luxury of thinking about her. The old temptation to think of
eternity, even when represented by the ceaseless activity of the
charming ‘Little Audrey' skipping endlessly, always lurked in
my subconscious and had to be suppressed.
The house at Alphington was of gracious proportions
with a large room, called a ‘ballroom’, on the top level. No
balls were held there in our time but, clearly, the home had
belonged — and hopefully still belonged — to someone who
had fallen temporarily on evil times rather than to a bank.
Rents were very low at the time; Dad’s salary, though meagre,
was regular and things were a little better for us although
great care had to be taken to live frugally without excess or
pretension. Food was more plentiful and more nourishing
than before, but our clothing and especially our shoes were
sometimes threadbare and all entertainment was homecreated.
In the local state school there were very few Catholics
and, when the ministers of religion came to instruct their
flocks, no priest was seen among them. The Catholics and a
Jew or two sat outside during that period and they became
my first mates. Two of the Catholics were twins with a relaxed
attitude to life, which included getting into a gang and
engaging in territorial fights with other gangs, making gings
to catapult stones at one’s rivals, playing the wag, bird nesting,
standing outside shops hoping for a handout and sundry
other simple pastimes of the poor. Between Alphington and
the next suburb, Heidelberg, ran the Yarra River, in which it
was possible to fish and swim. So engaged one day, the twins
got into trouble and both were drowned. My reaction to
this tragedy was muted because, together with my sister,
Margaret, I was in the children’s hospital for patients with
infectious diseases at nearby Fairfield.
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We had contracted scarlet fever and were delivered to
the hospital by an ambulance. I had become sick before
Margaret and was already starting to recover a little by the
time of our departure so that I was able to write home to
‘Dear mommie and daddy’ and tell them that ‘the ride in the
ambulance was lovely’. Hospital itself, however, was an
experience that produced long-lasting memories. Any form of
ill behaviour, such as not eating the food, brought reprisals or
threats, one of which was that we would be fed to the ‘loonies’
in the Kew Mental Hospital, visible from Fairfield. I was
threatened with punitive measures twice. The first occasion
was when Margaret was unable to eat a piece of bread and
jam. I suggested from the next bed that she throw it to me
and I would do my best with it. Her weakness was such that
the bread fell to the floor between us. I got out of bed,
decided I could not eat the piece and threw it at what I took
to be an open window. It slid down, and smeared, the
window. I collapsed on the floor where I was found and
returned to bed. The piece of bread was taken to be mine and
the cleaner offered me the choice of eating my food or being
consumed by our neighbours.
The second occasion had other dimensions. The cleaner
had taken a distinct dislike to me after the jam episode, but his
attitude to Margaret, a very lovely child, was the opposite. He
tried to persuade her to kiss him which, on her refusal, he
attempted to do by force. I immediately started to scream,
people came running, but too late for me to avoid a threatened
reprisal by the cleaner if I said anything about the incident.
The reprisal was of such magnitude that I have banished it
from my mind, but it was then so effective that I said nothing
of what had happened and refused to explain my screams.
Someone in authority, however, must have had a suspicion and
that particular cleaner did not return to our room.
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These things were bad but left few lasting scars. Our
parents were not allowed to visit us and separation from them
was desolation. This was so because of the seeming and, in
our minds, possible permanence of their absence combined
with our incapacity to understand why it was needed.
Nonetheless, I tried to hide our anxiety from our parents and
wrote, ‘We are in a room by our seifs. Margaret is not up yet
but when it is sunny her cot is put out on the blalkey. There
are very nice gardens everywhere around.’ I assured them that
I was saying the Rosary every night ‘for all of us’ but in
particular for Brian who I hoped would not catch our diseases
and for Dad that he would get on well with his job. I also said
that ‘we see a little boy and the first day I saw him I thought
he was Brian’. I imagined that he would be lonely in our
absence, which made me more anxious to get back home.
With the lessening of the infection, some hope must
have been held out that our parents could visit us, but
I advised you had better not come to see us because Margaret
might want to come home’. I knew that, whatever about me,
she could not do so yet and I did not want to leave her alone
in the hospital. After some weeks the time came to depart and
the big event to farewell the departing patients from Fairfield
was a phenol bath. It was an inescapable and unpleasant
conclusion to our stay designed, one assumes, to ensure that
all remnants of contagion had gone from our persons.
Perhaps I was too sensitive but, for a long time afterwards,
I could not escape feeling that, in some uncertain way and,
for a while at least, I had become unclean. This episode of the
bath may have had a lasting effect on me because I never
found it difficult to feel a kind of empathy with the lepers of
the biblical era, indeed with the ‘untouchables’ of any era.
One night in the 1950s, I was called as a priest to the Ballarat
mental hosoital to a very ill patient with suspected typhus.
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I was made to don all manner of garments and the attendants
were puzzled by my lack of concern. They did not know that
I felt as if I had been through it all before.
Auntie Hilda Mclnerney, widow of Mick of Lone Pine,
had left the farm at Nyarrin and, together with her five
children, the last of whom, Beth, was in her womb when
Mick died, lived in Raleigh Street, Footscray. From that
family I learnt a great deal about life and death. Mother again
suffered a protracted illness in 1938 and I lived at Raleigh
Street for some months during which I went to the Catholic
school with my cousins. It was at a healthy distance from
Raleigh Street, which occasioned the odd act of wagging, but
the nuns, certainly overworked, surely had more important
problems to grapple with than such lapses by the Mclnerney
urchins and their Molony cousin. The genteel, but biting
poverty of Hildas home was made up for, or covered up by,
her indomitable courage, the ability of the three boys to find
all manner of odd jobs and the unceasing devotion to the
welfare of the family by Legacy.
Australians will never forget the ways in which the
Returned Sailors’ and Soldiers’ Imperial League of Australia
persistently fought for the wellbeing of war veterans. They
also ought to be ever grateful for the lesser-known, often
hidden, painstaking and immensely fruitful work of the
members of Legacy. John, Hilda’s eldest, known inevitably as
Bluey because of his red hair, took to city life like a native,
which frequently entailed his overstepping the bounds of
good behaviour as established by his mother. The visit of a
‘Legacy man’ quickly pulled him back into line, even if only
temporarily.
Bluey took upon himself the task of instructing me in
the mysteries of sex, but my partially feigned surprise and
delight fell short of his expectations. I was never satisfied with
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the explanation given by some, but not my parents, who did
not enlarge on the matter at all, that children were found
under a rose bush or near a cabbage patch. The activities of
the roosters and rams on the farm at Sea Lake had not
escaped my notice and, on visits to Kilclaren, I often saw a
stallion servicing mares. Projecting the possibility of similar
behaviour to human beings was not a big mental step and
Bluey’s revelations played only a minor role in my youthful
development.
Standing in the early cold on an overpass at the
Footscray Railway Station selling the morning papers,
principally the Melbourne Sun, with him and his youngest
brother Matt, was a more rewarding experience. Bluey
revelled in the task, Matt was bored and shivered constantly,
but the fleeting contact with so many strangers quickly
eroded some elements of my shyness. Although I was not
paid, another joyful outing was going with Bluey on Saturday
mornings to help him work in a bakery from which we always
came home with fresh buns for lunch or, rather, dinner.
Dessie, the second son, took only a brief part in all this. His
illness began with a sore on his ear and he was soon in
St Vincent s Hospital in the city. My father gave regular blood
transfusions but to no avail. Dessie died, aged 11, from
leukemia, although I never heard it called that. Bluey
explained everything to me by saying that Dessie had been
‘real crook’ for a long time. Matt, who loved Dessie intensely,
was silent for weeks. Twenty years later, within three months
of blessing Matt’s wedding in Ballarat, I blessed his grave at
Sea Lake. Hilda stood next to me and, just as the coffin was
about to be lowered, the sandy soil of the Mallee gave way
and the grave partially filled. We walked together around the
family graves for half an hour and Hilda, as always, remained
composed and resigned. Matt was buried next to his father,

62

Luther’s Pine

Mick. Matt, like Dessie, had died from leukemia. In their
more mature adulthood, but still at an early age, both the girls
of the family, Moira and Beth, died of breast cancer. Throat
cancer killed Bluey so that the disease wiped out a whole
family.
After Mother recovered, we moved to nearby
Williamstown to be closer to Dad’s workplace, but I often
stayed at Raleigh Street, where football and cricket became
passionate pastimes. We had an old bat, tennis balls were used
and the wicket was a wooden fruit box. Bradman was our
hero, but Bluey and I were sloggers and were quickly out.
Matt was able to defend the fruit box with ease, although he
scored with almost maddening caution. We never had a real
football, but made one from rolled-up paper tied with string.
I was not in favour with the others because I could not bring
myself to barrack for the local team in the Victorian Football
League, Footscray. I had nothing against the ‘Scraggers’, as the
team was sometimes called, and still retain a warm regard for
them, but Carlton was already my team. Why my father was a
Carlton supporter and passed his loyalty on to me I do not
know. In those days, and for many years afterwards, Carlton
had its roots on the edge of the inner city with its lowermiddle and working classes, to whom the existence of the
men of money was a phenomenon then enjoyed only by the
Melbourne Football Club. To barrack for Carlton was not to
be a snob, much less a ‘silver tail’ and we barracked for the
team and the boys who made it up while the committee,
including the president, remained almost nameless and
certainly faceless Figureheads.
My most vivid memory of Raleigh Street goes back to
a visit there when we were still on the farm. I was standing
looking out through the pickets of the front gate. Across the
road was the railway line and over from it there was a large
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shed. A long line of men shuffled towards the shed. They had
hats on, were dressed in greyish clothes, mostly overcoats, and
1 could hear no laughter. There seemed to be something
oppressive about them that I could not understand. Auntie
Hilda joined me at the gate and I asked what the men were
doing. She replied, ‘They are on the dole.’ I had no need to ask
what she meant because it was clear to me from the sight before
my eyes, and the tone of her voice, that something dreadful was
afoot. In those days of hopelessness, thousands without work
were on the dole but, in large measure, they were looked upon
with compassion. The reason was that most people knew in
their hearts that a small change in fortune would see them in
the same position. No one then spoke of ‘dole bludgers’ and,
among many, not all of them mere visionaries or idle dreamers,
there was a determination that those days would not come
upon us again. No one then wanted to strip a human being of
those last remnants of dignity, which consisted of minimal
independence, or make anyone depend continually on a
handout by the State to survive.
Williamstown enchanted me from the very first when
I rode my bike along its wide, quiet, leafy streets through the
ever-peeling paperbark trees. The quaint, musty, almost
mysterious shops of the waterfront, the finger of land stretching
into the bay on which the football ground stands, the almost
mournful call of the horn on foggy nights and mornings, the
seeming deformity of the tugboats disguising their mighty
strength, all this gripped the imagination of a Mallee boy
turned Melbournian. The city of Melbourne, confined in its
throbbing streets and lanes, was a short space across the bay, but
it was another world away and one we could reach only by
a decrepit ferry or a long detour by car or train through
Footscray, passing by the abattoirs at Maribyrnong, with their
all-pervasive odour.
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In Williamstown, we seemed to be betweer the land,
the sea and the sky and I often wonder why it has not given us
great poetry or a great poet. There is the stuff of legend there.
Men went down to the sea from its homes to voyage on vast
oceans, some of them perished as they went. Ned Kelly had
lived on a hulk nearby and worked making its streets during
the day. A proud but gentle citizenry took pride in their
village and built dwellings and business places of dignity and
permanence. Some few, who knew the past, lookec back and
perhaps mourned that their place had not fulfillec its infant
promise of becoming the capital of the colony. WiUamstown
escaped that destiny, so it was to have no need o: a central
business district, much less a casino.
In those last years of my childhood, I moved alone or
with my mates on foot or bike in and about WiUamstown,
more often called ‘Willie’ among us or, sometines, ‘Old
Willie’ because it seemed ageless. All my senses were involved
in its discovery. I could smell its blend of land and sea, hear its
sounds of bay and suburb and see the changes in its colours in
place and season. Above all, I could touch it ar.d quickly
learnt to know its secret places, such as the best shop in which
to buy a pie or a pastie for tuppence, fish and chips wrapped
in newspaper for thrippence or chips for a penny. The empty
spaces around the railway line were good to go to with mates
to swap comics while baking potatoes on a fire. We knew
which barber would give us a haircut at a reduced rate so that
we might have a penny out of the sixpence our mcthers gave
us. We could pool the pennies to buy firecrackers at a store
where nothing cost more than sixpence. Saturday afternoons
meant a double feature at the picture theatre vdth Flash
Gordon in a serial as the major attraction. In winter, it was
over to the footy ground when ‘Willie’ played at tome and
sometimes, dependent on available funds, to anotaer of the
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Association grounds to see them play away. Summer, in
memory always long and hot, sent us to the beach where we
lolled on the sand, played cricket, wrestled and generally
behaved ike semi-tamed young males. These activities
alternated with ‘going in for a dip’ when the water became
our natural element. Gradually, the Mallee faded and
Williamsnwn became my country.
Foctscray became my other country and I learnt to
behave there according to the rules established by Bluey, who
was in chirge of all our transactions. I always let him know
when I wts coming and, once arrived, I was an equal who was
welcome to share in all its delights. He seemed to have an
almost uncanny instinct for staying clear of trouble while
daring the impossible. To him, paying a fare on a suburban
train or a tram was to admit defeat, while buying a ticket to
get into tie picture theatre or the Footscray baths was to be
avoided vith diligence. Getting in for free by whatever
subterfuge ensured much greater satisfaction. I never once
knew hin to steal anything or destroy anyone’s property, but
my heart would beat with fear and excitement when we set
out togetier on what was always an adventure flavoured with
danger. T) Bluey, such things were part of the web of day-today life aid he neither boasted nor felt ashamed of them. In
the end, ke settled down, went to ‘the Tech’, became a sheetmetal worker and briefly practised his trade. He tried life in
the bush for a time, but in the end, settled back in the city,
this time in Richmond. Bluey was a ‘dinkum Aussie’.
In Williamstown, we lived for a time in a large and
charming rented house on Osborne Street and then, very
briefly, ir Victoria Street. In the latter house, there was a trace
of the set because it had some small windows like portholes
and, on vild nights, one could hear the waves pounding the
nearby Hach. In that house, on a Sunday night, 3 September,
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1939, we heard Prime Minister Bob Menzies tell us on the
wireless that Great Britain had declared war on Germany and
as a result, Australia is also at war’. Even then the syllogism
seemed inconclusive to me because I had not fully grasped
our relationship with Britain. Dad, however, had prepared me
for the war. In the home, Mother ruled supreme but on
outside matters of apparently lesser importance my father was
permitted to have an opinion. One evening a year or so before
th e war, he had mused on the events that had taken place in
Abyssinia, Spain, Germany and elsewhere in Europe. He said
that the great nations were still licking their wounds from
World War I, but that they would be back at each other’s
throats again soon. The 3rd September, 1939, did not
su rprise him.
The war made no immediate impression on life in
Williamstown. We moved to 39 Pasco Street, again to a
rented house, yet it was upright and steady in its structures in
a typical Melbournian manner. The house was near the drill
ha.ll where, gradually, there were increasing signs of activity as
thie war developed. Next door to us stood the gracious home
of a tugboat captain who undertook epic voyages demanding
much bravery and resolution during the war. Opposite us was
a strange, white house. It had battlements that would not
have been out of place in a wealthy area of Algeria and looked
fai ntly forbidding to me. None of its inhabitants ever spoke
to me, as I did not to them.
From Pasco Street, Margaret and I went to St Mary’s
Priimary School. Brian joined us when he started school.
Staiffed by the Josephite sisters, St Mary’s was founded in
18-42 as the first Catholic school in Victoria, but we were
un.aware of that long tradition. At last, I was able to settle
do'wn for a while and even learn a little, but still in a
haphazard manner. I had already become an avid reader and
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my habit had ieen notably strengthened in 1937 when
Mother bought ne a copy of the Childrens Treasury of Great
Stories at Myers vast emporium in Melbourne. It was a rich
compilation driwn from Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland,
Charles and Mary Lamb’s Tales from Shakespeare, Swift’s
Gulliver’s Travet and Tales from the Arabian Nights. On the
way home on tie train I could not resist taking the Treasury
out of its wrapp*r and opening it. An elderly man in the next
seat took it fron me and, as if he was handling a sacred
object, he showtd me how to treat a new book. He opened it
gently at three cr four parts, pressed down the pages with his
palms and then gave it back to me saying, ‘Do that always
with a new bock and you will never break its spine.’ I still
obey him and tie Treasury remains intact today despite the
way I repeatedl) devoured its contents in my childhood.
The lode.tar of those few years until I went away to
boarding schoo was found as much at the school as at the
library in the Mechanic’s Institute around the corner from
home. I had never been in a library and to discover that it
contained book galore entranced me. Noticing my interest,
the elderly libraian quickly took me in hand. His tastes were
broad ranging aid, although he allowed me a small ratio of
boy’s reading, eoecially the William series, he started to select
works on histor/, geography, some literature and even a little
science of a geieral nature. He avoided religion while well
aware that I weit to a Catholic school. His influence on me
was great in ore marked way: reading, any reading, became
part of me and could not go to sleep — even now I cannot
do so — withoit at least half an hour in a book.
Sister Aiysia, a formidable woman of inflexible
standards, rulec St Mary’s. On one occasion she almost broke
my fingers wit! a ruler when, passing my desk, she observed
them to be in oo close a proximity to my private parts. She
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was a fine and dedicated teacher determined to do her best for
her pupils. She had the true love of learning which she did
her best to instil in her charges in the school. Later, in the
seminary, Father Jeremiah Sullivan, professor of philosophy
and known as ‘Spot’, took me aside one day. I was unaware
that he was the first native-born superior of the Jesuits in
Australia yet I felt, as I am sure many other students did, that
‘Spot’ was one of us. Fie told me that he had heard I had done
some primary schooling at St Marys in Williamstown and he
asked me whether Sister Anysia had taught me. When I said
yes, he asked how I got on with her. I told him that she was a
great teacher but a veritable Tartar who frequently almost beat
the living daylights out of the boys. ‘Spot’ made no attempt to
restrain his amusement and went away shaking his huge head
with laughter. I was told later that she was his sister.
In 1957, I went to Kyneton in Victoria to bury my
uncle Son and breakfasted with the parish priest after Mass.
His surname was O’Sullivan, but he was a brother of ‘Spot’
and of Sister Anysia. I did not ascertain whether he had added
the ‘O’ to his name in honour of Daniel O’Connell, the Irish
‘Liberator’, as some Irish in Australia had done. The breakfast
table had sittings for at least 10 diners but each was an island
in itself, with, and I counted those before me in amazement,
25 condiments, sauces and other accompaniments to a meal.
Father O’Sullivan spoke not a word during the meal, which
probably accounted for the islands. It was truly a case of each
man for himself. Later, and immediately after I had finished the
prayers at Son’s graveside, I was horrified to hear my father
laugh softly. He told me later that a mourner in front of him
had turned around at that moment and said, ‘God’s truth,
Mick, I thought we were burying you.’
Apart from Mother, the first woman I found to be truly
beautiful was Sister Giovanni, even though I never saw more

Luther’s Pine

69

than her veiled face. She was young, vivacious, gentle, always
smiling and had no difficulty in keeping the boys of St Mary’s
in order. Some of the girls were inclined to be petulant with
her but one of them was always happy and full of wilful fun.
For me, at least, Pauline rivalled Sister Giovanni for her
charm. She lived along the Koroit Creek Road near the long
since abandoned Williamstown racecourse. It was a long bike
ride but the distance never bothered me as I paid my fruitless
court. In the end, she said that she would have fancied me,
but that I swore too much, although my vocabulary had not
been extended much further than the word I heard from
Mick Mclnerney the night before First Communion. I took
my swearing as an excuse for her lack of interest and I never
blamed Pauline, who, in other ways, always appeared to be
impossibly daring and therefore forbidding to a mere mortal
such as myself. My judgment was confirmed when, one
Saturday morning, I met her outside Woolworths; she was the
first girl I ever saw wearing slacks.
Without having experienced a sexual encounter of any
kind, I was ill-prepared for my first. With my mate, Davey
Kennedy, I went to the footy one Saturday afternoon to watch
Williamstown play. They were the great days of Association
football when players of the calibre of Ron Todd, Soapy
Vallence and Des Fothergill came across from the Victorian
Football League to Association teams. A man in the crowd
came and stood beside us, commenting on the game. He then
asked whether we liked going to the pictures, explained that
he was the manager of one of the local picture theatres and
that he would have free seats for us that night if we came
along. Davey was wise in the ways of the world and said no
on the spot. At the tea table that night I explained what had
happened and asked if I could go. Dad was hesitant and
surprised me by saying no. Mother, whose innocence in such

70

Luthers Pine

matters was such that she died with little belief in the
existence of homosexuality, made no objection to my
proposed outing. I went and was seated in a back seat of the
theatre with no one else in the row. The manager joined me
once the picture started and asked me whether I played
football. My affirmative led him further to inquire whether
playing caused me to get lumps along the inside of my thighs.
A negative was not enough to convince him and his hand was
quickly inside my trousers feeling for the lumps. I had not
screamed since Fairfield Hospital, but threatened to do so
immediately. To my immense joy, he promptly ejected me
from the theatre. Pederasty, whether as a concept or a deed,
meant nothing to me, but the episode horrified and
frightened me. I walked about Williamstown for hours before
going home, said nothing of what had occurred and
pretended to have enjoyed my night at the pictures. Dad
asked me no questions, but I was certain that he knew that
something at least similar to the actual fact had taken place.
Years later, this episode had another outcome. After
I left the clerical state and applied for a dispensation from its
obligations so as to contract a valid marriage, the ecclesiastical
authorities sent me to a psychiatrist. The prevailing attitude
was that a priest who had acted as I had was clearly so
irrational as to cast doubts on his sanity. Over a period of a
few months, a Macquarie Street psychiatrist interviewed me
regularly and to him, in gratitude, I later dedicated my first
academic book. He very soon arrived at the conclusion that
I was sane, without ever telling me what yardstick he had used
to make his judgment. Concerned about the severe emotional
strain to which I was constantly subject and the loneliness of
my life — I was working as a gardener at a wedding reception
centre in Sydney at the time — he continued the sessions
until he was sure I could bear up. Word soon came that I had
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to visit another psychiatrist, this time a university academic
who also practised his craft. One interview sufficed during
which he concentrated on my sexual experiences. His greatest
interest was in whether I had ever been subject to advances
from fellow priests. I was genuinely appalled at the suggestion
and told him that no such thing had ever occurred. He then
asked whether anything of that nature had taken place in any
other context. I told him about the Williamstown experience.
He sat for a while in silence, wrote a few lines on his pad and
showed me to the door remarking that I was the most
innocent person he had ever met. I have often wondered since
whether politeness induced him to use ‘innocent’ rather than
‘plain silly’. Nonetheless, he apparently concluded that I was
sane and, on that score at least, the Church’s authorities
were satisfied.
Father Michael Flannery was parish priest of
Williamstown. His Irish accent was so broad that he was
frequently barely intelligible. On two occasions during the
year there could be no question of his intelligibility. In those
days, throughout the Catholic Church in Australia, the
offerings made by the people at Easter and Christmas went
directly to the parish priest. Father Flannery would read out a
list of the names of the individual parishioners together with
the sum they had offered. In that way, everyone knew the
extent, or lack, of generosity of those whose names were on
the list as well as, by default, those who had contributed
nothing at all. Some, perhaps many of the latter, were unable
to spare even a single pound from their miserly incomes. It
was an unjust system because it publicly distinguished
between the generous and those of lesser largesse, the affluent
and the poor. It also rewarded in an unreasonable manner
priests who, normally by seniority, had been appointed to
wealthy parishes. Curates were paid a stipend, very often one
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of miserable proportions. The system ceased to operate by the
1970s and was replaced by a more equitable one.
In 1939, there was a mission in the parish conducted
by Redemptorist priests who specialised, very successfully
and fruitfully, in the conducting of such events. In essence,
a mission was a period, normally a week, devoted to recalling
the people of a parish to their religious duties. The faithful
were invigorated, the lost sheep called back to the fold and,
generally, an air of religious fervour permeated the whole
parish. The high point of each day was the sermon in the
evening for which the church was normally packed.
Delivered with great oratory skill and vigour, for which the
Redemptorists were renowned, individual sermons, especially
those devoted to the so-called Four Last Things — death,
judgment, heaven and hell — were often remembered for years
by parishioners. I heard a story much later of a Redemptorist
of large frame and mighty voice preaching in a small church
in Western Victoria where cattle, and therefore bulls, were
common. There was no pulpit so the priest stood behind
a frail altar rail resembling a fence from behind which he
roared his words as he paced to and fro. After a time, he paused
in exhaustion and a small child’s piping voice was heard
urging her mother, ‘Mummy, we’ve got to run. He’s about to
break through the fence.’
At each mission one sermon was devoted to the six and
ninth commandments, to wit, sex. Sex is an appropriate word
because it is drawn from the Latin heading of chapters in
books on moral theology dealing with the commandants, in
this case the sixth and therefore De Sexto. This particular
sermon was for adults only, an exception being made for altar
boys who, presumably, were not expected to understand the
material being expounded. I was on the altar’ as the saying was
when, during his sermon, the priest told two stories. The first
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concerned a young, unmarried couple in an unnamed place
and country who had sat through the sermon on sex and
sinned beneath a tree on their way home. Struck by lightning,
they died. The second is less vivid in my memory but it
concerned a couple about to be married in Dublin. They slept
together in a hotel room the night before the wedding
ceremony, the sheets were not properly dry, the bride-to-be
contracted pneumonia and died before she could be married.
I long pondered these stories and eventually concluded that, as
they were too circumstantial to be of any moment, I need not
anticipate being confronted with either fate.
The only time Father Michael Flannery noticed me was
when I took Michael as my name on the day Archbishop
Mannix confirmed me. It clearly pleased him greatly, but I did
not tell him that I had done so in honour of Michael the
Archangel, whose feats of military valour in combat with Satan
had captured my imagination, and of Michael, my own father.
On that day, the Archbishop preached at such inordinate
length that I was forced to leave the church to go to the
lavatory. Daniel Mannix seemed to have made up his mind
that we may not ever again hear a full exposition of the
doctrines of the Church, in which case his responsibility in the
matter was clear. He would teach us the whole of the thing.
On my return to Australia from Italy in 1934, I once
stayed overnight in a parish whose priest had been a student
of Mannix in Ireland in the early 1900s. While he consumed
a couple of late-night whiskies, he confided to me, in all
seriousness, that we suffered the disadvantage of having an
archbishop who was a pagan. This was said with such
conviction that I asked him how he knew it to be so. He
replied that he had been listening to the Archbishop on and
off for more than 50 years and he had never heard him speak
of Jesus Christ. I felt reluctant to enter into the matter, absurd
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as the accusation unquestionably was, and chose to go to bed
instead. The episode, however, put me in mind of an old
Latin tag I had heard in Rome and I was stunned to realise
that there may be truth in its third part at least. Homo homini
lupus, mulier mulieri lupiora, sacerdos sacerdoti lupissimus
(A man is wolf-like to a man, a woman more wolf-like to
a woman, a priest most wolf-like to a priest).
The only other event in 1939 that caused a ripple in
my surroundings was the death of Pope Pius IX and the
election of Eugenio Pacelli as Pius XII. I had, of course, been
taught the doctrine of infallibility from the Penny Catechism
and believed it without question. It seemed to me then, and
still so seems, that a head of the Church who can err when
teaching high matters of faith that all the faithful are bound
to believe is scarcely worth having. If questioned on
infallibility, and I never heard it happen, I am sure that my
parents would have given the same answer in substance. In
our home there was no sorrow at the death of one pope and
no surprise or jubilation at the election of another. That he
would be Italian and infallible was taken for granted.
The years of my schooling in Williamstown were
happy ones. They ended when I gained the Merit Certificate
in December 1939, aged 12. Dad, whose footsteps I had
followed as far as the Merit, was immensely pleased. A crayfish
in those days could be bought in Williamstown for a very
moderate price and, to mark the occasion, he arrived home
with a splendid specimen on that Friday night. He had done
this several times previously on the grounds that the only real
alternative to meat was a decent cray. This time he probably
hoped that the joyous occasion would cause a relaxation of a
prevailing household rule on food. Mother was gifted with an
acute sense of smell to which fresh food, especially fish of any
kind, was subject for inspection before consumption. This

Luther’s Pine

75

cray, like a number of its forerunners, did not pass the test
and was promptly consigned to the garbage bin. On such
occasions Dad either ate fried eggs or stayed up until
midnight to eat a plate of meat. In that way he would avoid
committing what we had been told was a mortal sin. On that
particular Friday night, much to Dad’s disappointment, I had
gone to bed very early without eating anything. In the
morning I woke covered with chickenpox. My days at
primary school were at an end.

chapter three
DAYS OF LOST YOUTH

In leaving St Mary’s to go on to a scholarship school in East
St Kilda in 1940, I left Williamstown with its small
amphitheatre of the struggling classes, but the greater stage of
Melbourne remained the same. Nonetheless, the end of my
primary schooling was the second, marked change in my life.
With each successive step, additional changes took place. In
Melbourne, the citizens marched to the regular drumbeat of
suburbia: tram and train timetables, the hours of school,
factory and office, the weekend footy on Saturday ‘arvo’,
while, for Catholics, Sunday Mass was an added obligation.
On Sunday, there was also the semi-stately routine of visits to
and from relations and friends. After ‘tea, the evening was
spent playing cards or various forms of entertainment,
including piano playing and singing by those so gifted, as well
as by others who fancied they were gifted. In homes where
there were no cousins with whom to play, boredom often lead
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to teasing and mild violence among siblings unable to
appreciate the fragile cut and thrust characteristic of their
elders.
The Mallee, with its daily rounds largely dictated by
the seasons, was now closed to me. For the rest of my life,
I could only partially comprehend the hopes and fears, the
actions and reactions, the culture of the people of my early
childhood and, sometimes, even the way in which they
expressed themselves. Although I often returned to spend
school holidays with my relations in the Mallee, I knew that,
in large measure, I was no longer one of them. Even harder to
accept was the thought that they knew that I had started to
belong to another world. Long years would teach me that
there is no way in which we can recreate the past and the
saying that ‘You can take the boy out of the bush, but not the
bush out of the boy was only partially true of me. I could
never accept that ‘The past is a foreign country. They do
things differently there’. The people of my past did what their
present told them to do and those things will ever remain as
they were. The present is the other country in which we do
things differently.
At home in Pasco Street, no thought was given to my
doing anything other than moving on to secondary education
after the Merit Certificate. I had never shown any inclination
towards, or aptitude for, technical matters and an ‘Intelligence
Test’ to which I was submitted was said to have confirmed
this judgment. I was surprised by the test, which seemed to
have been constructed in order to drive me into a state of
confusion and irritation. The only question which I can now
recall was ‘Does the child ever know more than the parents?’
I thought about it and concluded that, given I very obviously
knew more about how to play marbles than either Mother or
Dad, I had to tell the truth and answer ‘Yes’. Despite being at
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peace in my conscience, which had initially suggested that
I was committing a sin of pride in claiming that I was ever
more knowledgeable than my parents, I had the uneasy
feeling that, by answering so brusquely, I had been led into a
trap. I asked Dad that night what he thought and he said that
it might have been wiser to write ‘Infrequently’. Since then
I have often responded to a question or request with a soft
qualification rather than a straight ‘Yes’ or ‘No’. If I have done
harm by my evasiveness my weakness cannot be blamed on
my father.
Melbourne in the 1930s abounded in excellent
technical schools and by far the majority of the boys in my
class at St Mary’s went on to one of them, with the nearby
‘Footscray Tech’ the favoured choice. My peers who went to
the ‘Tech’ were not intellectually any less capable than the few
of us who progressed to high schools and, under different
circumstances, many of those who became tradesmen could
have become teachers, lawyers, doctors and journalists
or entered other professions opened to them by further
education. In a sense, they were destined to be tradesmen just
as their sisters were to work in offices or shops, although
a higher proportion of the girls went to secondary schools or
tried to gain a much sought after place in a nursing hospital.
Nursing was a highly regarded vocation among Protestants
and Catholics, but it was a profession reserved exclusively for
females to whom, it seemed, the vocation of care was more
commonly given.
Among the majority of those who left St Mary’s, the
choice of how they would spend their lives was not merely a
matter of submitting to a destined fate. Their fathers and
mothers had walked those same paths, normally with
happiness and modest, yet adequate, material success. They
had belonged to generations who obtained a living by
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working with their hands; they had married within their
own class, even in their own suburb. They brought up their
children to have the same expectations in life. They did not
look down on learning or reject higher education; it was not
their way of life so they and their children did not need to
look elsewhere, or change. The question remains open of how
many of them could have succeeded in higher education. It is
clear to me now that many more of them could have done so
had they been given the chance.
Gough and Margaret Whitlam were dining at our
home in Canberra one night in the 1970s when a guest asked
Gough to define socialism for us. Gough thought for a while
and replied that one aim of socialism would be achieved when
every young Australian had a room, a desk and a lamp of their
own. I reinforced Gough’s aspiration immediately from my
own experience. In a tutorial class at the university a few years
previously, there was a young student who had impressed me
over several months with his intelligence, aptitude and
diligence. In the last term he began to miss tutorials, did not
submit his essay on time and, generally, seemed to have lost
interest. After a lecture one day I asked him to come to my
room for a chat. His explanation for his change of attitude
was simple and decisive. He was the eldest of six children
from a working-class home. Neither his parents nor his
extended family had ever been to university. There were no
books in his home save for two women’s magazines that his
mother regularly bought. He explained that his family called
them books. He slept in one room with his two younger
brothers, the only place for him to study was at the kitchen
table even though other members of the family constantly
watched the television in that room. I anxiously reassured
him as to his capabilities and promised to do all I could for
him, including extending the time for his final essay, but it
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was all to no avail. He withdrew from the course. Tears came
to my eyes when, one year later, I met him pumping petrol at
a garage. He told me that it was his full-time work and that he
was happy. He is my lost student for ever.
In February 1940, I started school at St Thomas More’s
in East St Kilda. My recollections of the year are now mostly
dim except that I began to wear long trousers and kicked a
football around after school in parks where the fading sounds
of the city echoed softly, but eerily, in the calm autumn air.
I boarded with a family near Chapel Street during first term
and, never having seen the female body, I was astounded to
be confronted with three naked models in a shop window.
It was clear that to pass that way again deliberately would
be, potentially at least, to enter into an occasion of sin.
Nonetheless, I did so, but my salacious expectations remained
unrequited because the models were, by then, fully clad.
There were rare excursions to the pictures at the Astor, a honing
of my skills playing pinball in milk bars and an assault by
a hoodlum in a lane. He threw a stone at me which hit me on
the head. I bore the scar for years.
That year at East St Kilda, where a single Christian
Brother taught the class, was uneventful. It was also
unfruitful. In regard to what I was taught, I changed from
confusion tinged with resentment to boredom. Looking back,
I accept that I must, even unwillingly, have learnt a good deal
of English and some Latin, which interested me because it
was my first foreign language. At the time, the other subjects
on offer seemed pointless and I distinctly remember the
shattering boredom of geography, where lands abounded with
rivers and hills, varying quantities of rice, wheat, coal and
sundry other objects but never people. One thing stood me in
good stead from the geography class in which the brother did
his best to interest us by running short films on a makeshift
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machine. When flying home from Rome with my family in
1975, I tried to impress them by pointing out the vast,
murky-looking estuary of the Irrawaddy as it flowed into the
sea. I had seen it at St Thomas More’s.
At home in Pasco Street, Margaret and Brian were
learn:ng the piano and we had acquired a pianola which Dad
delignted in. I had little interest in music except for a little of
Chopin and others to whom Dad introduced me. Of art
I knew nothing except for the Dante and Mother’s works’. To
your.g people of my age, the war was still a distant theatre
unless we had relatives directly involved in it. Yet I can
remember the sinking of the Italian cruiser, Bartolomeo
Collwni, by HMAS Sydney in 1940, which created a wave of
enthusiastic applause around Australia. Although I tried
repeatedly to say the Italian name as I heard it on the wireless,
I die not succeed. The introduction of petrol rationing had
no effect on our mobility given Dad’s occupation, but the
intrcduction later of charcoal burners on the backs of cars was
a constant reminder of our dependence on the outside world.
On one occasion I came into the centre of Melbourne
by train from Williamstown and, as I walked out under the
cloc.cs from Flinders Street Station, I saw, across the road,
a huge crowd gathered at St Paul’s Cathedral. They were there
for the funeral of some of the men killed in an air disaster at
Canoerra Airport on 13 August, 1940. Among those killed
wert three federal ministers, as well as the Chief of the
General Staff of the Army, Brudenell White. At that moment,
the war became a reality to me, although I had heard with
pride of the diggers at Tobruk and how the Australians had
routed the Italians in the desert. I wondered how the
Gowrnment would be able to spare those men. In the event,
it pioved to be the case that the Menzies Government did not
recover. Robert Gordon Menzies himself, at the time, meant
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nothing to me, except that he was Prime Minister of
Australia. One year earlier, the lady next door to us had wept
when she told us that Joseph Lyons, Menzies’ predecessor, had
died in office. Lyons, like the lady, was a Catholic. No one in
our household told me anything about Bob Menzies. Perhaps
they knew nothing to tell.
With my father, I rose very early one morning and
went down near the football ground at dawn to watch the
huge vessel, Queen Mary, by then converted to a troop carrier,
as she steamed quietly towards Port Melbourne. Some dark
memory of the Great War must have stirred in Dad when he
saw the single figure of another watcher at a distance who was
silhouetted on a hill by the rising sun. He remarked, ‘That
man would make an easy shot.’ I hoped and prayed he meant
only that, at the Western Front, it would be dangerous for the
man to stand out as he did. I could not bear the thought that
my father had ever killed a man.
The depths of the change in me even in a year became
evident at the end of 1940. I had grown rapidly and thus was
able to lie about my age in order to get a job in a factory in
Williamstown during the summer holidays. It was a huge
building in which wool was scoured and baled for export to
Britain where, as had been the case from the earliest days of
our pastoral industry, it was woven into cloth. My past as
a child of the working class was still in me and I retained
some innate vestige of an emerging solidarity with the
workers. Because it was known that I had been to a secondary
school away from Williamstown, I sensed that I would find
difficulty in winning acceptance on the factory floor and was
neither surprised nor even much disgusted when I was
initiated on my first day there. This consisted of having tar
spread on my genitals. Without shouting out for help, I
struggled as violently as I could against the three young lads
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who held me while a fourth applied the tar. The foreman
happened to come into the shed during these proceedings and
sacked the three of them on the spot. I was appalled and
grieved and begged him, to no avail, to change his mind.
When I got home I went directly out to the back of the house
and lay down on the lawn, exhausted emotionally and
physically. Mother came out and was astonished to see me
lying there. I could only explain that I was tired. I knew that
methylated spirits would remove the remaining tar. I was sick
with worry for days about the sacked trio until I heard that
they had soon obtained jobs elsewhere. The war had already
had an effect on the availability of manpower, and
employment in menial or lowly work was readily procurable.
At the end of my few weeks in the factory the
realisation of my new life came through to me. I had made
a mate at work whose schooling was already over. He never
complained and seemed to accept that his life would be that
of a factory hand. He was the only one I told that I would
soon be going to a boarding school. It is hard for me to accept
now that I was not motivated either by perversity or malicious
pride when I also told him that one of the things my mother
had to buy for me to take to school was a dressing-gown. His
face fell and I knew instantly that it was not with envy. He
didn’t know what a dressing-gown was. Such was the gap
between the second period of my life and the new one I was
about to enter.
The Christian Brothers at St Joseph’s College, Geelong,
had opened a boarding school in 1940. I was enrolled there as
a boarder and commenced school in February 1941. At one
time the college had been an orphanage and some few
orphans still came from their own school nearby to St Joseph’s
for secondary studies. They seemed to be different, shy,
lacking in confidence and rather cowed. I often wondered
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what it was like to be an orphan and found out when I was
appointed chaplain to the St Joseph’s Home orphanage for
boys at Sebastopol in Ballarat in 1956. Nuns, who also had
the care of female orphans at Nazareth House in the city, ran
it and I stood in awe of them for their love and patience. The
discipline was tight, but never harsh and, in the eyes of the
nuns, the most displeasing characteristic of the boys appeared
to be their propensity to ‘sneak around corners’. The number
of boys who returned constantly in later life to visit the place
in which they had, in many instances, been reared from soon
after their birth proved the devotion of the nuns. It was their
only home and the nuns were their only family.
After morning Mass at the Ballarat orphanage, a boy
would sometimes appear at the door of the sacristy wanting to
talk to me. A few such visits made it plain that the nuns sent
the boys to me so that I would do what they rightly felt was
priestly work. At the age of 11 or 12, an orphan would want
to know who he was and, specifically, who were his mother
and father. In those days, it was still the case that a priest
could behave like a human being and extend his love
without being accused of pederasty, which, in any case, was
a wickedness of which I had never heard. I would take the
child in my arms and often cry with him. What else could
I do? I had no means to find out about his parents for him so
I had to tell and show him that I, as well as the nuns, loved
him. I also had to try to convince him never to think that his
parents did not love him and that neither he, nor I, knew
what made them leave him at the orphanage. From these
moments together each successive boy appeared to go away in
peace. None returned to ask again. In that way I stepped
briefly and hesitantly into the world of an orphan. The
nursery was one place I could barely bring myself to enter.
Tiny figures wrapped up to their noses lay in rows of cots,
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some of them howling with the heart-wrenching cries that
only babies can utter. The nuns selected to tend them
regarded themselves as the most-favoured ones because they
could pour out their love and care unstintingly on the little
waifs. I did not ask, and no one told me, if a parent ever
returned to claim their child and only a handful of the
orphans were ever adopted because they were still days in
which the majority of families had their own children. The
rest of the boys remained at St Joseph’s until they joined the
workforce.
The year, 1941, passed happily and I took to the life of
a boarder at Geelong almost naturally while some of the
others suffered bouts of homesickness. Perhaps there was an
instinct in me to prefer to live in a community without
surrendering the inner part of self that was more difficult to
preserve in the intimacy of a home. There was little change in
my application to study, but a modest aptitude for football
and athletics manifested itself. I was never able to treat either
with the seriousness they deserved and engaged in both in a
desultory manner. Our social life was almost non-existent,
but there was a nearby convent school for girls with whom we
had some slight contact. One Saturday afternoon, I was
invited to go to the pictures in the town with a mate from
school who had organised two girls to come with us. My
initial surprise was to find that the others were determined to
sit in the very back row whereas I wanted to get closer to the
front. I had read Beau Geste and of the doings of the French
Foreign Legion and was looking forward to seeing how the
book was portrayed on the screen, in which Gary Cooper
took the lead. As soon as the lights went down, the hidden
agenda of my companions became apparent. I have no idea
what tacit form of selectivity entered into the matter, but the
girl next to me clearly regarded the legionaires and their
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valiant adversaries much less interesting than kissing, which
quickly became a performance in itself even though there was
nothing erotic in it. My obvious lack of practise in the field,
and an equal lack of enthusiasm, combined with my repeated
attempts to break away and look at the film to convince my
partner that she had made a mistake. The atmosphere became
distinctly cool despite my callow attempts at jocularity
afterwards and I was not invited to any further excursions
of that nature. In short, by a complete lack of generally
acceptable contact with girls of my age, I had no idea how
one ought to behave with them, even how to graciously refuse
an advance. I am unable to say whether that fact had any
effect, adverse or good, on my development.
In November 1941, while still at school, we heard of
the loss of HMAS Sydney with all hands, which meant mostly
young men or even boys, but the war remained a far distant
thing until the attack on Pearl Harbor by the Japanese. Soon
afterwards, in mid-February 1942, that delusion was shattered,
even for schoolboys, when Singapore, the ‘impregnable’
fortress, fell to the Japanese. The Government successfully
hushed up the bombing of Darwin and we had no real sense
of the devastation rained down on it, and so frequently, by the
Japanese. However, the general level of ignorance on that
matter was such that it proved an advantage to the Molony
household soon after the war. Dad correctly answered three
questions on a wireless quiz session. One was to give the
number of bombing missions on Darwin (64) and another
was to explain the meaning of the word topiary. I forget the
third. He won a mantel wireless encased in a white, bakelite
covering. It was called a radio.
Australia was clearly threatened by the advancing
Japanese, but it was beyond my grasp to understand that my
nation had already begun to don a new mantle of colonialism
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when John Curtin, the Labor Prime Minister, turned in late
December 1941 to the United States of America for
protection. Curtin had no option in his choice because he
knew that Australia can go and Britain can still hold on. The
choice was more decisive, and its consequences more long
standing and far reaching than any Australian then thought
possible. I did not begin to understand the consequences of
what had happened in 1941 until we started to play a role in
the Vietnam War in the 1960s.
By the time Singapore fell, I was already a boarder at
St Patrick’s College, Ballarat. It was a school to which some of
the male members of the Molony family from the Wimmera
had been sent and was generally highly regarded. Although
not seen as being on the same level of ‘class’ as Xavier College
in Melbourne, St Pat’s had sent forth thousands of Catholic
boys strengthened in their faith and sufficiently well educated
to take a creditable role in wider society. To my parents, or at
least to my mother, Geelong had failed in its purpose of
turning me into a scholar. Why St Pat’s was chosen as the
place to remedy the situation is unclear and, in the outcome,
it proved to be a period of intense trial with little to indicate
that scholarship would ever hold any charms for me.
In retrospect, St Pat’s was the figurative and literal
playground where I spent the last years of my youth. From
there, I departed to begin, in 1945, my preparation for the
priesthood. That step demands a rejection of self that no
youth can take without a wrench to his psyche; perhaps it
scarcely differs much in the adult. In essence, it is to try to
become another Christ. In 1954, beside a parish tennis court
in Ballarat, I stood watching a game of mixed doubles with
Des O’Hagan. We had been together at school at St Pat’s and,
now, we were young priests attached to the cathedral.
The players before us were full of fun, laughter and joyful
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carelessness. After a time, Des turned away. I followed and he
said, with almost infinite sadness, ‘John, we never had a time
we could call our youth.’ Because of its truth there was no
need for us to speak of that matter again.
There was an abundance of fun and carelessness at
St Pat’s and, on my part, probably too much of the latter. In
a school diary for 1942, there were only three entries: ‘Spent
sixpence for a milkshake’, ‘Kicked four goals in a practice
match’ and ‘Home tomorrow for the holidays, Hooray’. That
is the sum total that remains of my written reflections on my
experiences at St Pat’s. It is not to say there was nothing else,
but the fact that Mother kept no letters from my years in
Ballarat surely indicated the lack of purpose I was able to
express, at least to her or, for a time, to anyone else.
The Americans, in seemingly vast numbers, came to
take up camp next to the college towards the end of 1942.
They were a constant reminder of the war that had already
made itself visible by our being made to dig trenches in the
school grounds to shelter from possible air raids. The
generosity of the Americans in distributing cigarettes with
exotic names — Camels, Chesterfields and Philip Morris —
seduced many of us, myself included, to embrace the charms
of tobacco although, neither then nor later, was I able to draw
the smoke into my lungs. Among the Americans there were
many who had expertise in varying areas, including track and
field. At an athletic meeting on our oval, where I won the
under-16 100 yards sprint, I was disturbed to overhear an
American officer, who had been a head coach of athletics at
home, telling our coach that I would never improve because
I was too strongly built. What also troubled me was the
garment he was wearing in which he seemed to flop
grotesquely. It was a tracksuit. None of us had previously seen
such attire and, whether by association or misplaced taste,
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I have avoided wearing such clothing and feel uncomfortable
in the presence of those who do so in circumstances unrelated
to sport.
That the coach proved to be incorrect in his estimate of
the blending of strength with speed is proved by looking at
the men who now line up for the 100 metres at the Olympic
Games. In that statement there is no implication that I would
ever have been placed among them and, in the event, my
athletic career was soon ended by me badly tearing a hamstring
in the long jump at the Ballarat schools’ carnival. My day had
already started badly in the 100 yards, in which I felt I had a
chance provided I could get a good start over Bob Davis and
my dear mate Gerald Caine. Bob was a superb athlete who
represented Ballarat College and, later, captained the Geelong
Football Club, where he was known as the ‘Geelong Flier’.
I achieved the start I wanted and was a couple of yards in
front but, after about 20 yards, the gun went off again.
Someone had broken and I started badly in the re-run. The
rest, as they say, is history. After the long jump, I could feel
the blood trickling down inside the back of my thigh but
I then had to line up for a leg of the 400 yards, which settled
the matter of the hamstring. In those days, the cure was heat
and heavy massage, which I underwent for some days. Today,
I understand, it is ice and rest. I never sprinted again.
St Pat’s had not lost a football game in the Ballarat
college competition for 40 years. The ambition of every boy
in the school with any ability whatever was to be picked for
the First XVIII before going on to the VFL, which up to a
100 old boys of the college did over the years. I did not
manage to do so in my first year, becoming captain of the
Under-15s instead, but I was selected at the start of the next
year and remained in the team. We were undefeated in the
local competition but St Pat’s reign ended in its 50th
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unbroken year in I960 when it lost a game to Ballarat
College. At the time I was chaplain to the college and, on my
way to the oval to watch the game, I passed the room where
Brother Bill O’Malley was addressing the team. He saw me,
came to the door and asked me to come in and address the
boys. I had the uneasy feeling that nothing I could say would
help and that, if they lost, my intervention would be seen in
retrospect as useless or worse. I refused politely, and
generously, but I still feel guilty. Brother O’Malley would
have called it ‘letting the side down’. There are few worse sins
than that, but he never reproached me.
A big disappointment in being selected for the First
XVIII was that wartime exigencies meant we could never own
our prized First XVIII jumpers, but had to borrow them. War
thus had its side effects even on those who never went to fight
in it. New clothing, when judged unrelated to the war effort,
and especially anything even approaching a recently created
style, was impossible to procure. John Dedman, as a member
of Curtin’s War Cabinet in charge of production, was
unkindly dubbed the ‘Minister for Austerity’ or the ‘Minister
for Morbidity’. He was given to appearing on advertisements
run at the picture theatres in a drastically cut-down version of
male attire called an austerity suit. This absurd attire gave
meaning to his title, but it caused derision and hilarity to his
audience.
Thirty years later, in 1973, I stood as a candidate for
the position of delegate to the biennial National Conference
of the Australian Labor Party. The Australian Capital
Territory had, until that time, been part of the NSW branch
of the party. This meant that it was not represented at the
conference, then regarded as the principal creator of party
policy. Having recently achieved our autonomy, the ACT was
granted, together with the Northern Territory branch, one
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delegate to the conference, while there were six from each of
the states. The position was much sought after and several
candidates put themselves forward. At a well-attended
meeting before the vote, we were each given 10 minutes in
which to explain our position. In my speech, I said, mindful
of Hilaire Belloc when he stood, successfully, as a Liberal
candidate for a seat at Westminster, that I was a Catholic who
would regret the fact, but would accept it gracefully, if anyone
felt obliged to vote against me on that ground. Questions
followed and someone, clearly of an anti socialist bent, asked
me what my attitude was to the ownership of private
property. I replied that to reject the ownership of private
property was a denial of a basic human right except in the
case of land. I went further and said that the time would
come when the private ownership of land would be looked
back on as an anachronism of the same nature, but not
degree, as we now regard the ownership of slaves. My
questioner immediately proclaimed that I was ‘to the left
of Lenin. Perhaps to lighten the atmosphere, John Dedman,
who then lived in Canberra in retirement, but whom I had
never met, asked me what I thought of poker machines,
which were then outlawed in the ACT. I stood in awe of
Dedman. Born and educated in Scotland, Dedman became a
great Australian, as well as one of the principal founders of my
university, The Australian National University, where he had
taken a degree in his advancing years and had a building
named after him. I also knew he was a man of high principle
and that gambling was anathema to him. With much
hesitation, I replied that, although I deplored the misuse of
the machines, I could not, prima facie, condemn their use.
I have no idea what he thought of my answer but, after I won
the election, he invited me to lunch at Parliament House
where the subject was not broached. John clearly thought of
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me as a potential candidate for a federal seat and made it plain
to those at the lunch that he did so. He died a few months
after the lunch.
Brother Bill O’Malley, known always as ‘Bill’ or ‘Old
Bill’, was the legendary coach of our senior football team at St
Pat’s and his influence on the code and its tactics is part of the
legend. Whether it was due to his fear of our losing pos'ession
of the ball by bouncing it on the muddy grounds of Ballarat,
or whether it was simply part of his determination that we
play a fast-moving game, we were forbidden to bounce the
ball. This obviously resulted in a faster game, which
increasingly involved handball. Beginning at Geelong under
the coach, Reg Hickey, who sometimes came to the college, a
new type of football quickly took hold, which has begun to
reach a level bordering on perfection when played it the
highest level. Bill also had other clear rules, one of which was
his precept that it was the job of the forwards to kick goals
while those who played across the centre line were responsible
for feeding the ball to them. I transgressed on one occasion
and he was so enraged that he called me ‘a silly young lair’
after the game. We were playing a team from the air force base
at Ballarat. Their players were unfit and out of touch ar.d our
forwards were having a picnic kicking goals almost at will. In
the last quarter, I thought I might as well join in the festivities
and kicked four goals. I did not repeat the experience, afraid
lest Bill translate his verbal anger into something more
tangible. This trifling incident taught me to try to do mv own
job, leave others to do theirs and, if in a team, help them
when possible. Too often I found that my help was unwanted.
My memory of one game in particular is vivid. We
played St Kevin’s College, which came up to Ballarat from
Melbourne for the contest. They were a strong team with
some highly gifted players, among whom was John Stoney. We
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were later related by the marriage of my uncle Bill Molony to
his amt, Mona Peters. John was already an athlete of worldclass potential running times in the 100 yards unequalled by
othe young sprinters in his day. He was also an excellent highjumjer and a first-rate footballer, and he was a good deal taller
than me. In the first half of the game, I was making a
reasmable fist of things in my position, but we were being
sourdlv beaten with the drive coming from John at halfforwird. At half-time, Bill called me aside. He knew that I was
quiet enough and that I could jump a bit so he told me to
switch on to Stoney and contain him by keeping out in front
of hm. For a few minutes the move worked well until,
anticipating the flight of an oncoming high ball, I took off so
quiedy that I thought I had him beaten. It was a correct but
useless move and I suddenly realised that John had leaped up
so hgh behind me that his knees were on my shoulders. The
specacular mark earned a deserved outburst of applause from
aromd the ground and especially from a group of girls from
Mar/s Mount, our neighbouring Catholic girls’ college,
whon I had, perhaps, hoped to impress. Wanting to finance
his }ears through medical school, John became a professional
runier on leaving St Kevin’s, which prevented his going to the
Lonlon Olympics. He won the Bendigo Thousand but was
handcapped out of the Stawell Gift. He also played football
for ne Melbourne Football Club and achieved his ambition of
pracising medicine.
By the end of 1942, I had begun to think seriously
aboit what I was going to do with my life. Unless the agony
of var was protracted for several more years, it was unlikely
that I would be called on to serve. The ethos of the school
tented to emphasise the professions for those who were not
destned to return to their parents’ farms. Traditionally, the
thre- most-favoured professions at St Pat’s were the priesthood,
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law and medicine. The tradition of the priesthood was so
strong in the college that it was regarded as completely
normal to try for it. It was a choice no more to be remarked
on than if one had decided to do law or medicine. I rightly
gave no thought to medicine as I lacked the preparation for it
in mathematics, chemistry and physics. Law was a possibility,
but it held no attraction. That left the priesthood for me to
ponder on as, at least, a possibility.
Catholicism as a faith and as a central component of
daily life was at the heart of our home. No one thought of it
as a religion. It was woven into our life, although piety — in
the sense of being a goody-goody — played no part in the
framework around which my parents built their relationship
with God and lived as an example to us. Belief in the Church
and what the Church taught was unquestioned without any
theological or philosophical overtones to mar its simplicity.
Prayers were said frequently and with reverence and were
never overdone, although Mother turned to God, to His
Mother Mary or to one of the saints at every possible
opportunity or provocation. I sometimes wondered how it
was possible for St Anthony to spend so much time looking
for things Mother had lost. Central to everything was the
Mass, not daily Mass but Sunday Mass. Around Mass and
Communion there was an atmosphere of awe, mystery and,
in Dad’s case especially, a sense of unworthiness.
To discourse on the traces of Jansenism in the Irish
Church in the 19th century as a cause of my fathers attitude to
God is futile. It is certain that he had never heard of Bishop
Cornelius Jansen ofYpres, much less of Mother Angelique and
the dance of the convulsionaries on a tomb at Saint-Medard in
Paris. What he had heard was that to receive the body and
blood of Jesus Christ into a sinful soul was an offence of
wellnigh unlimited proportions against God’s majesty. To avoid
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that possibility, he received Communion only at Easter and
Christmas. Beforehand, he went to Confession, sent his best
suit to the dry-cleaners, had a haircut and, if required, bought
new shoes. Only then was he ready to welcome his Lord, but
on every occasion it was clear that he still felt utterly unworthy.
Some of this attitude flowed over to me, including one of its
physical overtones. Whenever I acquire a new item of clothing
or footwear, I try to make first use of it at Mass. The same
feeling of unworthiness also remains deeply ingrained in me,
but with little evidence of scrupulosity. I do not wish to imply
that I differ from my father in his regard for the Mass but, to
me, the whole Mass, sacrifice and meal became the linchpin
that bound me to God. I have been appalled at the seeming
acceptance of it by some Catholics as little more than a
commemorative meal and of the use of the word Eucharist
rather than Mass. I have no right to judge the faith of others,
but I am convinced that it is ‘the Mass that matters’ and that it
has sustained the faith of millions through the ages.
I have no remembrance of waiting in introspection for a
call from God to become a priest. God had not been in the
habit of communicating with me directly or indeed in any
perceptible manner and I had no expectation that He would
ever begin to do so. In any event, late in 1942, I decided that
I had to give serious thought to becoming a man who said Mass
and thus a priest. I did not want to be a Jesuit, though I thought
of the possibility and decided I lacked the brains. No other
religious order held any appeal for me, and I had no desire to go
off as a missionary to try to save the ‘heathens’ of other lands. All
I wanted to do was say Mass and only a priest could perform
that act. For the time being, I kept this notion in my heart.
In retrospect, the desire to become a priest so as to
celebrate Mass seems at least unusual and perhaps unbalanced.
Surely a more solid attitude would have included an attachment
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to the person of Jesus Christ and a desire to preach the
Gospel. Yet at the time, and to a marked degree since, the
Mass encapsulated what Jesus Christ meant to me. My
theology was simple and probably theologically juvenile, but
at least I understood it and, in part at least, I could live it. In
the Mass, Jesus offered Himself to the Father as He had done
in the supreme sacrifice of His life on Calvary. In it, He was
present in the acts of His death, resurrection and ascension.
At Communion in the Mass, I became one with Him. To that
extent, Jesus Christ became real to me in the Mass. I see Him
also in sinners, except in myself, in the sick, the poor and the
suffering. Most of the rest remains a mystery to me. From
childhood I prayed repeatedly, ‘Please God, make me a good
boy’, and I frequently acknowledge that I did not know what
it was to be good and I certainly could never plumb anything
of the depths of God. Those realms were the domain of the
mystics.
To preach the Gospel never meant what it probably
should have meant to me. I was not, and never became, a
child or a man of the Book. The Old Testament in many parts
almost repelled me as an end in itself rather than as a prelude
to the Good News of the Gospels. I had already become
aware of its differing interpretations, some of them clearly the
product of ill or fanatical minds. Yet I was deeply drawn to
the Gospels as records of the life of Christ and was happy to
read and think about their contents. As for the rest, the Old
Testament struck me as a primitive, in part beautiful, record
of God’s relations with His creation before Christ. It was
written by men and was subject to the frailty of the human
intellect, memory and understanding. When interpreted
literally — for example, the seven days of Creation — it was
at least chronologically absurd, as were the dates given for
Creation by some zealots. Equally, the product of human
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authorship, the New Testament, although written under
God’s guidance, remained open to serious interpretation
throughcut. For that reason, even as a teenager, I decided that
I would understand the Bible as the Church — the mother of
the Bible, which had inherited the Old Testament from the
Synagogue and gave us the New Testament — taught me to
understand it. To the degree that I wanted to preach at all, it
was to teach what the Church taught. Throughout the whole
of my life I have been uneasy with people of the Book,
whether af the Book of Israel, of Islam or of Christianity.
Meanwhile, life went on. Football, rowing, athletics
and handball were intermingled with sporadic bursts of study
directly related to a forthcoming examination. English, Latin
and French were no obstacle, but the history of the Greeks
and Ronans, with their endless and apparently inconclusive
battles, lacked sparkle. English especially fascinated me and
the teacher drew a response from all who wanted to be
become involved in its delights. My classmate, George
Groutsch, had a whimsical touch with words and he picked
up quickly on any new word or phrase used in class. On one
occasion it was the word ‘prescind’ and George went about
prescinding from this and that with gusto for some weeks.
Throughout all of my school days, the thing of greatest
momem was the making of mates, to some of whom, even
though rarely met since, I remain bound for life. One of
them, vhom I had met at Geelong, I quickly lost. Hughie
O’Rourke, from a farm in the Western District, joined the air
force and was killed on a training flight. Granted that there
are weaknesses in the formation of boys at a boarding school,
in that the school cannot supplant the home in normal
circumsiances, there are also great strengths. It is no idle thing
to learr how to stand up for oneself, to take one’s place
among peers and to find a level. Beyond that there is the
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much under-esteemed virtue called loyalty. A boy could learn
to stick by his mates in the back streets of Williamstown and
Footscray. He could also learn to do so in the classrooms and
on the playing fields at St Pat’s. Loyalty is not a thing of class.
It is a thing of the spirit.
There was a contingent, flight or whatever you may call
it, of the Air Force Training Corps at St Pat’s and I joined it in
case I had to go to war. I did so with enthusiasm and
discovered that I could march with precision, which greatly
pleased the instructor whose patience was constantly strained
by the widespread lack of interest by others in such an
accomplishment. I also discovered that my colour-blindness
would prevent me from becoming a pilot. Membership of the
cadets meant nothing to me after that, but I had my photo
taken once with Dad, who had joined the Army Reserve. We
each looked happy and proud in our uniforms. Mother was
appalled at Dad’s wanting ‘to play at being a soldier again’ and
made her anger plain by the only act of domestic violence
I ever witnessed in the household. One Saturday morning
when I was at home on holidays, Dad arrived with his brother
John after a night’s carousing, which they had embarked upon
to celebrate his ‘joining up’. Coming in the front door, they
were clearly in their cups and, to make matters worse, Dad
was decked out in his new uniform. At the end of the passage
stood the refrigerator. It was of the old type with an ice box
on top and, underneath, a tray into which the melted water
dripped. Mother bent down, grasped the tray and, without
saying a word, threw its contents over them both. In so doing
she cut her finger badly and regarded it as God’s punishment
for her anger. Dad’s membership of the army remained
entirely nominal. Mother totally ignored my cadetship.
There was a temporary halt to my thinking about the
priesthood. Hilda Mclnerney had managed to acquire
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enough funds to go into a newspaper shop on Punt Road,
Richmond. The premises were narrow but, at the back and
upstairs, there was ample room for a residence, which I often
visited. Even then, Punt Road, with its businesses, imposing
Town Hall and the Richmond baths, was a lively place for
young people as compared with the amiable backwaters of
Williamstown, although it lacked the multitude of restaurants
serving a vast range of food that it enjoys today. During the
first-term holidays from St Pat’s in 1943, I was invited to a
party at Hilda’s in Punt Road. My cousin, Moira Mclnerney,
had gathered together a few boys and girls for the occasion
and I became dimly aware during the party that one of the
girls had been invited specifically to meet me, or perhaps
it was vice versa. She was very attractive, dark, vivacious
and unselfconsciously outgoing in a way that I had not
encountered before. Perhaps my reaction was an example of
the lack of balance between the maturity of a 16-year-old girl
and that of a boy of the same age. In any case, I was unable
to respond positively, although I can only hope that my lack
of maturity did not cause me to act boorishly.
One of the girls at the party, however, attracted me
almost immediately. Gifted with an abundance of gentle good
looks, she was quiet and shy and we hardly managed to speak
to each other. There was no alcohol available to break down
our mutual inhibitions, but had I known then, rather than
much later, that her father had once been captain of the
Carlton Football Club, I would have been instantly more
forthcoming with her. In the upshot, I invited her to go out
with me. As a consequence, it is a joy to record that on two
occasions I joined those countless thousands who over the
years waited in happy expectation under the clocks at Flinders
Street Station for the other who had come into their lives.
Of our brief time together I can remember only that, on one
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outing, we went ice-skating. She had never been on the ice
although she quickly gained balance and poise. In the first
few minutes, when she could take only tentative steps, she fell
and I helped her to gain her feet. That was the only time
I touched her and we never kissed. When I came down to
Melbourne for my next holidays we spoke only once on the
phone and I could sense her sorrow when I said that I could
not go out with her again. I could not tell her that I gave
thanks to God for letting me meet a woman of great character
and charm, but that the Mass had won my heart and will.
Father Leo Fiscalini was the newly appointed chaplain
to St Pats college and matters were quickly arranged with him.
James Patrick O’Collins, Bishop of Ballarat, would accept me
as a student for the priesthood. If all went well, after eight
years in the seminary at Corpus Christi College, Werribee,
I would be ordained priest for the diocese of Ballarat. I was
bound by church law to become a priest of Ballarat rather than
Melbourne because Sea Lake, a parish of that diocese, had
been my parents’ residence at the time of my birth. Having
completed the Leaving Certificate, I would enter Corpus
Christi in March 1944, a month before my 17th birthday.
Mother, who had entertained no such aspiration for
me, was happy and proud at this turn of events. A year or so
previously, while discussing my future with me, she had said
that she looked forward to me marrying and becoming the
father of a family. Looking back, it now seems strange that no
emphasis was ever put by anyone to whom I spoke of my
aspirations on the requirement of celibacy as a concomitant
state with priesthood. Dad did not enter into the question of
my decision and that did not surprise me. To him, such
matters were mine alone. No one then or later put pressure on
me to become a priest. At no time in the next 21 years, 13 of
which were spent as a priest, did I ever waver in the decision
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I took when I was 16. On the contrary, my priesthood was,
and remains, a gift from God unparalleled in its beauty and
wonder.
The simple path laid down that first evening in Father
Fiscalini’s office rapidly became complex. American cigarettes
were still in plentiful supply, although I smoked only on the
odd occasion. Smoking, called ‘weeding’ or ‘filthy weeding’ by
Old Bill, was forbidden at St Pat’s, but it was not a reason for
expulsion. Frank Little, later Archbishop of Melbourne, was
head prefect at St Pat’s in my first year there. He once came
upon me having a smoke behind the college boatshed on
Lake Wendouree and said, sadly, ‘John, I didn’t think you
would do it.’ He became my beloved mate through a lifetime
in which he had good grounds to use those same words in
other contexts, but his gentleness and tolerance always moved
him to refrain from so doing.
One evening in September 1943, after ‘lights out’ in the
senior dormitory, I was prompted to propose to Max McEvoy,
whose bed was next to mine, that we share a cigarette. I have
no explanation except sheer bravado for this act of foolishness.
The then head prefect, later a Melbourne doctor, was rightly
moved to reprove us. A sense of duty presumably also moved
him to report the matter to the brother in charge of the
dormitory. We were all in bed reading the next evening when
the brother came into the dormitory, approached me and
ordered me to get up and bend face-down across the bed. It
was clear that I was to be punished because in his hand he had
a strap, a thick, evil-looking object known as a ‘waddy’. It was
right and just that I be punished because I was the instigator of
the foolish affair the previous night.
Six ‘cuts’ on the hands were regarded, and accepted, as
the severest form of physical punishment but, on very rare
occasions, this torment was further enhanced by using one’s
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backside as the target. This indignity not merely caused the
recipient far greater pain, but demeaned him. From the
position I was ordered to adopt, I expected my ‘sixer’ on the
backside and was fully prepared to accept my punishment. To
the astonishment of all the other boys in the dormitory, what
ensued was excessive if not barbaric. After 12 heavy cuts on
my bottom, I could stand the pain no longer. I stood up and
said, ‘That’s enough, Sir.’
My reaction so enraged the brother that he hit me,
repeatedly and with great ferocity, about the arms, back and
shoulders while I tried to ward off blows to my face and head.
Exhausted, and leaving me almost stunned, he then turned to
Max. Though overwhelmed with pain and rage, I watched
him narrowly as he gave Max six cuts. He then stopped and it
was as well for me and for him that he did so. I was
determined to fall upon him with all my strength had he
continued. Max and I were then ordered to gather our
belongings and to remove to a junior dormitory. I did not
sleep that night and by morning had decided to leave St Pat’s
immediately after breakfast without speaking to anyone.
I have recounted this episode only to explain why the
next 18 months were the most despairing ones of my youth.
To punish me was the brother’s right. He may have seen it as
his duty. I had no quarrel with that. My shame and sorrow
arose principally because, by flagrantly breaking a rule, I had
so reduced him that he behaved barbarously. To read, as I did
recently, that a former student of the Christian Brothers was
awarded a large sum of money for the ‘damage’ done to him
by physical punishment, mystified me and made me sad.
Only repentance and forgiveness, not money, can repair
wounds to the psyche, wounds in the doer and the done.
One lesson was taught me on that night which has left
its mark indelibly in my being. I cannot say whether it was
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for good or ill, but all I know is that never since have I done
or avoided anything I saw as my duty because I feared that
I would suffer punishment as a result. That episode taught
me that punishment can bear no proportionate relationship
to the crime and that the thing to fear is guilt. I did not need
to learn also that, although love is sometimes a weak bond
when compared with love of self in things to which the lover
is attracted, Tear strengthened by the dread of punishment
... is always effective’. With my apologies to Machiavelli,
I must disagree. I fear much more to break the bonds of love,
and by love I do not mean sex, than to face physical
punishment, including death itself.
The night after this episode, I arrived home at
Williamstown when all were abed. I stole in through the back
door of the home and stood quietly outside my parents’
bedroom listening for a moment to my father reading
Macbeth to Mother. They were appalled when they saw my
bruises. It was decided that Dad would go to the college the
next day, but I had made it plain that I would not return
there. After being warmly received by the large-hearted Bill,
Dad came home pensive and silent on the matter. Over the
next two weeks, future schooling seemed out of the question.
One day, knowing that I was too young to join the forces,
I found my way to the city offices of the merchant navy where
I joined up in another way. A few days later, before the call
came for the merchant navy, Brother ‘Tuck’ Purton, principal
of St Kevin’s College, Toorak, rang and invited me to finish
the rest of the year there. I still wanted to become a priest so
the first step was to get the Leaving Certificate and then hope
that I would eventually be accepted for the seminary.
The hours spent travelling each day from Williamstown
and back are a blur. I had no friends and no one within the
tight circles of boys at St Kevin’s had either the time or
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inclination to want to know me. It was too late in the year to
play football with the Williamstown Seagulls, with whom
I had been invited to train when I was at home in the winter.
I tried to study, but without enthusiasm and I even lost my
interest in the Latin of Livy. After all that had happened I was
surprised when I passed the final examinations. I have only
one recollection of classes at St Kevin’s. Brother Tuck (he was
short, round, bald and beaming) taught English in which he
had a Master’s degree. One day he was reading a poem in
which a reference arose to the ‘pneumatic bliss’ promised by a
woman’s breasts. A boy, out of waggishness or ignorance,
asked what ‘pneumatic’ meant. Tuck, perhaps in response to
what he took to be waggishness, asked if any of us knew.
A long silence ensued which I foolishly broke by saying that it
came from the Greek and had something to do with
compressed spaces which clearly meant the bliss would come
from pressing on the breasts. The silence that ensued was even
deeper. Tuck broke it by wagging his finger at me while
resuming the reading. His assumption that I was experienced
in such matters was mistaken.
Over the summer I was in limbo. No one told me
whether I would or would not be acceptable in the seminary
and all I knew was that I had to wait on a decision. Father
Henry Johnston, S. J., was rector of the seminary and, in late
January 1944, he called me to an interview at St Patrick’s
Cathedral presbytery in Melbourne. When I arrived I saw the
awesome figure of Archbishop Daniel Mannix entering a room
along the passage. I had previously seen him only the once
when he came to Williamstown and I was relieved to find that
he did not enter into my situation. Father Johnston was remote
and cold and it was clear that he was unwilling to accept me
but that he had been persuaded by my bishop and Father
Fiscalini to at least interview me. He came immediately to the
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point and told me that I could not enter the seminary that year.
Instead, I had to return to St Pat’s for the year and behave
myself in such a way that I would prove to him, and to my
bishop, that I was called to the priesthood. I had been shamed
in the initial instance of my flogging. The months at St Kevins
had been a further source of shame because I was aware that my
past was known among the brothers and boys. Now I had to
face returning to St Pat’s. Surely, I thought, if I can go through
all of this I must thereby prove to others that I genuinely want
to be a priest. More importantly, I would prove it to myself.
God’s judgment of the affair is another matter.
I was three weeks late arriving at St Pat’s. Except for
Gerald Caine, Bernard Leonard, Andy Carroll and a handful
of others, many of my mates of previous years had left the
college, as had the brother of the dormitory episode. I was
happy to hear later that he had married, become the father of
a large family and, in proper fulfillment of his undoubted
talents, found a rewarding role in life on the editorial staff of
a leading newspaper. The principal of the college, Brother
Healy, did all he could to make me welcome but everyone
knew that I was on probation. Bill O’Malley never gave the
faintest indication that the past had ever happened in a way
that had discredited me. I was one of his boys, I was also one
of his footballers and that was enough for Bill. He never
knew, and I could not tell him, how much he did to restore
my sense of personal worth.
The one person to whom I could, and did, turn was my
aunt, Mother Loyola, at Daylesford Convent, although I was
able to visit her very rarely. She neither reproved me for my
past behaviour nor even mentioned it, but took it for granted
that all would be well and that, in due time, I would become
a priest. Brother Healy also treated me gently and on one
occasion did a curious thing. He organised a function called
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a Parliamentary Banquet. Although it was wartime and we
were much restricted in the choice of food, he managed to
put on a meal of some merit in the refectory. The senior
classes were present and I was seated in an appropriate
position at the top table with Brother Healy next to me to
coach me in my duties as Prime Minister. I had to welcome a
group of ‘visiting dignitaries’ from a foreign country made up
of classmates who pretended to know no English and laughed
and talked while I spoke despite the brother’s efforts to
restrain them. There were several other matters raised that
I had to deal with in the manner of one holding the prime
ministerial office. Brother Healy was well satisfied and
congratulated me on my performance. His choice was clearly
motivated by a desire to restore some vestige of selfconfidence in me but I wondered then, and still do, whether
he was trying to tell me that I would never be permitted to go
on for the priesthood or even that my choice of a walk in life
was mistaken. That he may have thought of politics as a
preferable choice never entered my head.
On one occasion the level of food served in the
refectory reached its nadir, which, for wartime, was a low level
indeed. A main course was served at the midday meal and it
was clearly meat but, having examined it closely, I set the
plate aside. Gerry Caine, seated next to me and possessing a
huge appetite, offered to eat my portion as well as his own.
I said, ‘Gerry. Take a look at those bones. It’s horse.’ Gerry
took no notice, but the word went around the refectory and
knives and forks were heard dropping on to plates
everywhere. Two weeks later, the butcher who served the
college was fined a large sum for selling horsemeat. My
experiences since the episode in the dormitory the previous
year had made me retreat into my inner resources and
I ceased to take the joy I had felt previously in the little things
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that made up college life, except for my relationship with my
closest mates.
In effect, every day at St Pat’s in 1944 seemed to be a
test and I never woke in the morning with a feeling of
happiness. On arrival, I was immediately given my place in
the First Crew rowing team, from which I was removed two
weeks later. I was told that two of the other schools, against
whom we were to compete in the boat race in May, had
invoked a rule that stated the members of the First Crew had
to be chosen in the first two weeks of the scholastic year.
Instead, I coached a junior crew. In those first months I began
to appreciate the peace and grace of Ballarat as a city and the
charm of its natural surroundings. Few places anywhere could
rival the beauty I saw around me when I went out on to the
lake with my crew in the quiet of the evening. Even then the
graciousness of Lydiard Street, with its magnificent buildings
built by gold, captivated me as did the lovely bandstand in
Sturt Street, which I once saw under snow.
In my last winter at St Pat’s, I played in the First XVIII
with some success. Of my studies, I have no memory. What
remains is the consciousness of being judged by my every
action and being lonely constantly. Those feelings rarely lifted
and I am glad to say that I never realised how much they were
a sound preparation for the priesthood. There was no sadness
or bitterness in me on the day I walked down to the station to
catch the train home to Melbourne. In many respects, St Pat’s
was another chapter of failure in my short life for which
I blamed myself. All I could hope for was that better things
lay ahead.

Chapter Four

AMONG THE JESUITS

In the early 1920s, Daniel Mannix decided to train men for
the priesthood at a regional seminary near Werribee in
Victoria and asked the Irish Jesuits to staff it. Previously,
candidates from Victorian dioceses had been sent to Sydney
to study at St Patrick’s College, Manly. This meant that their
formation was under the complete control of the Archbishop
of Sydney, a situation not acceptable to Mannix. Because his
negotiations to have a role in respect of Manly were rebuffed,
he decided to take his own stand in conjunction with the
other Victorian bishops. Moreover, despite, and perhaps due
to his own past as president of Maynooth, Ireland s premier
seminary, Mannix clearly had some misgivings about the
suitability of diocesan clergy to staff a seminary. Without
misgivings, he turned to the Jesuits as a desirable alternative.
Mannix bought Werribee Park, on which stood an
imposing bluestone mansion built by Thomas Chirnside
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in the 1850s, as the site for the new venture. Thomas,
a bachelor, had suffered such great anxieties about his
financial situation that he became mistakenly convinced he
was bankrupt and shot himself in the hallway of his home in
1887. His estate, however, was sworn for a probate of
£104,596. Thomas’s gracious mansion, with its inner
courtyard and outbuildings, passed on to his brother Andrew
who had four sons to oversee the vast lands of about 80,000
acres. Thirty years later, the fortunes of the family had
changed and Werribee Park proper, about 1,000 acres in
extent, began its new life on 21 March, 1923. On that day a
Jesuit professor introduced nine students to academic pursuits
with a lecture based on Livy Book XXVII and Horace Book
III. Today, the mansion, its grounds with magnificent
gardens, the additional buildings erected by the Church, an
international hotel and a zoo are tourist attractions.
In 1945, when I went to the seminary at the age of 17,
neither luxury nor wealth were evident. The produce of the
kitchen, where the students took turns working, was mostly
edible and the living conditions, in general, were not entirely
spartan. Werribee, a mile or so from the seminary, was a
nondescript town about halfway on the road from Melbourne
to Geelong. The whole area lay on a low plain running in from
the coast some five miles away to the south. The coast was
perhaps the least gracious segment of Port Phillip Bay with no
beach of any consequence in sight. The Werribee River ran
through the grounds and had a pool that was usually deep
enough to swim in, but 1945 was a year of extreme drought
and the pool was declared ‘unswimmable’. Italian market
gardeners had taken up small properties nearby where they
appeared to eke out the kind of existence that made some of
them surly and uncommunicative, characteristics not normally
associated with Italians. Perhaps the drought had affected them.
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In the distance, from the seminary, a group of small
hills, called ‘mountains’ and named the You Yangs, rose from
the plain on which they were its only feature. An
uncomfortably short distance from the place in which we
lived, worked and ate there was a sewage farm. Its odours, at
that time at least, wafted into our nostrils persistently when
the wind was coming from the appropriate direction. I rarely
heard a student remark on this uncomfortable phenomenon
and perhaps it would have been deemed ungentlemanly to do
so. I found the smell distinctly unpleasant, having inherited
the olfactory sensitivities of my mother. Apart from its
isolation, the choice of that particular site for a seminary
struck me as singularly infelicitous. Even when we went on
Thursday afternoons for a ‘picnic’ at pre-arranged locations,
the same monotonous, grey landscape prevailed so that,
although the sewage farm was lacking in their day, I often
wondered why the Chirnsides had settled there. Perhaps a
determination to turn the whole area into a pleasing park on
an English model reflected a pressing awareness of a need to
soften the surroundings. Similarly, a good deal of the lighter
side of life in the seminary was directed, sometimes
unconsciously, to the same end.
The seminary was named Corpus Christi College, but
was invariably known as Werribee. Unlike a university
college, its single purpose, the priesthood, defined this
institution. Father Henry Johnston, the Irish-born Jesuit who
had sent me back to St Pat’s the previous year, held the
position of rector. While consuming a boiled egg washed
down by a glass of milk at breakfast, he studiously perfected
his Hebrew. He had studied for his MA in Dublin and, later,
a PhD at the Gregorian University in Rome. He was known
among the students as Henry, though the name was said with
awe and little affection. He is alleged to have later confessed
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that, during his 18 years at Corpus Christi as rector, the thing
he found most difficult was to say ‘No’ to requests made to
him by the students. One wag, on hearing this comment,
remarked that Henry had had so much practice in
pronouncing the word that he ought to have found it easy.
The group of 25 students who began with me in first
year vas made up of widely diverse characters ranging from
school-leavers to former public servants and recently
discharged members of the armed forces. The baby of the
class, aged 16, was Noel Daly from Sale, who eventually
became Bishop of Bendigo, which was called Sandhurst in the
eccles astical world. About two-thirds of us were teenaged
schoo.-leavers like me and all were less than 30 years old. We
came from various parts of Victoria and Tasmania, and were
united in one thing: our desire to become priests. That goal
entailed eight years of training and study in the seminary and
it seemed to be Henry’s major purpose to make us aware that
we were unlikely to attain it. To that end, he engaged in a
persis:ent campaign from the very first day. Fourteen of us
were eventually ordained to the priesthood, but none went
through that first year without an understanding of the
seriousness of the whole enterprise. We were there for a high
purpose of which the Jesuits, and especially Henry, were
determined to make us aware. We also knew that there was no
compulsion either way in the matter. On the contrary, Henry
said so explicitly at the end of each year when he addressed
the student body and told us that he did not necessarily
expect any of us to return the next March.
Try as he might, Henry was unable to change the
essence of the matter. He was dealing with young Australians,
some of whom had served in war. Among us all there was a
spirit of independence. We were not at Werribee to become
Jesuits or members of any other religious order or society. Our
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aim was to be priests who would work out our lives in
parishes in Victoria and Tasmania under the charge of a
bishop of a diocese. We would not be required to take the
three vows — poverty, chastity and obedience — common to
members of religious orders. In fact, as diocesan priests, we
never took any kind of vow. We would not live under a
religious rule, whether that shaped by Benedict of Subiaco in
the sixth century, Francis of Assisi in the 13th or Ignatius of
Loyola in the 16th. Our loyalty would be to our bishop, who
could, and would, tell us what he expected of us as priests and
move us from parish to parish as he saw fit. He could not
command us to do — or not do — anything under religious
obedience. In essence, our purpose was to serve the Church
with loyalty.
To become a priest meant turning our backs on what
was frequently called ‘the world’ and becoming men of God.
To that end, in our first few days at Werribee, Henry gave us a
lecture in which he outlined all the things we had to give up
and how we had to cut ourselves off from the world.
I refrained from repeating the list in my first letter home in
March 1943, but I said that listening to Henry just about
gave me ‘the blues’ and insisted that Dad must not omit to
give the race results when he wrote, including the winner of
the Australian Cup. This remark gave me an opportunity to
engage in a piece of juvenile frivolity by saying in my letter
that an interest in horseracing was an example of ‘what Fr
Rector means by cutting yourself off’.
Good fortune seemed at last to have shone on me, and
my first year was largely free of anxiety. I had achieved a goal
in life. Study, in the form of English, Latin, Italian and Greek,
all pitched at the equivalent level of first-year university,
attracted me. I was making new mates, renewing friendships
with others from my St Pat’s days, reading voraciously,
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playing sport (though still in a desultory manner) and
enjoyiig myself. In the midst of all this, I found Henry faintly
amusiig, rather than threatening. He would burst into our
rooms suddenly during evening study, appear to be outraged
if he ound we were engaged in anything else, chastise us
verbaly and disappear as if to say he had done his job and we
shoult get on with ours. I kept my perception of Henry’s
behavour to myself He was strongly built, aged in his late
fifties, had a huge shock of white hair, walked briskly, and
reminled me of Harpo Marx. He was also an excellent
sportsnan, especially at tennis. Before he took up golf he
studiel the matter closely, practised, and shot par on his first
three loles. His partner congratulated him and Henry said, ‘It
is my mderstanding that one is expected to do exactly that.’
For ny part, Henry never referred to our meeting in
Melbturne nor asked me how I had fared during the year he
had irsisted I spend back at St Pat’s. I was quickly convinced
that hs campaign against the first-year students, although
delibeate, was carefully orchestrated, had no malice in it, and
would be abandoned as soon as he felt he had broken us in.
Vly favourable assessment of Henry turned out to be
correc, with the possible exception of his secondary role as a
teachtr. He taught us Greek and Gregorian chant. Try as he
might he made little headway with the latter in my case.
Cham had not then attained the cult-like status attached to it
in a liter period and only a gifted or interested few treated it
as anyhing more than a mode of song with which we knew
we hal to have some familiarity. Those of us not gifted with a
keen <ar had to do the best we could. One Sunday morning
about I960, I went to the sacristy of St Patrick’s Cathedral,
Ballant, and was told by Frank McKenna, the sacristan, that
the Miss I had come to celebrate was to be a sung Mass. I was
taken aback and objected, to no avail. The Viennese Boys’
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Choir had performed in the city on the previous evening and
they had come to Mass with the intention of accompanying
the singing. I demanded to see the conductor and told him,
in halting German, that he could not rely on my giving the
right note for the responses. Our agreement worked well in
that he gave the note and the Mass was duly celebrated
accompanied by the almost heavenly singing of the boys. My
own attempts at a melodious output never improved.
Henry’s behaviour in our first class in Greek made as
realise that we were witnessing, or being subjected to, a
fundamental segment of his campaign. He walked in with a
Greek grammar in his hand, uttered one sentence — ‘Learn
the alphabet for tomorrow’ — and went out as quickly as he
had arrived. From that day he never let up. He had as
labouring through St John’s Gospel in Greek within a few
months. It was an absurd regime which, if followed, would
have meant that we studied nothing but Greek. I was
convinced that he never expected us to treat the matter so
seriously and, with that in mind, I studied Greek in the same
way as I did my other subjects. When the end-of-year
examination came, like many others in the class, I took the
Greek grammar to the exam with me on the perhaps
wrongful, but seemingly reasonable grounds that we had not
been forbidden to do so. In fact, there was a kind of
consensus among a number of us that Henry expected such
a resort on our part. I cannot remember that anyone,
including myself, had time to look at the grammar, given the
time it took to deal with the examination paper, but that
some of us had it at hand, while one student in particular had
not brought it with him, was, for me, potentially disastrous.
When the examination results were posted along the
wall of the main public corridor outside the chapel, I was
horrified to discover that I had topped the class in Greek. My
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reaction was heightened when I saw that Kevin Toomey was
pkced second. He always took Henry at face value and thus
hai never contemplated taking a grammar into the exam.
Gven my past history at St Pats and the coldness with which
H:nry had treated me when we first met in Melbourne, I was
feirful and trembling lest I be expelled immediately on
coifessing my guilt. I knocked on his door, entered on
haring ‘Come in’ and told him that the results were unjust
be;ause I had fortified myself with a grammar and that Mister
Torney (we were addressed as Mister by the staff or ‘Domine’
wlen in class and the lecture was in Latin) deserved to get the
highest mark. Henry did not ask me whether I was alone in
th* matter of the grammar. In fact, he said nothing but, after
a ;ilence, beckoned me to follow him. We walked along the
coridor and waited until no one was in sight. He quickly
cnssed my name from the top, put it at the bottom of the
ckss on a fail of 47, and hurried away. Neither then, nor later,
dit he reprove me or treat me unfairly. In his dealings with
m*, Henry traded only in justice and I wanted no more.
I vould not have been especially resentful to receive less
be:ause my past had already taught me its lesson.
The regime was strict, but sanely balanced between
pnyer, study and recreation. At meals, and after prayers at
nght, silence reigned. During the main meal at midday, a
designated student read the entries for the saints of the day in
L;tin from the Roman book of the martyrs and followed that
wth a selected book in English. I remember two in particular:
a ife of Jan Smuts that seemed to go on interminably and
dal almost exclusively with matters that had little relevance
to the majority of the people of South Africa and an account
of the epic adventures of the Jesuit martyrs, punctuated with
to ture and death at the hands of the Indian inhabitants of
Gnada. This grim recital perturbed me deeply, although
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I did not anticipate a similar fate. During the readings,
whether in Latin or English, Father Robert Petersen,
Australian-born and a lover of cricket, corrected the reader’s
pronunciation when he deemed it necessary. At times, he
bordered on pedantry and, for example, insisted on bitumen
and Himalayas. Generally, his interventions were harmless
and often very useful. Sometimes they were so amusing that
they caused a mild titter to run through the refectory. Bob, as
he was known, had spent some of his years of Jesuit training
in Naples and, anticipating an influx of European refugees to
Australia after the war, he began teaching Italian to the firstyear students. With only the one year of it, I made little
progress in the language, but at least it was not entirely
unfamiliar to me when I arrived in Rome.
Albert Power had come from Newman College at the
University of Melbourne to Corpus Christi as its first rector
in 1923. Irish-born, he was known either as 'Bertie’ or ‘the
Mighty Atom’, being only five feet tall and possessed of
abundant energy. A true classical scholar, expert in the
languages and a devoted teacher, Bertie taught Latin and
treated us all as if we were budding Ciceros. He was my
spiritual director whom I was obliged to visit each month,
though I never quite understood why. It was immediately
clear to me that, in dealing with Bertie, I was being treated as
an equal before God and he blended an interest in the
spiritual with the human. He seemed most amused when
I admitted on my first visit that my most troublesome fault
was a tendency to use bad language. Perhaps shades of the
delightful Pauline of primary school still lurked somewhere in
me and this tendency to swearing, by now a habit, worried
me. Bertie quickly drew up what he called a ‘swear card’ with
lines and squares for each day. He told me to mark on it how
frequently I swore and warned me not to be surprised when
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I began with an infinity symbol on the first day. He promised
me that, by taking this course, I would be cured in no time at
all. He then recited a little adage to make his point: ‘Sow an
act and reap a habit, sow a habit and reap a character, sow
a character and reap a destiny.’
My spiritual formation caused no problems to Bertie
because he certainly realised that, in me, he had an untilled
field on which to work. I was a reasonably typical Australian
youth who also happened to be a Catholic and who felt he
had a vocation to the priesthood. Any clarity as to what
constituted a vocation was slow in coming, whether from
Bertie, who never touched on the subject, or anyone else.
Essentially, it meant that, provided the candidate wished to
become a priest for an acceptable reason, generally understood
as a desire to serve God, he was of good health and morals,
reasonably intelligent and accepted by a bishop for the
priesthood, he had a vocation. Although the superiors kept
a close eye on the students, it was very rare that anyone was
asked to leave the seminary. The assumption, sensibly
enough, was that we would fairly rapidly make up our own
minds whether we wished to persevere on the long road to
ordination and would act accordingly.
Bertie must have concluded that the field he
encountered in me was acceptable in its natural state and he
left me innocent of any interference apart from the attempted
removal of a few weeds, such as swearing and impetuosity. At
that time, I was unfamiliar with spiritual formation and
meditation, to say nothing of mysticism, dark nights of the
soul and like matters. During the ‘great silence’ of the night of
my first Saturday at Werribee, when from lights out until
after breakfast we were enjoined not to speak to anyone,
I remembered seeing a notice that said we were to go out on
to the oval after Mass in the morning and take our ä Kempis
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with us. I had neither heard of Thomas of that name nor of
his celebrated work on spirituality but, because I was
accustomed to the normal doings on an oval, I concluded the
activity must involve an arcane form of sport engaged in
among clerics and which required an instrument called an ä
Kempis. When I appeared on the oval, I soon realised my
ignorance and hid behind a tree from where I watched as the
other students walked about reading. Expecting to be
reprimanded for my ignorance, I recounted this episode to
Bertie, who told me that it was one of the happiest little
stories he had heard since arriving in Australia.
Bertie always opened our sessions, which became
increasingly spasmodic, with the question, Are you happy?’
Having ascertained that I was indeed happy, he switched to
lesser matters because, in his estimation, to be unhappy was
fatal to wellbeing and perseverance in one’s vocation. In time,
we solved the problem of my swearing, but complete
eradication never occurred. Whenever I lapse into regular
swearing, I still use a card. Bertie also taught me to have what
he called ‘10-minute books’ strewn about my room, faced
down at the last page I had read. In that way, he said, I need
never be idle in my spare moments, for example, while
waiting for a meal or an appointment. In part, the habit
remains with me and has helped me through a forgotten
number of books, which may otherwise have remained
unread.
The Jesuits trained us in Ignatian spirituality,
principally by the use of meditation on excerpts from the
Gospels. This took the form of one of them speaking to us in
chapel in the evening and giving us ‘points’ on which to
meditate. The ‘points’ were drawn from appropriate passages
such as a parable or a scene from Christ’s life. The next
morning, before Mass at seven, we spent half an hour
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meditating on the passage. When sincerely persevered with, a
deeper understanding of the life of Christ, a closeness to Him
in spirit and a readiness to try to live in a Christ-like manner
was expected to flow from this exercise. As we were mostly fit
and active young men called to rise by a strident bell at 6am,
it was sometimes the case that sleep intervened and the
30 minutes flashed by rapidly.
For me, the most rewarding spiritual exercise taught us
took place over 15 minutes in the chapel before the midday
meal. It was simple and straightforward and consisted of our
reviewing in our minds the events of the previous 24 hours.
The purpose was to acknowledge in private and examine the
reasons for the occasions when we had been lacking or at fault
in our love for God and the members of our community.
Once done, repentance and a firm resolution to do better in
future were expected to ensue. That every step forward was
often followed by a step backwards was taken for granted
since human nature is frail. I have never felt that there is
anything unhealthily introspective or abnormal in examining
one’s conscience, nor that it is designed to make a person
wallow in guilt. Perhaps its best result is that I have never
been able to remain angry with anyone or feel any form of
deep resentment against them for more than a short period.
That, at times, I have been accused of complacency or even
stupidity in being quick to forgive and forget has not
bothered me. Neither anger nor resentment in respect of
God, who frequently seems to be blamed for matters for
which we are entirely responsible, ever occurs to me. It has
always seemed to me that any such reaction would justly be
on God’s part.
In my school days, I had often tried my hand at poetry
and rather fancied my imagined ability with words and verse
until my first year at Werribee. Bernard O’Brien taught
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English. His background was unusual in that his bishop had
excommunicated Bernard’s father, who was an eminent
surgeon in Christchurch, New Zealand. The reason was that
Dr O’Brien had sent his two sons to the non-Catholic
Christ’s College. Bishop and father were eventually reconciled
and the sons went on to the Jesuit novitiate where Bernard
persevered, but his brother was invited to leave on the
grounds that he was singulariter inaptus ad omnia (remarkably
useless for everything). Bernard was subsequently educated in
Germany and Belgium. A gentleman who was delicate in all
his dealings, he expected us to produce some poetry, which
I did with alacrity. Taking me aside later and in an absentminded but firm way, he told me that I lacked a sense of
rhyme. I tried with another piece and he said, with
perceptible sadness, ‘Your weakness is fatal. Stick to prose.’
Like painting, which has always been part of my life at one
remove, poetry became a treasure to be cherished from afar.
In more recent times, when reading modern poetry, it has
crossed my mind that I was born too early to be a poet.
Today, to lack or reject a sense of rhyme sometimes seems to
be a gift rather than an impediment.
We studied English only in our first year because, in
second year, we were introduced to the mysteries of
philosophy, which became our main subject until theology
began in fifth year. Yet I was always to regret a lack of a sound
foundation in English at tertiary level. In my Roman days,
the predominant languages in daily use were Latin and
Italian. The college library in Rome had scarcely any English
literature which meant that my reading was almost exclusively
in Latin and Italian, with a good measure of French when the
book attracted my interest. My construction of sentences in
English suffered, as did my spelling. I have never mastered
several differences in English and Italian, especially when
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a double ‘m’, Y, ‘c’ and so on occur in words. Frequently, in
conversation, I have been aware of my inability to quote from
Shakespeare and other well-known English authors. Even the
Bible became more familiar to me in Latin than in English
and I still tend to think of passages from the Gospels in Latin.
For some years, and even into my forties, I felt that
I lacked a well-defined mother tongue. Some such thought
must have come into the mind of an English historian when
he reviewed my book on the Italian, Partito Popolare, in the
Times Literary Supplement in 1978. The English had always
jealously guarded their prowess in researching and writing on
the Italian Risorgimento and its aftermath; my appearance as
a colonial on the scene possibly caused slight resentment. The
reviewer gave it as his opinion that, despite my name, it was
perfectly clear that I was of Italian origin and that my mother
tongue was Italian. He cited a passage from my book to prove
his point. By then, and advised to do so by Manning Clark,
I had resolved to make no reply to reviewers no matter how
wide of the mark or unfounded their criticism.
Newspapers, access to a wireless or telephone, and
other normal means of communication with the outside
world were all lacking in the seminary at Werribee. Until the
end of the war in the Pacific, the front page of the Age was
available on the noticeboard. No one complained about these
restrictions and, on a Saturday evening in winter, by means
that never became clear to me, the results of all six games in
the Victorian Football League became widely known. The
standard of the game itself was high in the seminary and the
two major contests of the season were ‘Theology versus
Philosophy’ and ‘City versus Country’. Kevin Toomey, he
who had come to the Greek exam without a grammar, had
played senior football in the VFL. He continued to play with
the same intensity and I have a vivid memory of ‘seeing stars’
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when Kevin took care of me as I went for a mark. Geoff
Collins and Felix Russo were also in our class, but did not
remain long. Geoff later had a distinguished career as a fighter
pilot in Korea and captained the Melbourne Football Club.
Fie claims to have been among the few to have played for
teams that won, lost and drew a VFL Grand Final. Felix
Russo, an athlete of considerable ability, played with St Kilda.
Although they were excellent footballers, the best of them all,
a forward with remarkable talent, Joe Fiayes, became a priest
and died young. We roomed together in my last year at
Werribee and he introduced me to the delights of cricket
literature with Jack Fingleton’s Cricket Crisis. The bond of
friendship between us will endure into eternity.
The end of the war in the Pacific was greeted in the
seminary with great joy and celebrated with a Solemn Mass
and a concert. Some of the students had served in the war and
I roomed for a year with Ted Dixon, who claimed to have
spent his time in the AIF on a Pacific island doing his best to
avoid the Japanese. His modesty extended to decrying
lightheartedly his unquestionable intellectual gifts, but his gift
for friendship he could not deny. The things I resented most
were Ted’s tolerance of the sounds I emitted from the
trombone when I practised it and his insistence that I persevere
with it. Spending a year in his company and in that of Frank
Richards, known affectionately and appropriately as ‘Digger’
because he was a Rat of Tobruk, and profiting from their
mature attitude to life were watersheds in my development.
At Werribee, cricket was treated no less seriously than
football. Among the most gifted players were Joe Hayes, Joe
Quinn, who went to Rome with me in August 1947 and
brought his cricket gear with him, and Eric D’Arcy, now the
retired Archbishop of Hobart. When the Test series was
resumed in the summer of 1946—47, the scores were known
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as quickly as those of the VFL games. I was puzzled when
Charlie McCann, by then recovering from Henry Johnston,
who had contributed to turning his lightly coloured hair
white, remarked to me that he fully expected Bradman to
make a century in the first innings in the Brisbane Test.
Bradman, whom I had never seen, seemed already to be a
fading legend and I found it difficult to believe that he would
be able to play again at the same level. I was proved wrong;
the Don made his century.
My father shared this estimate of Bradman, although he
never spoke of the ‘Bodyline’ Series, perhaps on the grounds
that Bradman had failed to measure up to that unjust test.
During the long summer holidays from the seminary
(December to March), I went with him and my brother,
Brian, to the Melbourne Test on New Year’s Day, 1947. The
day turned out to be warm. When Bradman, after a hesitant
start, had made 70 runs, Dad said that he would go to the bar
for a drink. Wanting to witness the century he was sure would
be forthcoming, he asked me to come and get him when the
Don reached 90. Dad’s drink and his whole day were spoilt
when Bradman was bowled for 79. My father would have been
mystified by the attempted deification of the Don. To him, it
was enough that no one in the history of the game had even
come near to being Bradman’s equal with the bat. Dad had not
seen Victor Trumper (1877-1915), who had enchanted
thousands with his artistry at the crease and whose memory
still lives on for the grace of his batting. Bede Nairn wrote of
Trumper, ‘He is cricket’s supreme batting stylist, timeless and
unassailable in his symmetry of artistry and elegance.’
Potentially more pertinent than the unavailability of
newspapers or radios in the seminary was the lack of women.
It was possible to spend from early March to mid-July, when
we had a week’s break at home, without seeing a single
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woman. I never heard this remarked on among the students,
nor was there any discussion of celibacy. Not once was the
matter of celibacy raised, nor was it brought up during my
years in Rome. It seemed to be taken for granted that celibacy
and the priesthood were inseparable, at least for the clergy of
the Western Church. A man could not be one without the
other and that was the end of the matter. At the same time, at
Werribee and in Rome, it was made clear that engaging in
what was called ‘a particular friendship’ (one with possible
homosexual overtones) would result in immediate expulsion
if, after a warning, it did not cease. Unlike in Rome, alcohol
and smoking were also forbidden at Werribee. Daniel
Mannix, whose word was law, was a teetotaller who regarded
smoking as such a repulsive habit that infringing the rule
against it was a grave matter, with expulsion the penalty.
I smoked one cigarette during my time at Werribee.
Some of the Jesuits themselves smoked. Father Charlie
Mayne was Dean of Discipline, but he made no secret of the
fact that he rolled his own cigarettes. He also made it clear that
he resented his role as dean and usually walked through the
seminary buildings with his face turned to the wall as if to
avoid witnessing any infringement of the rules. One was never
certain what, apart from due decorum, was acceptable as
appropriate behaviour. Youthful spirits sometimes stretched
acceptability to its limits and pranks were frequent, although
there was never a vestige of ‘bastardisation of younger students
by the older ones. Such a practice would have been looked on
with contempt and punished with immediate expulsion.
One evening I was passing a student’s room when
I heard strange, almost pitiful sounds. I paused, listened and
knocked, thereby increasing the anguished pitch from within.
Entering, I found a young pig on the bed tightly wrapped in a
sheet with its head on the pillow. I extracted the pig, held it
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firmly and started to move as quickly as possible towards an
exit door. Father Kevin O’Sullivan, an Australian and a lawyer
before becoming a Jesuit, emerged from a lecture room. He
asked, with remarkable casualness, ‘What have you there,
Mister Molony?’ ‘A pig, Father,’ I replied. He said, ‘Let it free
instantly, preferably outside.’ I did so and the pig scurried to
its distant sty. No further explanation was required from me
for what must have seemed eccentric behaviour.
Billiards, but not snooker, which was regarded as not
within the province of gentlemen, was permitted as an
appropriate form of clerical relaxation. An alternative
offering, during the half-hour recreation of an evening, was to
go to that part of the old mansion which had been retained as
the music-room. The fare was strictly classical and complete
silence was observed. The practice was to sign a list signifying
one’s choice of a record which would be played in due course.
I had little knowledge of classical music, except for some
pieces by Chopin, Mozart and Haydn which had been played
on the pianola at home. Many of the more advanced offerings
in the music-room attracted but puzzled me so that, generally,
billiards won the day.
The mid-winter break, only a week of which was spent
outside the college, saw the presentation of plays by the
Wintergarden Theatre, some of which were of a fairly high
standard. The theatre had enjoyed a long tradition by my
time and, as early as 1927, when the student body was few in
number, George O’Neil, who had founded and conducted
the orchestra, produced Racine’s Athalie. In my first year, the
offerings were more modest, being Riders to the Sea and Two
Gentlemen of Soho, but parts in them were eagerly sought.
I never appeared on stage.
My principal relaxation took an unusual form. Two
large hothouses remained in use from the days of the
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Chirnsides. Max Jongebloed, the dearest friend of my school
days, was in charge of them. I joined him as an assistant in
this exotic pursuit from which I learned a good deal about
bulbs, soil, feeding, watering and the flowers themselves.
I briefly succeeded Max as the person in charge before I left
for Rome. My delight in watching the young plants emerge,
bud and flower was intense and, as if they were my own,
I resented Henry ordering large numbers of the best pots for
display in the main building. A few years ago, I visited the
hothouses, but was not able to enter them. In any case, trees
had since supplanted flowers in my heart. With my own
increasing age, the withering of a flower tends to remind me
of mortality and the brevity of a lifetime.
In the week’s break in the middle of my first year, Dad
was attentive and made sure that I enjoyed each day. We saw
Carlton play, went together to a fight at the West Melbourne
Stadium and moved perceptibly into an adult relationship.
While I was having a shave on my last morning home, Dad
came to the bathroom. All he said was, ‘You’re not going back
to that bloody place are you?’ At the time, I took it as a joke,
but later I realised that he never made light of anything as
serious as the matter of my choice of a vocation. He did not
raise the question again and I am sure that he had no
intention of persuading me to change my path in life. All he
wanted was that I be certain about what I was doing. Neither
then, nor later, did I give any thought to leaving the seminary.
There seemed no reason to do so because I was set on the
course my whole being urged me to take: studying for the
priesthood. Furthermore, at Werribee I was happier than
I had ever been. Perhaps memory has softened the sharp
edges, for I look back and treasure those days.
One important reason for my happiness was that I had
found an intellectual life. When we began philosophy in
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second year, I soon realised that it was a subject in which
I could become absorbed. Henry Wilkins, an Australian-born
Jesuit who taught ontology, came into the room for the first
lecture, picked up the chalk and wrote one word, ‘ESSE’, on
the board. He left us to ruminate on ‘being’ for the next
50 minutes. That brief period of time was enough to convince
me that I could now enter a new world with almost endless
complexity and depth. Father Wilkins quickly became aware
of my interest and began to pass on to me books and articles,
all of which I read and, in part, understood. The writings of
Plato, Anselm, Occam, Thomas Aquinas, Descartes, Kant
and others became familiar to me, albeit only marginally.
Ontology and epistemology opened their gates to the nature
of being and knowledge, but I struggled to accept the idea
that mere human reason could convince me of the existence
of God. To me, it always seemed that it was enough to believe
that God existed. My father and his fathers before him had
done so back to the days when Patrick went to Ireland. As a
child, I had learnt from the Penny Catechism that the answer
to ‘Who created the world?’ was a succinct ‘God created the
world’. Even today, I am not able to add further substance to
that answer. More importantly, I cannot answer with less and
I often wonder why atheists are sometimes so firm in their
belief. If God does not exist, how is it possible to prove that
He does not?
It is only now that I can remember how my last
18 months at Werribee passed rapidly and in a happy blur of
mental excitement. I studied as never before and made use of
the rich library with its 20,000 volumes. The results at the
end of 1946 justified my efforts, but they also had a profound
effect on my future. In a manner reminiscent of school, rather
than a tertiary institution, it was the practice to have a final
prize-giving day. The four bishops of the province of Victoria
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attended, headed by Daniel Mannix, whose venerability in his
82nd year was crowned by long, flowing, white hair. It was
said that he refused the attention of a barber and cut it
himself. Given the untidy outcome, that was believable. Prizes
— always books — were awarded to those students who came
first in each subject in the three years of philosophy. The
senior four years of theology were not so rewarded. One can
only hope that it was on the grounds that such recognition
was ill-suited to theologians. It certainly was unsuited to
mature gentlemen and the Jesuits were insistent that to be a
gentleman was a fundamental part of the priesthood.
Mannix, clad in a severe and unostentatious manner,
sat on the stage in the poorly built hall which was adjacent to
the mansion. Yet the Archbishop needed nothing to enhance
him. His very presence was enough to create a sense of awe in
those about him. I had been very surprised when I received
the highest marks in the philosophy subjects because I was
fully aware that there were others students in my class,
notably Des Byrne and Paul Kane, who had much intellectual
ability and had proved it thoroughly. When I came forward,
sheepishly, to receive my third book, Dan dismissed me
with a wave of his hand, muttering something like, ‘It is
remarkable what comes out of Ballarat.’ He need not have so
concerned himself. Ballarat notwithstanding, my success was
short-lived. I have never since received an academic prize ol
any sort.
The seminary, remote as it then seemed from Melbourne,
tended to become a world in itself. Although Charlie Mayne
was painfully shy and seemed as far removed as possible from
everything that went on outside’, he was acutely aware of the
negative aspects of our isolation and did his best to get
appropriate lecturers to visit and speak to us occasionally.
Clearly, he wanted to remind us that life still went on in that
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world beyond our walls and that it was not made up entirely
of football and cricket. The vitality of Melbourne society on
an intellectual level did not spread as far as Werribee and, on
me, at least, the speakers made little impression. I cannot
remember any of them except those very few who spoke to us
about the lay apostolate and Catholic Action. It did not then
strike me as odd that Charlie went to great pains to ensure
that there was a sprinkling of women among the lecturers
Despite the later, semi-hysterical and often ignorant
criticism of Catholic Action, it meant, very simply, those
things officially done by the laity, men and women, in the
name of the Church. That definition clearly excluded political
action. The intellectual ferment among a small group of
Catholic laymen in Melbourne in the 1930s had led to the
foundation of a select group called the Campion Society,
from which a national body of Catholic Action grew. By
the 1940s, the component elements of Catholic Action
were the Young Christian Workers, with an allied body
called the National Catholic Girls’ Movement, and another
organisation, of which Bob Santamaria was secretary, known
as the National Catholic Rural Movement. Each of these
three bodies was directly responsible to a bishop and that
connection defined their relationship to the Church.
Minimally interested in the formal concepts
surrounding Catholic Action, Charlie had as his main
concern the spiritual and mental formation of the laity so that
they could properly exercise their responsibilities in their daily
lives: at work, in the home, in their places of recreation, in
public life and in their professional organisations. He believed
the formation of the laity had to lie principally in the hands of
the clergy and he was determined to ensure that young priests
from Corpus Christi would go out prepared and willing to
undertake that task. In a dim but very real way, I understood
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what he was doing. I decided then and there that my life is
a priest would be devoted in a large measure to the formatioi
of the laity. I had no idea how difficult a task it would be, anl
that was just as well. Few would have undertaken it if the/
had known what it entailed in time, effort and frustration.
Charlie Mayne had the most decisive priestly influenc
on my life. To this day, I have neither sought nor desired t)
know anything more about him than what I knew of him as i
man and priest. To say that, together with my father, he ws
the gentlest man I ever met, is not to deny his strength of wil
and character. He was firm, decisive, direct and even forcefil
but, in all circumstances, he remained kind and at peace
Above all, Charlie set his course towards an objective and ii
its attainment he neither flinched nor compromised. Whei
he became rector of the seminary after Henry Johnston, I ws
already in Rome, but his conviction on the equal roles of thi
laity and the clergy in bringing all things to Christ remainel
intact. The playing out of this conviction remained hs
principal objective until he died in his eighties and he wouli
have been appalled and mystified had anyone asked hin
whether he placed women on the same footing as men in tha:
work. Had he made any reply at all, it would probably haw
been a whimsical wish that women, given their gift;,
especially to love and be generous, would be recognised s
superior to men.
Towards me, he never changed except that I was i
young man undergoing formation for the priesthood a
Werribee who later became a friend on my return fron
Rome. Only one debt to him needs recognition now. In thos*
dark days when, excommunicated and rejected by man\
I was trying to find my way in life as a married man, Charli;
visited me at our home in Canberra. Neither then nor lateon the many occasions he came to us did he make am
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reference to my leaving the priesthood. He simply took up
things from our previous encounter and we went forward
from there. By his every word and gesture it was clear that he
assumed I was the same John Molony, that I loved the
Church in its essence and that I would continue to give my
life to the same objectives which had united us from the
beginning. If he felt that I had failed him he uttered not
a word of reproach.
Charlie vehemently rejected any form of manipulation
of the Church for purposes other than the fulfillment of its
divine mission. He had an almost physical loathing of the
movement founded by Bob Santamaria and could scarcely
bring himself to speak of it. To him, the movement was an
enemy of Catholic Action because it consistently attempted
to shift its role towards purely worldly objectives and thus to
strike at its essential mission. The bishops, especially my own
bishop, James O’Collins, aligned themselves with Santamaria,
while Charlie looked on with sorrow mixed with mild
contempt. Although he never said so, I felt that he may have
been relieved in an odd sense when I left the priesthood
because it had removed me from the danger of becoming
a politicised bishop. To Charlie, such a being was
a contradiction he could never brook. When he died, I was
teaching in Dublin. I heard the news and wept. In life and
death a noble man and a Christ-like priest, he had gone out
before me.
At Werribee, with two literary and debating societies,
one in each segment of philosophy and theology, we made an
attempt among ourselves to broaden our intellectual horizons
and bring some aspects of relevance to them. I became
secretary of the society among the philosophers and was
diligent in writing up the minutes, as well as organising its
affairs. I had not then heard of the wise choice of Lenin, who
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had decided that he never wanted to be president or chairman
of any organisation because of his conviction that real power
lay in the hands of the secretary. In that matter, at least, he
showed sound judgment.
A major event in the life of the two societies was an
annual debate between teams of three students chosen from
philosophy and theology. Understandably, the theologians
were favoured by their age and experience, and they invariably
won the debate, which was adjudicated by an outsider. Bill
Walsh had been a student in my time at St Pat’s and,
with him and Joe Hayes, I was selected to debate for the
philosophers. Eric D’Darcy, who later obtained a doctorate
from Oxford and became a Reader in Philosophy at the
University of Melbourne before he became a bishop, was
deservedly regarded as a leading intellectual among the
student body. He led the theologians and organised the
debate between us, even to the extent of proposing the topic.
I had read Bob Santamaria’s book, Earth Our Mother,
published in 1945. Its somewhat romantic thesis extolled the
virtues of rural life over that to which the masses in the cities
were said to be subject. I was not satisfied with that argument,
having experienced life in both segments of society. When
Eric suggested we should debate the matter, I asked how the
topic would be framed. He had obviously given thought to
his proposal and replied that it could be in the form of a
simple statement, such as A society in which a majority of
people live on the land is a better society’. By this time, Bill
and Joe were also uneasy and, sensing this, Eric came up with
an astonishing proposal. To reach a consensus on the topic,
we should ring Bob Santamaria. My grounds for perplexity at
this suggestion were twofold. First, I was unaware that we
were allowed to ring anybody outside the seminary and I had
never dreamt of doing so. Secondly, the thought of speaking
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to Santamaria, already regarded widely as the pinnacle of
Catholic lay life in Australia, bordered on effrontery.
In the event, only Eric spoke to Bob while we stood by
the phone. Bob gave warm approval to the topic and Eric
suggested we philosophers should argue the easier, affirmative
case of the higher value of rural life. I demanded a toss of the
coin. We won, opted for the negative case, which appeared to
upset Eric because it seemed that we were determined to lose
the argument by rejecting the case he had generously given us.
The debate itself, which staggered from the semi-serious to
the hilarious, displeased him even more. Joe, whose father was
a politician and, later, a minister in John Cain’s State Labor
Government, had already proved in his allotted 10 minutes
that, in an ideal society in which most of the population lived
in the bush, industry was doomed to stagnation because the
available workforce was too small. This would lead to a grave
shortage of commodities of all kinds. Bill Walsh took up the
argument and excelled himself. His finest moment occurred
when he took Eric as the prototype of a happy, well-fed and
honest yeoman farmer, surrounded by his adoring wife and
obedient children, all living in bucolic bliss on their few acres
in the bush. Bill, turning to Eric, congratulated him for the
dexterity with which he had hewn logs to build their house
and furniture, but commiserated with him on the need of
Eric and his family to dress in old wheat bags. In addition,
they were constrained to eating their meals out of a few
remaining jam tins, they grew their own tobacco and hops
and the children wrote their lessons on slates; commerce was
conducted by barter, the telephone had ceased to function,
football was played with pigs’ bladders and the newspaper was
one-page long. Even Henry, whom I could see from the stage,
allowed himself a wry smile at this brilliant tirade of immense
fun. My own contribution was unimportant and I have no
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recollection of the argument it put forward. In the event,
philosophy won the debate handsomely, but, happily, I can
still claim Eric as a friend. Bill and Joe are dead.
The Urban College of Propaganda Fide was founded in
1627. The word ‘Urban had nothing to do with its site in the
city of Rome but was used in honour of the Barberini Pope,
Urban VIII (1623—44), who reigned at the time the
university was founded. Propaganda, from the Latin, simply
means ‘spreading the faith’ and has no relationship with its
use by the Nazi regime and totalitarian systems since. The
college was a seminary to train men from countries around
the world for the priesthood and, since the late 19th century,
Australian bishops had been able to nominate students for
entry. My own bishop had studied there in the early 1920s in
the company of several Australians who later became bishops,
among them Norman Gilroy, Cardinal Archbishop of Sydney,
and Matthew Beovich and Patrick Mary O’Donnell,
Archbishops of Adelaide and Brisbane respectively. In 1946,
the college was practically bereft of students because, during
World War II, it had proven difficult to receive them. When
it reopened its doors, my bishop sent Des O’Hagan to begin
theology at the Pontifical Urban University, situated next to
the college, in which Des and the other students lived. Des
was extraordinarily gifted. He had matriculated at the age of
14 and was a linguist to whom languages were simple tools of
communication, he played a range of instruments including
the double bass, cello and organ, and excelled in philosophy.
Going to Rome never entered my head as a possibility,
especially given that Des and his intellectual accomplishments
appeared to be a yardstick by which my own were
comparatively insignificant.
One evening in mid-1947, I was told that Henry
wanted to see me in his room. Among the Jesuits the custom
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was that each priest, including the rector, had only a single
room that served as study and bedroom. The command to
wait on Henry in his room was unusual and was one that
made me, and any student to whom it was issued, decidedly
uneasy. He occupied a room at the top of the stairs in the
main building, with a small balcony overlooking the majestic
gardens of the estate. On this evening, Henry rather than
hothouses occupied my mind. I knocked, eventually heard
the ‘Come in’, did so, and waited before the desk at which he
sat. He had a strong desk lamp with a brown cover shining
down on his papers, and wore a tennis shade so that his face
was almost invisible. After an interminable wait, he said, ‘At
the wish of your bishop you are to go to Rome and begin
your studies in theology.’ He did not mention when this
event was to take place but immediately ‘raved’ (the word
I used in a letter home) about how I was not sufficiently
prepared to commence theology given that I had completed
only half of the course in philosophy and that, as a result,
I would never be a competent philosopher and in theology
‘I would learn nothing’. Devastated, I stood for what seemed
an age during which nothing more was said. Finally, Henry
looked up as if surprised to see me still standing mute before
him, and said, ‘You may return to your studies now.’
More than 20 years later, Charlie Mayne explained
Henry’s behaviour to me. First, as the rector responsible for
my education, Henry was outraged that in an apparently
cavalier or dismissive manner Bishop O’Collins had decided
to cut my course in philosophy by half and ask me to embark
on theological studies without a proper grounding. I had
thought much the same, but there was no one to whom
I could usefully complain about the decision. Second, as the
person responsible for the standards at Werribee, Henry was
deeply concerned that, if the bishops persisted in sending to
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Rome those students who seemed to be favoured
intellectually, the standards might tend to go down. In the
event, he need not have worried. During the period from
1923 to 1959, an average of slightly more than one student a
year went to Rome from Werribee. After 1959, and in the
wake of Vatican II, the number was reduced to practically nil,
but, by that time, Henry, who lived into his nineties, was
serving as the parish priest of Hawthorn, Melbourne.
The use of the verb do send’ in regard to going to
Propaganda was appropriate in the circumstances, and there
was an undeniable sense that to be chosen for Rome was a
high privilege. None of us was asked in the first instance
whether we wanted to go, but to refuse to do so would have
been tantamount to saying that we did not wish to proceed to
the priesthood. Personally, I was confused and apprehensive,
but I did not contemplate refusing. In that same year, 1947,
Henry had already heard from Mannix, who had decided to
send Frank Little to Rome. The Bishop of Bendigo, a very
elderly and reputedly saintly gentleman named Justin
McCarthy, who was said to be a cousin of Mannix, had
chosen Joe Quinn for the same venture. Joe would certainly
have refused to go, had he felt free to do so. After an
uneventful but homesick year in Rome, he returned to
Australia, joined the public service, married, raised a family
and lived in Canberra for many years before his death.
Soon after my interview with Henry, I received a
belated and blunt letter from my bishop, who had not earlier
seen fit to communicate with me on the matter. Perhaps he
had decided it was best left to Henry to tell me about the
decision. The letter read, ‘Because of your success in
Philosophy at Corpus Christi and taking into account your
ability, I am anxious that you should begin Theology when
you arrive at Propaganda College.’ He also instructed me to
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‘get a good knowledge of ceremonies’. Of theology I knew
little other than the contents of the Penny Catechism. Had
I understood and retained that much it would have been
a good deal. Of ceremonies, I knew even less and felt no
inclination to know more. There did, however, seem to be
a faint window of opportunity that could have made Rome
an even less desirable destination for a half-baked young
philosopher from the Antipodes. In the previous 12 months,
there had been industrial unrest in Victoria, which worsened
early in 1947. Making what I doubtless considered an
informed judgment on cause and effect, I wrote to my sister,
Margaret, in April, ‘The Comms are beginning to show
complacent old Melbourne that they can do more than just
talk.’ Two months later, possibly clutching at straws, in my
letter informing Mother and Dad of my visit to Henry,
I wrote, ‘The Comms are getting a big grip in Italy’ and
implied that this development might prevent our going to
Rome at all. In the event, the threat lacked substance. I had
no escape route left to me.
In 1999, I revisited Werribee. After paying the entrance
fee, I crossed from the hothouses (which were locked) to the
mansion. I climbed up the main staircase again and entered
Henry’s room, which has been restored to the magnificence of
its days in the time of the Chirnsides. Standing on the same
spot where I had remained mute in 1947, I thought of that
evening when I was only 19. Overwhelmed with sadness,
I hurried from the building and fled the property. The
happiness, the innocence, the laughing, boyish friendships of
those years more than half a century ago had begun to drain
from me when Henry pronounced the word ‘Rome’. Perhaps
it is idle to ask what course my life would have taken had
I been allowed to see out my years to priesthood among my
own people in Werribee. One thing is certain: the person
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I became is not the one my fellow students and the Jesuits
would have made of me. To have been so fleetingly among the
sons of Ignatius of Loyola and been formed, though only
minimally, in his image was a gift I gladly accepted and never
regretted. The other gift was to be part of a body of Australian
young men who loved their nation and the Church, and who
stood by each other as companions in a noble venture. Losing
them lessened me in much that was precious but perhaps
there was a purpose in it all. I did not understand that
purpose, but, as the old Portuguese proverb has it, ‘God
writes straight with crooked lines.’

chapter five

IN SEARCH OF
A METROPOLIS

Aboard the recently renovated P & O liner, Stratheden, which
sailed from Port Melbourne on 13 August, 1947, I began my
journey to Rome. The vessel was returning to England on its
maiden voyage as a passenger ship, having been used as a
troopship during World War II. Many passengers were taking
the opportunity to visit or revisit the ‘old countries’ given that
a semblance of normalcy had been largely restored to
shipping. The vessel rejoiced in carrying the ingredients for
Princess Elizabeth’s wedding cake, but the passengers were not
privy to their nature or whereabouts. About 80 per cent of
those on board were female, many of them war brides on a
trip home or en route to join husbands in England. There
were also six Rhodes Scholars, who were all males in that
period, among them Geoffrey Serie from Melbourne. I quickly
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decided that they were nice chaps’ and agreed with them
when they expressed astonishment, and sympathy, to hear
that we would be required to do our Roman studies in Latin.
In the first instance, my own destination was Tilbury, a
place of which I had not even heard. The day of my departure
began with a fine and crisp morning in Williamstown, albeit
in late winter. On a vacant lot near home, I kicked a football
with my father and my brother, Brian, but it was the last time
I did so with my father who was then 49. Although I was
aware of how pride cushioned my mother’s sorrow at our
parting, it was clear that she felt the separation grievously.
Nothing Dad said or did gave me any insight into his
thoughts, except that, immediately before we left home for
the ship, he hurried to St Mary’s to fill a small bottle with
Holy Water, which he believed would protect me on the
voyage. He rarely wrote to me during the long time I was
away, but, when he did so, I treasured his every word.
Brian was 14, small for his age and something of a
stranger to me. I had been absent from our home for five
years and he had grown in boyhood in that time. It was
evident that he already had his own way with a football: his
skills came to fruition when he began to play with the
Carlton Football Club in 1951. He loved me as his elder
brother and, when the family returned home from Port
Melbourne after seeing me off, rode his bicycle down to the
waterfront on The Strand, hoping to catch a last glimpse of
the Stratheden. In his haste and excitement, he rode off the
end of the pier and fell into the water. By then the vessel was
well out of sight and had probably passed through the heads
of Port Phillip Bay. Brian, and his bicycle, were rescued
by a passing tug. He was 21 when I next met him. In 1954,
I arrived in Sydney on a vessel from San Francisco, not
expecting anyone from home to meet me. I was walking on
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the top deck, waiting my turn to disembark when a young
man came toward me with his hand outstretched. I reciprocated,
saying, ‘My name is Molony.’ He replied, ‘It’s mine, too. I’m
your brother.’ At that moment, I realised fully how long I had
been away from home.
My sister, Margaret, was growing into graceful beauty
at a boarding school in Daylesford where our aunt, Mother
Loyola (Auntie Maggie in the family), taught German, as well
as mathematics and physics. During the early 1930s, she had
corresponded with Hitler in the hope of bringing him to a
better frame of mind. He replied and I saw the letter later.
It was typed in German with his signature. In a gentlemanly
manner, Hitler held out no hope to Mother Loyola of his
conversion. Margaret had often been accused by her brothers
of being her father’s favourite and we said she was a ‘sissy’,
which meant little more than that she was emphatically not a
boy. Margaret had no interest, then or later, in sport of any
kind, reserving her energy, love and devotion exclusively for
people. Although I was callously unaware of these qualities in
my sister, I treasured her in later life as a sister of immense
love and loyalty. This was hidden from me in my youth, but
I knew that my parents would always have the fullest support
of their only daughter.
Setting out for Rome was such a high adventure to me
that I have no recollection of either apprehension or sorrow at
leaving Australia, though I did try to hide a tear as I threw a
streamer to my mother on the pier below. I held onto it until
it snapped. Fifty-four years later, among the few mementoes
of her own that she left behind, I found a small scrap of that
streamer pinned to a card with the words, ‘Kissed by John just
before the boat pulled out’. The last things that I saw were my
father’s hat and Mother’s ‘little face under the ostrich feathers’
of her hat. Even had I been told that I would not speak to or
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see my family for seven years, it is probable that I would have
dismissed the thought promptly and perhaps without deep
sorrow. The little ones of 59 Pasco Street, Williamstown, were
to remain behind to face the day-to-day reality of familiar life
while a new world, new people and new places lay before me.
At that time, I had no real sense of being an Australian
and no feeling of resentment at having a passport that
proclaimed me to be a British citizen and a subject of the
king. To me, however, only one place on Earth, Australia,
was my country; and its people were my people. This
consciousness of self entailed an innate, though faint sense of
nationality, but I had no wider view in which to place my
country, my culture and my people. As a colonial and a
provincial, I was wide open to the many influences and
experiences that awaited me. Unlike the majority of other
Australians who had made the same voyage before me,
however, my destined metropolis was not London.
Frank Little and Joe Quinn were on board, together
with five students from other states, one New Zealander and
three priests whose bishops had sent them to undertake
postgraduate work in Rome. The Stratheden called at
Adelaide, which I described as ‘like a provincial town’. In the
distance, I saw the Flinders Ranges and, having just passed on
to Dad Ernestine Hill’s life of Matthew Flinders, My Love
Must Wait, I remarked that he had noted in it that Flinders
had named the ranges when he saw them from Kangaroo
Island. We were welcomed to a meal in the modest Faulkner
home from which their son, Len, had left a year before to go
to Propaganda. It was beyond the hopes and dreams of those
humble parents that one day Len would become archbishop
of their city.
Back on board the Stratheden, I watched the few
passengers from Adelaide farewelling their loved ones and felt
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that I was already an old stager. As a colonial who knew only
one accent, I began to pay attention to the differing tones,
inflections and word usage among the English passengers and
wrote, ‘English certainly has its dialects, you wouldn’t know it
was the same language very often.’ After a rough passage
across the Bight, during which Leo Donnelly from Lismore
was heard to order two meals from the steward, saying,
‘I need one to go down and the other to come up,’ we spent a
day in Perth. I was taken by motor car around King’s Drive
on the way into the city and, drawing on my meagre
knowledge of the few cities I had seen, but counting myself
experienced in such matters, I wrote, ‘It is a beautiful road
round a mountain at the back of the city and from it you can
see the Swan River ... I should say that, of the cities I have
seen, Perth is by far the most beautiful.’ I also remarked, ‘The
Perth people certainly have plenty of grounds for their
grievance that the Easterners forget their existence.’
In Perth, I had my first taste of excessive hospitality in
the churchly mode: having eaten a hearty meal in a presbytery
with a priest who had been educated at Corpus Christi in
Werribee, I almost immediately endured another sumptuous
repast at the St John of God Hospital. Sister John, a relation
on the Melican side of the family, was a nursing nun of the
Order at Subiaco. She served the meal and I was afraid to
admit to her that I had already eaten. That evening our ship
set out again and I can still recall the wrench I felt as we
started on the six-day voyage across the Indian Ocean to
Ceylon. I wrote, ‘It was hard to watch the Aussie coast fade in
the distance.’ Gradually, the weather became so hot that most
of the passengers slept on deck chairs because of the stifling
heat in the cabins. Leo spent the greater part of the voyage
prostrate with seasickness, which, I suspect, did litde to mitigate
his intense loneliness.
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I seemed to take to the sea almost immediately. An
enduring fascination with its ever-changing majestic beauty,
and awe at its mighty power, were born in me during the
voyage. Meanwhile, Brian Gallagher, student for the diocese
of Wilcannia-Forbes, became my close friend almost
immediately and introduced me to the mysteries of rugby
union football, at which he excelled and of which I knew
nothing. Bede Heather, from Sydney, aged only 18 and even
then studious, infinitely courteous, thoughtful of others and
straightforward, was already serious beyond his years. Peter
Quinn, from Perth, though outwardly carefree, clearly
suffered the pangs of parting from his family, which increased
when he received news of the death of his father while we
were in Rome. Together with Bede and Peter, Frank Little —
who revealed to me his reverence for his father and his
consequent sense of duty — showed the appropriate signs of
being destined for the episcopate, a fate that duly befell the
three of them. Brian Gallagher died young and Leo Donnelly
opted to remain a parish priest; he showed extraordinary
versatility and devotion to his people and did not accept
a bishopric.
With three priests on board, we quickly moved into a
regular routine of daily Mass and I was glad to tell Mother
that I was thereby getting ‘back to something like the life
again’, which meant that I had begun to follow in some
measure the daily routine of prayer which I had learnt from
the Jesuits. The days passed quickly in deck games and other
pleasant pastimes, at one of which, ‘dog racing’ with toy dogs,
I won nine shillings. Apart from Leo, we all ate heartily,
especially after hearing regular stories of Londoners being
half-starved. Our presence in second class as a tightly knit
group of young men, bearing no outward signs in dress or
general comportment of being different from others of our

Luthers Pine

145

kind, scarcely went unnoticed. This was particularly so
because of the presence of the goodly number of unattached
young women whose interest in us, careful though they were
to disguise it, remained unrequited. Because we often arrived
for meals at the same time, we became known as ‘the
Australian Eleven’, but the fact that we were destined for
celibacy kept us apart. For all that, one of our group attracted
the attention of a male traveller, an international musician of
some fame, who invited him to take tea in First class. After
this occurred a couple of times, a senior officer drew one of us
aside and asked him to warn our companion of the potential
danger to which he was exposed. The officer did not explain
the nature of the danger, but as its import was clear, the
advice was heeded and acted on promptly. The refinements of
homosexual seduction had not been a matter for wide
discussion in the Australian seminaries, but on this occasion
an innocent victim was spared an encounter that potentially
posed great harm.
About the age of 12, in the presence of the bishop
when receiving the sacrament of Confirmation, Catholic
children in Australia made a simple promise to abstain from
alcohol until they were 21. This was done in my case before
Archbishop Mannix, whose own abstinence from alcohol was
well known. As it was clear that wine, rather than tea, was the
expected beverage at meals in Rome, there seemed no harm in
anticipating the outcome, especially given the duty-free price
of beer on the Stratheden. None of our party overdid the
matter and our slender personal resources were a restraint.
I was tempted to participate but, in a recurring bout of mild
scrupulosity or self-righteousness, I refrained from doing so
on the grounds that no grave necessity dictated such a step.
Our passage was paid by our bishops and, in all the basic
necessities of life, we would be taken care of in Rome by the

146

Luther’s Pine

Vatican’s bureaucratic arm, called the Congregation for tie
Propagation of the Faith, which was responsible for tie
college and its students.
We relied on our parents and relations for a measure 3f
financial support, which naturally depended on the econonic
standing of each family. My parents belonged to the lover
middle-class, but they had been shown many acts af
generosity by our relations and friends who gave them suns
of money, sometimes as much as £5, to help me on my wiy.
I had thus departed with £130 in my purse, a goodly sun.
I also had an Australian Rules football donated by the Prahnn
Football Club. The exchange rate at the time was 13/- to tie
pound sterling. American dollars, for all practical purpose,
we did not use.
In the matter of financial support, I quickly fell a
degree of resentment towards my bishop. Fie had made tie
decision to send me to Rome and he was fully aware that ny
parents’ circumstances made it difficult for them to supp>rt
me in anything other than a slender manner. Despite this, lis
direct contribution during all my years away was £13. de
forwarded it to me before I left home to cover my fare fnm
London out to Rome. Several of the students on he
Stratheden were even more straitened in their resources aid
the embarrassment of those of us who had enough cid
nothing to lessen the predicament of those who had little.
The main thing that still remains with me of the voyige
is the wondrous revelation of landfall. As distant Ceybn
changed slowly from a faint smudge on the horizon to he
reality of the land itself, I stood on deck feeling that I wa; a
witness on the first morning of Creation when God caled
forth the dry land from the seas. No sighting of a city, or its
airport, has ever matched that first moment of intense, lut
peaceful joy as we came upon Ceylon. One of the gifts of he
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Holy Spirit at Confirmation has a peculiar, deep and
mysterious name. It is called wonder. Gifts can be measured
not merely by the generosity of the donor, nor by the value of
the gift, but by the manner in which the gift is received. In
my own case, I have always had a limited capacity to receive
the gift of wonder. A beautiful sentence or a verse, a carefully
structured argument, a powerful idea, a mighty tree, a painting
by a master artist or a Verdi aria, all these fill me with wonder.
Man-made, purely material objects rarely elicit a response
from me. In contrast, God’s creation, as seen, for example,
in the unveiling of a coastline, can overwhelm me.
My first contact with the Far East remains a blur,
perhaps occasioned by the multitudes who thronged the
streets of Colombo, the intensity of the heat and humidity,
the unfamiliar sweetness of the smells and our visit to
a charming hotel at Mount Lavinia. I noted that there was
a ‘Trinity of Buddhas’ on one square, one lying, another
standing and the third sitting. Passing a shop, we were invited
to enter with ‘Come in Aussie, we got dinky-di in here’,
but we declined the offer. This first realisation of being in
a foreign land was exciting and a sense of tranquility among
such a teeming population struck me, although I was unaware
that the country’s transition to national independence lay
only a year away. For whatever reason, I arrived at the
conclusion that ‘I’m not sorry I didn’t join a Missionary
Order’. Perhaps I knew instinctively that I would never be
able to bear its burdens and a glimpse of Colombo with the
harshness of the lives of so many of its citizens had confirmed
that belief.
In Colombo, I posted my first letter home from
a foreign place and labelled it ‘No. 1 ’. My resolve was to try to
write weekly while I was overseas and I remained true to that
resolve. In that first letter, I asked my mother to put it, and
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the subsequent ones, ‘in a tin for later on without having any
idea what use would be made of them, whether ‘later on or
ever. After the letters were passed around the immediate
family, Mother put them in a large biscuit tin where they
remained (unbeknown to me as I had forgotten my request)
until after her death in 1969. I could not bring myself to read
them. In 1998, I deposited them, together with the other
scraps of my childhood, in the Manuscript Room of the
National Library of Australia.
Reading some of them over the past year has been one
of the most painful, and revealing, experiences of my life. The
boy, the young man full of ideals and dreams who wrote
them, has long gone and the realms he lived in have become
another world. The shape of the boy and his world remain,
but in some measure only as listless ivy hanging on the
outline of a building that once had its own beauty. With few
exceptions, the people whom the boy knew and loved in the
distant past are now dead. The writer, his youth and his
manhood spent, has yet to find his own peace. The world of
the early 21st century is young. It also strives for peace.
Aden, at the mouth of the Red Sea, was ‘an enormous
rock’ where, we were told, no rain had fallen for five years
and, perhaps to relieve the thought of such aridity, we made
a quick visit to Solomons Wells. We passed through the Suez
Canal at night, allegedly to prevent the modesty of the ladies
aboard being offended by the sight of unclad locals. As
a result, there was little to be seen, but I noted that the canal
could never have been built without ‘black labour’ and,
referring to Egypt, I said how strange it was that ‘the races
who once governed the whole world cant even govern
themselves now’. Moved by impetuosity, at Port Said I paid
£10 for an apparently fine, European-made camera. It was
a foolish act. On inspection, the camera proved to have
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a number of irreparable perforations in its bellows, resulting
in photos with large, white dots on them.
That outlay robbed me of my fare to the pyramids. So,
with the one New Zealander in our party, George Marinkovic,
I wandered through the streets of the port instead. I had been
asked to restrain George, whose impetuosity in Colombo had
moved him to buy a bunch (or branch) of bananas almost as
large as himself. The bananas had quickly rotted in the
cabin he shared with three other students, causing much
consternation among the Goan stewards, who threw the fruit
overboard. Except for one Muslim, the Goans on board were
devoted Catholics who had their own chapel.
As we strolled aimlessly along the streets of Port Said,
we were beset by sellers of all variety of objects, who abused us
fulsomely for our refusal to buy their wares. I remarked to
home, ‘The Gypos [sic] hate the British like poison and we,
being Australian, come under the same category.’ The items
on offer included what the vendors described as ‘feelthy
pictures’, to which spectacle we were unaccustomed. George,
who prided himself as an amateur photographer, pronounced
them poorly produced. I found them so well described by the
use of ‘feelthy’ that resisting the temptation to buy them was
effortless. In one street we were perplexed when we came on
the sight of a dexterous magician who seemed able to extract
chickens at will from any of his scantily clad orifices. When
he appeared to do so from his ear, George, with a surprising
show of astuteness, immediately pronounced him a ‘bloody
fake’. Later in Rome, Frank Little surprised us by proving to
be a skilled magician, but he refrained from ever performing
with chickens.
After Port Said there were no more ports of call until
we reached England. The weather turned cool in the
Mediterranean, which I called ‘Mare nostrum’ in my letter,
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assuredly unaware of Mussolini’s imperialistic bombast of
a few years previously. I was, however, acutely conscious that
it was the sea on which Paul the Apostle had endured
shipwreck and other perils. For the rest of the voyage, deck
sports were limited because of the inclement weather and
I spent a good deal of time in the ship’s small library. Evelyn
Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited had been published in 1945 to
widespread acclaim, although it did cause unease among a
number of its Catholic readers. I found the novel in the
library and read it with much interest and enjoyment,
especially for the fineness of its prose. Rather than being
offended or scandalised by the novel, I was intrigued by the
constant seam of God’s gentle handiwork in the human
drama. Surely, here was an author trying to understand the
mystery of grace as it touched the lives of human beings.
Throughout the novel, tragedy and sadness were ennobled by
faith and suffering and human dignity was maintained in the
face of burdensome circumstances. I remarked to some of my
companions how much I had enjoyed reading the book and
was upbraided by one of the priests for having read it at all. It
appeared I was too young to expose my mind to such matters.
On Friday 12 September, after more than four weeks at
sea, our ship entered the River Thames. The brash young
colonial pronounced it to be ‘just a dirty old river like the
Yarra, but simply crawling with shipping. It’s not hard to
realise how much England depends on her sea trade to live.’
Tilbury, like any port I have ever encountered, was dismal.
My parting with the Stratheden, which I now fondly called
‘the old girl’, was another wrench because the vessel had
become a kind of cocoon in which we had been safely
wrapped. Customs rapidly concluded that we were of no
interest to them and we took the train to St Pancras, though
I was much attracted by the thought of travelling to places
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called the ‘Home Counties’. They sounded warm and
welcoming and I envied those waiting to travel to such
desirable destinations.
We were met at the North London station and were
taken to lodge in a gracious old mansion owned by Catholic
laymen of the Knights of St Columbus in Holland Park. On
the way in the cab, in ‘slow, drizzling rain’, I noticed ‘the bare
patches everywhere, the walls of the buildings that hadn’t fallen
with their protruding bricks’. It seemed that ‘most of the city
areas have been converted into car parks’ and I remarked, ‘In
some of them there are wildflowers growing. They say there is a
new flower never previously seen until now growing in them.
I must get a look at it.’ My interest in flowers had not diminished
and I had already written home, mindful of Henry Lawson’s
geraniums, ‘Water them ranunculi’, which I had planted in our
home garden before departure. I did not see the new flowers
of the Blitz or ascertain whether they had ever existed.
I began my first letter home from Holland Park with,
‘Well here we are in the heart of the Empire at last’, which
proved conclusively that the Irish Catholic home in Sea Lake
and Williamstown had not resisted the imperialistic thread
woven in my thoughts by other influences. I soon reported
that ‘Food is very scarce, meat almost unprocurable, vegetables
mainly consist of potatoes, fruit non existent except for dried
apples’. At breakfast, we were invariably greeted by a maid
who said, ‘What’ll ya ’ave? There’s kippers.’ There was,
however, a readily available beverage in the bar of the lounge
of our lodgings, which I mistakenly took to be a soft drink
and of which I drank several large glasses. The encounter with
cider — ending with a severe hangover — had the curious
effect of eliminating my reluctance to imbibe alcohol, so
effectively indeed that such a scruple has never bothered
me since.
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At Australia House, there were letters for me from
home. For the first time, it came forcibly to me that
Williamstown and its dear ones were half a world away,
though I tried, unsuccessfully, to play a mental trick and
fancy it as being only 20 miles. The only practical course was
normality, and I resolved to retain my boyhood interest in the
Carlton Football Club, not knowing that Carlton had already
beaten Essendon by one point in the 1947 Grand Final.
I wrote to Brian, ‘The Blues have no doubt secured a position
in the finals’ and ‘You will be a great asset to the team in a few
years time’. That hope was only partially fulfilled in that he
was unable to retain a secure position in the side in the early
1950s and Carlton did not win another flag for more than 20
years. Constant high blood pressure, requiring medication
from the age of 16, wore him down, but Mother’s hopes for
him lay elsewhere. She regularly told him that football was a
game, and that life was a serious affair. Thus she begged him to
‘be top in your own esteem and nothing touches you. Do not
at any time do anything to lower yourself in God’s eyes.’ At the
same time, she took a keen interest in football and once wrote
to him after a game in the 1950s, ‘It was a shocking defeat on
Saturday. What happened to you Blue boys?’
London, the home of our monarch, George VI, whose
role I respected, but of whom I knew almost nothing, awaited
us. Like so many English-speaking colonials before me, I felt
at ease with the language and the culture of England. Both
had, in large measure, shaped my own culture. The
Londoners seemed pale in complexion and shorter than I had
expected but, knowing no one, I could not come close to
them. Unlike several of our party, Frank Little set out with me
on the first day, opting to see London rather than go to the
oval to watch Middlesex play an all-England side. Had it been
a Test match I would certainly have been present, but with
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some priggishness, I explained, ‘We decided against the
cricket as we considered our time in London too precious to
fritter on mere sport which can be seen anywhere.’
Noticing immediately that ‘everything, everywhere is
old which makes it so different from home where things are
young’, the buildings that most impressed me were
Westminster Abbey and the Houses of Parliament. I could
scarcely comprehend the antiquity of the Abbey, but I was
struck by what seemed to me to be the desecration done to it
by the tombs within its walls. Some to whom Christianity
appeared to have meant little or nothing lay there, and of it
I said, ‘The whole place is one huge cemetery, you are walking
on tombs all the time.’ Nonetheless, I added, ‘Poets, politicians,
princes and saints are all there’ and I stood in awe before the
tomb of the Unknown Soldier and those of the first Elizabeth
and Mary, Queen of Scots, who, ‘lie side by side in death’.
Amid all the shades of departed great ones, it was some relief
to find the grave of a London plumber, buried in 1780.
The awesome shadows of the sanctuary of the Abbey,
where those who claimed to rule by divine right had been
anointed, also helped to restore wholeness to the place. The
burden of the centuries weighed on my youthful mind, but
I rejoiced in the old faith of England when I walked in the
cloister among the peaceful resting places of the monks,
though their chanting had long since been stilled. A wisp of
Roman triumphalism had already entered my spirit, which
I expressed bluntly: ‘So that was the Abbey, our Abbey, it was
the biggest and then the saddest thrill I had had for years. Sad
because it is only a shell really, no heart like there is in our
churches.’ At one place I noticed, as we walked into a very old
side chapel, that there was a little recess, obviously a holywater font, dry now for four centuries. I hoped that ‘it will be
filled again’.
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It may seem odd that the thing that struck me most
forcibly in the Abbey was a wedding. We were not long there
before the organ began to play the Wedding March. ‘Dashing’
quickly to a good spot, we saw the choir, the canons, a bishop
or some such dignitary splendidly vested, followed by the
happy couple as they walked down the aisle to the ‘beautiful
Henry VII chapel at the back of the main altar’. Described
in such stereotypical terminology, the wedding needs no
further comment. Yet one small reflection may be permitted.
At no time during the 20 years of my celibacy, punctuated
repeatedly by weddings at which I either attended or
officiated, did I ever feel a pang of jealousy against the couple,
a longing for the married state itself, or a sorrow that I had
not chosen to follow that path. If I ask myself why, the only
answer lies in my determination to be a priest, and, by
necessity, celibate. The necessity did not endure.
Parliament took me into another world, one on which
I had constantly reflected because it seemed that my vocation
had led me to reject that world. Dualism, or the tendency to
see everything in a conceptual framework of secular and
sacred, spirit and matter, good and evil, darkness and light,
has afflicted the Church from earliest times. The bitter,
prolonged and destructive conflicts between Church and
State often had their origins in forms of dualism, which
created a rejection of a healthy synthesis. From the days of the
Manichees, through the Aibigensian aberration to later forms
of Jansenism, there has always been a struggle between the
secular and the sacred, body and soul. In 1947, in the person
of a young colonial reared far away from its sources, dualism
entered the doors of Parliament at Westminster. I had been
taught to reject the world and to be suspicious of its powers.
In walking in and around London, I had been stunned
by the stark and awful signs of destruction. Hitler’s Blitz had

Luthers Pine

155

rained such immense suffering down on its citizens and
changed the face of their city. There were so many spaces
where buildings had stood, but there appeared to be a
deliberate urgency in rebuilding, coupled with a need to erase
all traces of the effects of evil on London. Entering the
Houses of Parliament, I thought of Churchill’s single-minded
determination to destroy the enemy, who had threatened to
engulf all of Europe, as well as his own island. His inflexible
will had flowed to, and strengthened, the people. Throughout
the onslaught from the air, the Commons had continued to
sit in their historic seat, even though Parliament itself suffered
the ravages of bombing.
It came to me then that little of this heroic resistance to
Nazism had depended on the existence of a monarchy, no
matter how worthy. It was Churchill, above all, who expressed
the indomitable determination of the English people to
endure. This resolute will became an unyielding reality and
the place of the British Parliament, with all its flaws and
fragility, had, to me at least, its own aura of another kind of
sanctity expressed in the concept of the people as the source
of all Earthly power. Within its walls, parliamentary
democracy had been hammered into shape and Australian
democracy had built on the tradition of Westminster. To
home, I wrote, ’We hope to get to the House of Commons to
hear Churchill on Tuesday, it should be good to hear the
greatest orator of our age in his natural environment.’ I did
not return to hear him and cannot explain why.
Many of the other places of the tourist world, including
Madame Tussaud’s Waxworks, lay on our itinerary. In Hyde
Park, among other speakers, I heard ‘a Jew, a well-educated
bloke, talking on Terrorism, etc. He predicts war with Russia
in the near future [and] says the Yanks don’t trust the
English.' I added, ‘All seem to have a gloomy outlook as to her
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[England’s] future, particularly from an economic viewpoint
and are wondering if the War was worthwhile. The Colonies
are becoming very important, thousands would go to Aussie
if they could get shipping and were sure of homes.’ It seems
I was ignorant of the grand plan begun by Arthur Calwell in
that same year, 1947. Shipping was found and 30,000
migrants, 50 per cent of whom were British, left Europe,
rising to 170,000 in 1949. The homes for the immigrants
followed in due course.
Calwell’s action was timely because life in England had
retained some of its wartime harshness. In 1949, Mother sent
two food parcels to a family in Surrey to thank them for
having posted, via London, our letters to Australia from
Rome. She included two tins of dripping, something I had
always looked upon with disdain. The parcels, and especially
the dripping, were welcomed with enthusiasm. The father of
the family who received them wrote back, ‘To celebrate the
arrival of your parcels we had home cooked fish and chips for
supper tonight, a rare luxury indeed. The so-called “cooking
fat” sold in the shops is just a swindle, as it is 50% water.’
England in 1947 was a still a dreary place and, increasingly,
some people looked to a far-south land as a haven from its
rigours.
Despite the busy nature of my London days, loneliness
began to take its toll. In a more material sense, I soon realised
that I was almost constantly hungry. In a Lyons cafe one day
with Bede Heather, we practically fell upon a plate of
something resembling sausages, with potatoes and gravy. An
hour later we returned for a second helping. The thing to do
seemed clear — somehow I had to rejoin a family and, if
possible, be faced with a square meal. Dad had told me a little
of his time in Ireland in 1919 and that, were I ever to get
there, I should visit our relations. He had stayed with his
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uncles after World War I, but no member of the family in
Australia had been in direct contact with Ireland since 1919.
I decided to approach my destination at Feakle in County
Clare with caution knowing that the generations had widened
the branches of our family tree and that I might find that
I was a stranger among strangers.
I travelled to Dublin on an overnight ferry. On my
arrival, I ate an immense meal of bacon, eggs and toast and
then found a modest doss-house north of the Liffey. The
poverty of my surroundings and its inhabitants were clear to
me within a few hours. Admittedly, I did not walk any further
on the more salubrious side of the river than Trinity College,
where I did not see the Book ofKells, nor was I even aware of
its existence. I walked the whole of O’Connell Street, climbed
Nelson’s Pillar and paused outside the Post Office. I stood
there in bemusement and tried to remember the little I had
heard of Easter 1916 when I saw the pockmarks of the bullets
in the outer wall of the building, but it all meant little to me.
The sight of the Catholic Pro-Cathedral in a mean backstreet
puzzled me until I heard that Catholics had been forced by
the English to build where no one of any consequence would
have their sensibilities affronted by the sight of a ‘Romish’
chapel. In a forlorn sense of hope that better times would
result in the building of a more splendid cathedral, this edifice,
devoid of either grace or beauty, was called a pro-cathedral
and remains so. Lacking any real sense of feeling at home in
London, I was perplexed to experience much the same feeling
in Dublin. In both places I knew that fate had landed me in
another land and, while the soft and almost lilting Irish
accent was pleasing, my understanding of the meaning of
some words and sentences was often defective. Fortunately,
the opposite proved to be true for the Irish, who appeared to
take pleasure in my own accent and understood me easily.
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Forty years later, when I was teaching at University College
Dublin, I deliberately said ‘G’day, mate’ on the odd occasion
to my students, who sometimes asked me to repeat it. They
simply could not believe that some Australians spoke exactly
as they had heard in ‘soaps’ on TV, such as Neighbours.
Feakle was and is a quiet village 20 miles from Ennis in the
green, peaceful hills of east Clare. All I knew of it in 1947 was
that, in 1919, Dads uncle had owned a pub in the main street
and that the family farm lay outside the village. By 1947, it
seemed unlikely that my great uncle would be still alive, but
perhaps someone related to him would be there. Duly arrived in
the village, which had only one street, I saw a sign on the front of
a pub, which read ‘John Moloney’. Although confused by the
spelling of the surname, I entered. An elderly gentleman stood
behind the bar, clad in a fine suit but wearing an ancient hat.
I ordered a pint of Guinness, took a few sips and waited for
something to be said. After what was, to me, an embarrassing
period of silence, I came straight to the point and declared, ‘I am
John Molony, son of Mick Molony who visited here in 1919. Do
you remember him?’ Another long silence followed while this
John Moloney, son of the old one of 1919, scrutinised me
carefully. He then gave his judgment. ‘I remember him very well.
You are not as fine a man as your father.’ Allowing me time to
dwell on this revelation, or to recover from its bluntness, he
immediately left the bar and presently returned wearing a new
hat. I knew instantly that I was welcome and that, in some
measure, I was back in the heart of my family.
John Moloney had extensive business and farming
interests, as well as the pub, and he was clearly a man of some
standing in Feakle. He owned four farms, which was a sign of
considerable wealth, even though the total acreage of the
farms probably amounted to less than a home paddock in
Australia. This perhaps explained the hat he wore and why
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younger men called him ‘Sir’ and pulled at their caps when
they passed him in the street. Even in his home there was a
patriarchal air. In a large, splendidly furnished dining room,
he and I ate the main meal together in the middle of the day.
We sat at either end of a long table, each of us with a large
bowl of boiled potatoes that John skinned and consumed
with evident relish while the soup and the main course were
served. In effect, he ate the potatoes in much the same way as
some Australians eat bread. He rarely spoke throughout the
meal but, in all his dealings with me, he displayed an oldworld courtesy in manners, kindliness and gentle reserve.
Before our days on the Stratheden, I had never used fruit
knives and forks. They were set on the table at breakfast in
Feakle. John’s wife, his daughter, May, and the maids did not
eat with us, nor did his huge son, William, who represented
County Clare in hurling and rarely spoke. Although there was
a new American Buick in the garage, there were only
primitive arrangements for toiletries. My ignorant request,
on my first evening, as to the whereabouts of the shower
was met with restrained astonishment and scarcely concealed
amusement.
The five days in Feakle passed rapidly and happily.
I met ‘cousins’ of my own age, especially the happy and largehearted Josie Moloney of the family farm at Kilclaren, and
Josie and Kitty Waldron of the Feakle Post Office, who spoke
to each other in Irish. The home on the farm at Kilclaren was
said to be a new one, with an ancient structure alongside it
that housed farm equipment, which was the old house. My
grandfather had left the new home in the 1870s to go to
Australia where, for reasons never apparent to me but which
sat uneasily with his Kilclaren background, he was known as
‘Flash Tom Molony’. He took the decisive step on arrival in
Australia of recalling the high past of his family by reverting
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to the old spelling — Molony — of his surname. In the 18th
century, when the head of the family based at nearby Tulla,
‘drank the soup’ in order to retain his land and turned to the
Elizabethan Church of Ireland for his faith, our family had
put an V in their name to make it plain to all that they did
not share in the conversion of their Tulla relative. ‘Flash Tom’
became one of the largest landowners in the Wimmera. By
the 1890s, he owned 3,000 acres in a land where religion did
not enter into the matter of property ownership or its retention.
The two elderly men in the new house at Kilclaren had
inherited the farm and seemed content to spend most of the
day sitting by the fire. They were brothers of John in the
village and thus nephews of my grandfather. They could not
tell me how long the family had been on the land. In the same
way as the Aborigines of Australia, it seemed that there was no
time in their reckoning when that had not been the case.
I could well believe, although it was never said, that the
successive invaders of Ireland, starting with the Celts ar.d
ending with the English, were uninterested in claiming the
right of the invader to the ‘country’ where my part of the
Molony clan had been making a living, perhaps back to the
days of the fabled Milesians. I walked over its hills and
waterlogged lowlands and was unimpressed by its economic
potential, but its wild beauty enchanted me and I coud
faintly understand the wrench of the Irish when they were
forced to flee to a more welcoming clime by persecution,
famine or grinding poverty.
The other impression I took with me away fron
Ireland was an indefinable something in the demeanour T
John, the Feakle publican, and the two old men out on tlie
family farm. There was such an upright bearing in thdr
manners, gestures and speech that I wondered where it cane
from and was embarrassed at my own clumsy attempts o

Luthers Pine

161

communicate with them. On one evening in Ennis some
years later, something of the mystery became clearer. I was
staying with a second cousin of my father, James Rogers,
Bishop of Killaloe. Understandably, he had an interest in the
family and in the bishops who had gone before him at
Killaloe. After the evening meal, he took down some old
books, mostly in Latin, in which he drew my attention to
passages that proved the past of the family was one in which
he and, by extension, I could take some pride.
The name Molony is the Anglicised version of the Irish
Maoldomnaigh, meaning a servant of the Church. The clan is
of ancient Celtic origin with its centre in the old territory of
Kiltannon and, later, in the barony of Tulla. My attention was
caught by the existence of three Catholic bishops of Killaloe
in the 17th century, each named John Molony or John
O’Molony, because the prefix was still used in those times.
Bishop Rogers claimed that they, together with a Father
Donogh Molony, who was Vicar-General of the diocese and
who was tortured to death in 1601, were in the direct line of
the Molonys of today. The last of the Catholic bishops of
Killaloe, John O’Molony, died in Paris in 1702 and Bishop
Rogers said that he had endowed the Irish College in Paris
with several bursaries for the education of students there,
some of which were reserved by him for members of the
Molony family who wished to study for the priesthood. I was
not greatly disturbed to find that I had missed the chance to
make a claim to a bursary.
In 1991, while I was in Paris, I decided to visit the Irish
College in Rue des Irlandais, successor to the college of earlier
centuries, which had stood on the Rue des Carmes. My
purpose was to ascertain whether there was any proof of the
matters to which Bishop Rogers had drawn my attention.
I found that the college had ceased to serve the Church in
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Ireland as a seminary and had become a guesthouse, although
there were some Polish students in residence. No one seemed
to have any knowledge or interest in the history of the place
so I wandered around until I noticed a stone attached to the
porch wall that adjoined the chapel. Engraved in Latin, in
parts worn but still legible, it was clearly the tombstone of
Bishop John O’Molony, which had been removed from the
old chapel on the Rue des Carmes. Because it may explain
something of the demeanor of the old men of Feakle, and
even perhaps that of ‘Flash Tom’ Molony of the Wimmera
plains, I record it here.
The Most Illustrious and Most Reverend Prelate of the
Church, John OMolony, was born of a very ancient Irish
family Educated in Parisfrom his youth, he took the degree
of Doctor ofSacred Theology there. Having been a Canon
of the Church ofRouen he was made Bishop ofKillaloe in
the first instance, thus being the third of his name and
family to be appointed to that see. He then became Bishop
of Limerick and administrator of Killaloe. He was an
ardent lover ofthe Catholic religion and ofhis motherland,
which often caused the heretics to seek to put him to death.
Finally, he was forced to flee to Paris as an exile, where he
bound this college to his heart by giving 300 Turin pounds
annually for the use ofthe Irish students. Moreover, he once
gave 1,200 pounds for the construction of this chapel. He
died on 3 September in the year of Our Lord 1702 in the
83rdyear ofhis age. May he rest in peace.

As we were expected in Rome before classes began on 15
October, I had to get on the move, first by train from Limerick
to Dublin and then by the night ferry to London. I had a
pleasant talk on the train with a bright girl of about my own
age who was apprehensive, but excited, about going to London
to try to get work. Passing down through an area so forbidding
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and grim that I wondered how anyone’s spirits could be
uplifted when landing there from abroad, we arrived at the
ferry together to find that it was full and that we would have to
wait for the morning vessel. She seemed to take it for granted
that it would be more convenient, and certainly cheaper, to
find a common lodging for the night. This forced me to explain
that my destination was Rome and the priesthood my purpose.
We did not meet during the crossing the next day.
Experience should have taught me that a clear
explanation of my purpose in life was best given at the
beginning of a new association, rather than waiting until
circumstances forced its utterance. Shyness, rather than an
attempt to hide my vocation, was the basis of my reluctance.
In later life, I always said that I was a ‘teacher’ rather than an
academic’ in response to the question of what I did. That also
was ineffective at times. After I received a PhD in 1971,
I arrived at the Lemon Tree Hotel in Carlton and found that
I had been booked in as Doctor Molony. That the title
confused the staff was evident when I was called to attend to
a patron whose frailty was not readily diagnosed, although
I suspected drink had played its part. A doctor was expected
to know about human ailments. During the 1946 Christmas
break from the seminary, I had hitchhiked from Melbourne
to Sydney with Kevin Toomey. After Gundagai, we were
picked up by a young couple in a utility. While we stopped
for a break at Mittagong, she took the opportunity to ask me
what I did. I replied evasively and absurdly, but partially
truthfully, that I played the trombone in an orchestra. Instead
of settling the matter, this revelation increased her interest,
but I was resolute in not giving her my Melbourne address.
After a placid crossing on a ‘slashing little boat’ from
Dover to Calais, we were at last in Europe. My first impression
of Europe was of a faint but, to me, distinctive odour. It was
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only after repeated visits in later years that I identified it as
coffee, to which I am allergic. Little else seemed to affect me
on the long trip. I had done well in French at school and
picked up a few words of Italian from Father Petersen at
Werribee, so that the unfamiliar languages, both heard about
us and seen on signs, caused no unease. Food, ever on the
mind of the young, was our main concern, especially because
there were no dining facilities on the train. Dad had told me
that, after leaving Cairo, where he had briefly trained, he had
passed by sea to Italy and thence by train to France where he
went into action. On the train he had been able to buy cheese,
bread and wine. I did exactly the same thing 30 years later, and
concluded that the bread and cheese were excellent, but that
the wine was emphatically mediocre.
Between London, which was practically all I had seen
of England, and the Continent, there lay a large and
noticeable difference. The greyness of the Vichy years seemed
to have thrown a veil of despair over the French. They had
been conquered by the iron hand of Nazism. Worse again,
many of them, instead of choosing the hard path of
resistance, had bowed under the yoke and accepted its
inevitability. London had never lost its freedom and the
visible signs of its regeneration had been apparent everywhere.
In France, it seemed that the spirit of a free people had yet to
revive and merely to pass through the country was to
conclude that the new day had yet to dawn.
Our first landing place in Europe had horrified me.
I wrote, ‘Calais is the worst piece of destruction I’ve seen
anywhere.’ In Paris, Notre Dame was beautiful, but I thought
that the Duomo in Milan was magnificent and even ‘better
than the cathedral in Paris’. Switzerland was exactly as I had
seen it pictured on chocolate boxes in my childhood, but
‘Italy had been badly knocked by the Allied bombing, all the
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stations were damaged and the bridges were just being
rebuilt’. As a consequence, the journey seemed endless as we
slowed down at almost every bridge and waited, seemingly
interminably, at the stations.
The mood of our small party seemed to change as we
came down into Italy. Like survivors from some epic, we came
closer to each other when another unknown opened before us.
We also knew that tomorrow, and well into the future, we
would have to shape our destiny in great measure apart from
one another. The sense of lightness and freedom we had
experienced together on the sea voyage vanished and we
became seminarians again. That change, or reversion, entailed
the adoption of a degree of seriousness of which the young are
rarely capable. At least that proved to be the case with most of
us. George began to behave in even stranger ways than those to
which we had become accustomed, including shaving in our
compartment clad in his hat and overcoat and smearing
shaving cream over his collar. Leo said practically nothing while
making it silently plain that he was deeply apprehensive about
what lay ahead, while Brian and I talked incessantly, mostly
about sport. None of us showed much interest in anything but
our destination once we had passed through Firenze, which we
thought was more properly called Florence. On Sunday
morning, 5 October, 1947, at 9am, our train edged slowly into
a platform at Roma Termini. We had been travelling for 48
hours since boarding a train at Calais. The act of ending a
voyage and beginning another life was symbolised and made
real in that most depressing of places, a railway station.

chapter six
MY FRIENDS THE BELLS

In ancient times the Church of St John Lateran in Rome,
rather than St Peter’s, was the cathedral of the bishop of that
city. It remains so today. Engraved on its portico, in Latin, are
the words ‘Mother and Head of all the churches of the city
and the world’. The Church in Rome thereby proclaimed the
force of the imperialism which she had inherited from the
Caesars. A church still steeped in that tradition and led by a
remarkable example of its power, Pius XII, embraced us when
we alighted from the train at Roma Termini.
Fathers James Knox, normally referred to as Jimmy by
the Australians, and Pietro Pagani awaited us. The latter, his
face almost covered by a large, grizzled beard, had spent some
years in India as a missionary and spoke English after a
fashion. Knox had been a tailor’s apprentice in Perth, who
decided to study for the secular priesthood with the
Benedictines at New Norcia in Western Australia before
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proceeding to Propaganda. With several others, including
Grove Johnston and Con Keogh, he remained in Rome
throughout World War II, during which time he was
ordained. He completed a doctorate in theology and, later,
one in canon law, although he never gave the impression of
being overly studious. Knox became vice-rector of the college
in our early years there and some of us thought that he carried
too far his determination never to discriminate in favour of
the Australians. After a successful career as a Vatican
diplomat, he rose to be Archbishop of Melbourne and died as
a curial cardinal in Rome.
To our surprise, because we had never seen clerics
wearing ecclesiastical attire in a public place, both priests were
dressed in long, black garments called soutanes, or cassocks,
identical to those we had worn in the seminary in Australia.
I soon discovered that, in Italian, the word sottana is also used
for a woman’s skirt. The discovery disturbed me slightly
because I had never made any connection between the clerical
state and femininity. Knox and Pagani had large black hats
shaped rather like the metal helmets worn by the British troops
in World War I, but with a wider brim. I immediately thought,
and persisted in my judgment, that the Roman hats, while
functional, were ill-conceived and ugly and I wore mine only
for want of an alternative and because to do so was compulsory.
Clambering on to a battered truck with an open tray,
we drove through the Sunday morning calm of a largely
deserted city in which the citizens were either at Mass, or had
remained indoors taking advantage of the day of rest. We
crossed the Tiber and climbed the Janiculum Hill to the
college, which we would learn to call by the simple name,
Prop’. Close by, so close that it seemed we could almost
touch it, the dome of St Peter’s soared above the Piazza
beneath us.
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A group of cheering Australians mobbed us when we
alighted from the truck. Among them were Ian Burns,
Richard Connolly and Geoff Lloyd, who became my friends
for life. As newcomers, we did not know that, for the
Australian students, our arrival was a special occasion that
allowed a departure from the norm. Ordinarily, national
groups were not permitted to mix together except for a brief
period once a week. The Australians met in what was called
Aussie Rec’, although we were joined by a handful of native
English-speakers including a few New Zealanders. We
normally gathered under an ancient pine that leaned almost
as alarmingly as Pisa’s tower and had to be supported by
a wooden structure. There was a legend that Martin Luther
had stood under that same pine and looked over to St Peter’s
when he visited Rome in 1510. The young Luther left Rome
scandalised by the behaviour of the clergy and disturbed in
his spirit. In this attitude he was in good company, including
that of Saint Bernard of Clairvaux, who, in the 12th Century,
had declared that Rome was ‘a den of thieves’.
At the insistence of the Cardinal Prefect of the college,
the old pine was felled some months after our arrival. This
caused great lamentation among the college servants, but the
Cardinal was adamant because he judged the tree to be
a danger to our lives and limbs. Standing under Luther’s pine
in those early days, I sometimes wondered whether I, too,
would find grounds for complaint against the Roman clergy,
but I comforted myself with the thought that I lacked the
perception to judge them.
The acceptance of the need for Aussie Rec’ and its
equivalents among the other national groupings by our
superiors stemmed from a never-stated, but clear purpose of
our training. Our years in Propaganda were spent in part to
ensure that, before all else, we became Romans, and thus
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universalists, rather than nationalists. It was expected that for
the rest of our lives we would think of the Church primarily
in its universal or catholic dimensions and see our own
national church as part of the whole. For a few, the system
worked as intended, but the majority managed to develop
some elements of universalism while forging even stronger
bonds to their homeland. Indeed, for some of us, our Roman
years were an exile from which we returned home to blend
successfully into Australian society and the local church as if
we had never lived elsewhere. Imperceptibly, but decisively,
I became part of the first group with whom the system
succeeded. For good and for ill, I became a Roman.
The old college had been situated down in the city near
Piazza di Spagna for more than 300 years in a palazzo given to
it by Urban VIII in 1627. By the late 1920s, the demand for
space and the conviction that the air of the Janiculum was
more salubrious, and hence better for the students, led to a
move. In 1947, the building still looked new and, with its
white marble, it almost sparkled. It was also well lit, spacious
and comfortable in a restrained but Italianate manner. The
gardens, with an extensive walkway, enclosed a sports field
that overlooked the piazza of St Peter’s about 500 metres
away. By virtue of the Concordat of 1929 between Mussolini’s
government and the Vatican, the college grounds were
granted extraterritorial status. In effect, this meant they were
part of the Vatican State and therefore outside the jurisdiction
of Italian law. In our first few weeks in the college, we were
taught Italian by a youngish man with an impeccable accent.
Somehow we heard that he was a former Fascist who, for
reasons of personal security, had found it more convenient
to live in the college grounds after the war than in Rome
proper. No one made anything of his disappearance after
a few months.
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The Italians ceased to refer to Mussolini as II Duce dter
his fall and the term went out of the language to be replaced
by its English equivalent, ‘leader. Mussolini had done mich
to facilitate the movement of traffic through Rome, e/en
forbidding the use of horns. That injunction did not survive
his regime so that the city was constantly assaulted b) an
appalling hubbub caused by the horns of numerous vehicles
and especially the Vespa motor-scooters, which darted in md
out of traffic like blowflies but generally managed to a\oid
pedestrians. Nevertheless, the traffic was much thinner than it
later became and we often walked along the middle of strtets,
whereas today one would be forced to cower on the footpith.
One of Mussolini’s particular improvements hal a
lasting impact on the college. The Corso Vittorio Emanuefe II
was a main thoroughfare running from the centre of the city
towards the River Tiber, where it turned to pass over a bridge.
Confronted by the steep Janiculum Hill, the road could gc no
further unless it went directly under the college. The colege
authorities agreed to the cutting of the tunnel, called a galleria,
but were sufficiently wise to ensure that the expense of repai ing
any subsequent damage would be borne by the Italian State By
the mid-1940s, cracks had begun to appear in the college wills,
the plumbing was affected and much time was spent in repiirs,
with the necessary evacuation of the premises. The nain
discomfort to the students was a distinct rattling of windiws
whenever large trucks passed through the tunnel. We blaned
this, obstinately, on II Duce. We could not, however, blame lim
for the violent thunderstorms that rocked Rome towards the
end of each summer, resulting in frequent electricity blackoits.
This drove us from our rooms to the chapel to say the Rosar7 or
to wait about in dark corridors dimly pierced by candles.
Early documents dealing with the foundation of the
college give evidence of a degree of keen foresight. Te
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majority of the countries — one could not then call them
nations — from which it was intended to select students were
under the control of European imperial powers. Memories of
an imperial past, when the Church had groaned in the
embrace of despotic rulers, always remained fresh in the
Vatican. By the mid-17th century, the Church was well aware
of the danger arising from too close an identification with
European powers. Thus, in 1659, Propaganda Fide asked the
bishops in Indochina and China, ‘What can be more absurd
than your trying to transplant France, Italy or any other
European country among the Chinese?’ The bishops, all
Europeans at that time, were ordered ‘not to introduce our
countries among them, but only the faith itself ... Never
make comparisons between the customs of these people and
those of Europe. On the contrary, you must hasten to be at
ease with them.’
The Church had always recognised the strong
relationship between Christianity and culture because Jesus
Christ was a man of His time and place and His Church had
to be embedded in the cultures of the peoples it went among.
Thus, the explicit intention of the founders, principally of the
Spanish priest, Gian Battista Vives, was to create a milieu of
healthy anti-colonialism in the college, which was to work on
two levels. The first step was to recognise and embrace the
inherent validity of the rites, customs and habits of the
indigenous cultures to the extent that they were truly human.
Even though compatibility with Christian belief rather than a
genuine search for the truly human was meant, some
realisation of the hidden truth of the human gradually
inculcated a sense of pride in their own cultures among the
students as well as a healthy disregard for some aspects
of European culture. Secondly, it was intended from the
beginning that the men who went out from Propaganda
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would not become mere auxiliaries to the European
missionaries, but that they would gradually replace them and
become the leaders, as priests and bishops, of their own local
churches. In some places, this transformation took centuries,
but the ideal to be striven for existed from the beginning.
To achieve such desirable ends it was vital to ensure
that the young priests would return to their home dioceses at
the end of their studies. The attractions of European life and
culture, however, had proved too strong for some, who
remained in Europe after becoming members of a religious
order. We knew nothing of this history when we arrived in
Rome, but clarity came when we were invited, one year later,
to take a vow before the Cardinal. Under its terms we were
obliged to return home after ordination, remain subject to
our bishop and not join a religious order. We also had to write
to Propaganda at least once in every three years keeping its
officials informed of how we were faring as well as giving our
impression of the state of the local church. Only the Pope
could dispense one from these obligations, but I saw no
difficulty in taking the vow. After two letters, I wrote no more
because no one had the courtesy to at least acknowledge
them. When I left my diocese after 10 years of service, I broke
the obligation to remain subject to my bishop.
The founders of the college were also determined to
ensure that the formation of the students would give them the
potential to reach the highest contemporary intellectual level.
At that time (1627), the only university in Rome with a
licence to grant the doctorate was the Studium Urbis, founded
by Pope Boniface VIII in 1303. Today, it is the principal
secular university in Rome and is known as La Sapienza.
Because it was regarded as desirable for the students of
Propaganda to be formed together, and within the walls of the
college, it was not considered appropriate for them to go
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elsewhere for their education. To achieve the purposes of the
founders, Urban VIII’s papal bull of 1627, Immortalis Dei
Filius, granted to the teaching arm of the college — then
called an athenaeum’ in the Greek sense — the privilege and
right to confer the title of doctor on those who successfully
undertook the studies necessary to gain it.
It is scarcely surprising that, even in my first few
months in Propaganda, I became aware of the acute sense of
nationality and pride in their origins among the older
students. The important difference between the Australians
and those of other nationalities was that we seemed well
content with the status granted to us as British citizens and to
be loyal subjects of a British monarch. I never heard the words
an Australian republic’ spoken among us. On the other hand,
it was obvious that other students — the Indians were the
prime example — longed for the day when they would enjoy
their own status as an independent nation. In 1948, when
that day came for the Indians, who formed a goodly portion
of the student body, numbering in the thirties, there was great
rejoicing, which puzzled those of us who wondered at the
time whether the death of more than 500,000 people and the
slaying of the great Gandhi by a Hindu fanatic had been
worth the prize.
On our arrival, our first visit was to the chapel, which
was a far cry in its splendour from the wooden building at St
Pat’s in which I had felt the first stirrings of my vocation to
the priesthood or the drab hall called a chapel at Werribee
where it had been fostered. Two side aisles flanked the nave
and all was marble except for the wooden pews and the
stained-glass windows over the main altar that had replaced
those blown out by a bomb, which fell nearby during the war.
Very few bishops around the world could have afforded the
extravagance of the magnificent carpet in blue and yellow that
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covered the large sanctuary, but a former student, who had
become Cardinal Archbishop of Chicago, donated it. As
a constant reminder of the purpose of our years in Rome,
the motto of the college was woven into the carpet ‘ Euntes,
ergo, docete omnesgentes (Going, therefore, teach all nations).
A balcony called a matroneo ran around the walls of the
chapel on the mezzanine level. The name came from that
portion of the basilicas of imperial Rome set aside for women
to prevent their mixing with men. What purpose it served in
the college was never clear. Women were rarely seen in the
chapel but, when they were, they were not obliged to go to
the matroneo.
After Mass in the chapel, we were taken to breakfast in
the spacious, indeed large and gracious, refectory. Before
leaving home, I had spoken with a priest in Australia who had
spent some years at Propaganda before the war. He was
careful to say little that might tend to give me any expectation
of comfort. The one comment he proffered — that the bread
was excellent — proved to be true. It was baked in the Vatican
and needed to be good because, apart from coffee, breakfast
was bread in the form of a long loaf. Jam, stewed apples or
a similar fruit were offered as a condiment although butter
was served on the mornings of major feasts such as Christmas
and Easter. Pranzo, in the middle of the day, was the main
meal and I described it in a letter to home. Pasta, about
a bucket of it’, was followed by vegetables, which were
invariably potatoes or beans cooked, and still swimming, in
generous quantities of oil. Sausages or a variety of very tough
meat accompanied this, followed by a sweet such as apples
baked in pastry. During the war, cattle had been pastured on
the open spaces of the college grounds, slaughtered in a
primitive abattoir there and the meat was supplied to the
college and the Vatican. On one occasion, I noticed a scraggy
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looking bullock being led into the college and have no doubt
that, some months later, we enjoyed the outcome of its visit.
Being Italy, fruit was abundant, the dates from the end of the
Mediterranean world were succulent and, in summer, there
were ‘grapes to infinity’.
Before each of us stood a small flagon of what
I considered a ‘liberal quantity of very fine wine’. My
judgment of the quality of the wine was premature and
bordered on the absurd, but I was no expert, having drunk
scarcely any wine previously. Produced at vineyards owned by
Propaganda in the nearby Alban Hills, the wine served at
table was of inferior quality except on important feast days
when spumante was also set on the tables. The evening meal
at 8pm, for Australians of that period a late hour, was a much
lighter affair but afternoon tea, called merenda and made up
of coffee and a bun, helped to assuage our hunger. After
following up such a meagre breakfast with four hours
of lectures at the university before the main meal at 1pm,
I confessed to home that there were times when I could have
‘eaten the tablecloth if it was edible’.
At our meals we were enjoined not to share our allotted
portion of wine with others. Many, however, drank very little
wine, or exclusively water, especially the 30 Chinese who
arrived a week after us. Thus, despite the rule, it was never
difficult to obtain one’s fill of wine. Drinking to excess
was not forbidden, it was simply unheard of in a culture in
which moderation in the use of alcohol was the norm. That
a true gentleman would behave otherwise was simply
incomprehensible and, therefore, beyond consideration,
much less regulation. On one Christmas Eve, sympathetic
Chinese plied an Australian student from Queensland —
who was bowed down with loneliness — with excessive
amounts of wine during the meal in the refectory. Our superiors
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sat nearby at a raised table and, when the effects of the wine
started to appear, I assisted him quickly and, I hoped,
surreptitiously to his room. An Italian priest, Felice Cenci,
was rector of the college and professor of the History of
Philosophy at the university. He sought me out later and
anxiously asked about the condition of the student. I replied,
in part truthfully, that, because it was Christmas, he was
lonely, unhappy and resting in his room. Cenci accepted this
explanation and expressed his sympathy. It was clear to me
that any reference to an undue intake of wine would have
been rejected as unseemly, as well as unnecessary.
Cenci, born in the south of Italy, was in his late forties
when we first met. He had spent 10 years studying at the
Roman College in a class that became known as a gathering
of the most brilliant students ever to go through that breeding
ground of popes, cardinals and bishops, among whom, but a
few years previously, was Pope John XXIII. His closest friend
and college classmate was Don Guiseppe de Luca, accepted in
Italy and abroad as a pinnacle of learning and culture, the
more so when his Edizioni di storia e letteratura were met
with universal acclaim.
Cenci, of medium height, stood straight like a Roman
pine. Close-cut hair crowned a happy, but ascetic face. He ate
sparsely, slept little, knew nothing of taking a holiday and was
ordinarily penniless. On a few occasions in later years, usually
about midnight, I saw him in a dark corner of the chapel
where he prayed standing up. Highly cultured and with a
wide knowledge of languages — although he spoke English
imperfectly and rarely — Cenci generally hid his classical
learning, but revealed it when he quoted from such sources as
Shakespeare, Dante, Goethe and the ancients. He was often
able to come up with an appropriate quotation to illustrate a
humorous situation or to avoid a potential conflict.
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With urbanity and equanimity Cenci accepted that his
primary duty lay in ensuring our proper formation for the
priesthood, which included his constant attention to our
material wellbeing. He did so principally by encouraging us to
undertake our own formation — Cenci called it autoformazione.
In this process, he did all he could to emphasise the
development of our manhood on the grounds that a good priest
had to be a good man or he could never become a man of God.
To achieve our goal, it became clear that we could not rely
merely on a mechanistic observance of rules and regulations. We
had to work at understanding and shaping our own character,
thus setting down the building blocks to which we would add a
structure of integrity to last a lifetime. To that end, Cenci treated
us as responsible adults. In all our dealings with him, he gave us
total loyalty and he expected no less in return. During my six
years as a student and priest in the college, I broke my side of the
bargain in regard to one custom, long in practice before Cenci
became rector. It allowed him to censor the students' mail if he
saw fit. I am sure that Cenci did not accept nor act on the
custom, but I quickly decided that I would not submit to this
invasion of privacy and never posted a letter through the
internal channels. Cenci did not broach the subject with me.
During the course of our relationship, I twice
experienced the force of his anger. Cenci once called me to his
room where I found him in a state of flashing rage. The one
thing he would not tolerate in any form was the slightest hint
of racism. The concept that we were an image of the universal
church in which all were equal was repeatedly stated
and accepted and, in a college with about 40 different
nationalities represented, harmony at all levels was essential.
Cenci’s anti-racism, however, was innate and inflexible. It had
nothing to do with rules because he knew that no rule could
undo a racist.
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It had come to his ears that a student, with whom I had
close bonds of friendship, had expressed a negative judgment
on the sanitary habits of a national group of students. What
outraged Cenci was the implication that such behaviour was a
national characteristic, rather than one implicating an
individual or very few individuals. He told me that he
proposed to request the student’s bishop to call him home.
With great difficulty, I persuaded him that his judgment was
excessively harsh because no racism should or could be
inferred and was, from my own knowledge of the student,
never intended. Furthermore, granted the possible legitimacy
of the complaint and the privacy of its nature, it was difficult
to single out individuals. This argument, strenuously
persevered in, eventually placated the rector. No punitive
action was taken — to the great good of a national church in
which the student eventually became an esteemed and revered
prelate. For me, also, it was a lesson I never forgot.
The second occasion on which I felt Cenci’s anger was
when, after ordination to the priesthood, and while
completing postgraduate studies in canon law, I was working
on weekends among the poor of a Rome suburb where a large
segment of the men were members of the Italian Communist
Party. High ecclesiastical authority had judged that
communism was intrinsically evil. Although I had some
difficulty with the absolute nature of this proposition, it was
one that never posed a barrier to my day-to-day relations with
communists as fellow human beings. Thus it never occurred
to me that I might run the danger of regarding communists
themselves as evil, but Cenci interpreted my intention in a
certain circumstance to involve exactly that judgment. After
Mass one Sunday, a man and his wife came to me to request
that I baptise their new-born son on the next Sunday. I knew
the man was a leading member of the local branch of the
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Communist Party and I had never seen either him or his wife
at Mass. I told them that I would let them know my decision
within a week. That same night, I went to see Cenci and told
him about the case. He asked me what my conscience
inclined me to do. I replied that I did not feel able to baptise
the child because there seemed little prospect that he would
be reared as a Christian.
The subsequent explosion could surely have been heard
across the piazza in the papal apartments a few hundreds
yards away. I was informed that I was a narrow-minded zealot
whose study of the law had turned him away from the
realities of human behaviour. Even worse, despite my years of
residence in Italy and my apparent love of its people, I had
little understanding of either the country or its people. In his
opinion, my perception of history was also deficient: atheistic
communism was a temporary phenomenon, just as fascism
had been before it and, in an Italy of the future, the boy
might grow to be pope. Finally, if I proved unwilling to
baptise the child, Cenci would personally attend to the
matter. No need arose for him to do so and the baptism
proved to be a happy ceremony. I have no memory of the
boy’s name. Perhaps he is already a cardinal on his way to the
papacy or, again, he may have played football for Lazio.
From Cenci I learned two important lessons, besides
much else. First, that zealotry under whatever guise is at the
least a pest, and at the worst an evil. WEen it appears clothed
in a little learning with a zest to propagate ideas or a way of
life, it can be fatal to others. Second, it is dangerous to work
from absolute propositions and apply them inflexibly to the
human dimension. In the deep recesses of the heart there is
room for much else besides rationality and regulations, which
can be, indeed are intended to be, guidelines to responsible
behaviour. They can never lie at its core because they deal in
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abstractions. Heart speaks to heart and it is as well to listen
carefully to its whispers.
The numerous poor who came to Cenci’s door and the
nameless others whose homes he visited ensured he had no
worldly possessions except his meagre wardrobe and a few
books. In him, compassion, care for the sick and suffering,
and a deep understanding of the human heart came to
fruition in an inflexible thirst for justice. He once wrote:
The one thing that God demands, a thing He
necessarily demands, a thing He is unable not to
demand, is justice. Justice is to give to every person
that which is his due. If God did not want this, He
would want something false. From me, therefore,
God demands only that which is just.

Felix Cenci demanded no more and no less than justice
from his students. In later years, John XXIII, who grew to
understand him and knew of what he was made, wanted to
raise him to high office in the church. Cenci would have none
of that, but rejoiced when his own students became bishops,
archbishops and cardinals. Yet, in his heart, he probably
rejoiced more when he heard that they had become simple,
devoted pastors of their people. He died in 1980. Before his
death, he asked to be buried in a simple plot with only ‘F. C.
Priest’ and the years of his birth and death chiselled on the
headstone. The inscription said all about Cenci that was
needed. What matters is written where the words will never
fade.
In recent years, some of Cenci’s former students have
promoted his canonisation. Were he able to oppose such a
step, he would do so vigorously. Such things were not his way.
Still, he would be unable to deny the justice of the proposal
because he lived by the doctrine of justice, which he taught
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us. In 1964, he was informed that I had left the priesthood.
The priest who told him of my step has described his
response: ‘He visibly shuddered. I shall never forget that
reaction of anguish. Yet, some time later, when the application
for a papal dispensation [from celibacy] was being prepared,
Monsignor Cenci, convinced of its appropriateness, did
everything he could to ensure its successful outcome.’ With
my wife and family, I visited him in Rome in 1974. He
received me, and them, lovingly. Uncanonised, Cenci is with
the Lord he loved.
The White Pope was our near neighbour, Pius XII. In
the next building below us the General of the Jesuits had his
home. Given the sombre colour of his attire and his world
wide power, he was sometimes referred to as the Black Pope.
Our own version, seen among us regularly and living with us
during the summer, was known as the Red Pope, because of
the striking red of his cardinal’s garments and the immensity
of his power as Prefect of the Sacred Congregation of
Propaganda Fide. His personal jurisdiction extended to twothirds of the world and at least 500 million Catholics. I truly
loved the elderly man known throughout the Church as
Cardinal Pietro Fumasoni Biondi. Born in Rome in 1872, he
was ordained in 1897, made an archbishop by Benedict XV
in 1916 and appointed the head of Propaganda Fide in 1933.
He was a contemporary of Eugenio Pacelli, who was born in
Rome in 1876, became a bishop in 1917 and succeeded Pius
XI to the papacy in 1939, taking the name Pius XII.
I was drawn to the old cardinal because of his humility,
innocence, commonsense, humour and frequent bursts of
almost boyish excitement. I even took pride in his
appearance, especially when he was in the company of other
Roman cardinals among whom I thought his innate dignity,
upright stance and poise made him stand out. For reasons
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that never became clear to me — perhaps he had voted
against him in the consistory that elected Pacelli to the papacy
in March 1939 — it was said that Pope Pius XII scarcely
spoke to Fumasoni except when they met for their official
consultation every month. That unhappy phenomenon I had
witnessed at close quarters in the Vatican on two occasions.
The Cardinal said nothing later of the incidents, but I could
see that he was as crestfallen as an errant schoolboy snubbed
by a headmaster.
Perhaps because the Cardinal’s own faculties of sight
and memory had begun to fade and perhaps because he saw
something of a son in me, through the ensuing years I came
close to him. During the summer vacation at the college’s villa
in the Alban Hills, he joined us for a month at least and
I often read to him and served his Mass in his own private
chapel, after which he once rewarded me with an impossibly
long and turgid tome in Latin on the liturgy. On one
occasion, I noticed that he was near the swimming pool and
looked up at me as I was about to dive from the four-metre
board. He covered his eyes with his hands and when I broke
through the water he seemed immensely relieved. Fumasoni,
as we called him among ourselves, but Sua Eminenza in his
presence, often told me little stories with a humorous twist.
They were usually about himself and I responded with my
own. One of his went back when to he was a young man, had
been consecrated archbishop and appointed to Washington as
papal representative in the US. He had made a sincere
attempt to learn some English before taking up the post and
did his best to become accustomed to the ways of North
Americans. He quickly deduced that the true power in his
residence resided in the female housekeeper — a situation
that could never have arisen in Rome, where only male
servants were employed in the residence of a high prelate.
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Shortly after his arrival in Washington, he held a reception for
local dignitaries of State and Church and, to his surprise, the
housekeeper appeared in the drawing room. It seemed to him
that the important position he had mentally created for her
demanded he do the honours, so he said, with reticence but
great precision, ‘Gentlemen, allow me to present Madame X
to you. She is my concubine.’ A great silence descended on
the gathering, which an agitated American bishop quickly
filled by declaiming loudly on the wintry weather in
Washington. During his study of English, Fumasoni had
discovered that his American dictionary defined the word,
concubine, simply as a woman with whom one lived. Puzzled,
but acting on his conviction of the general lack of complex
discourse among those whom he had met since his arrival at
his new post, he had not questioned the definition. He did
not regret having acted on it and took much pleasure at the
reaction of his audience when he was later told of his mistake.
One evening at the Propaganda villa in the Alban Hills the
Australians were enjoying a singsong and Fumasoni asked
Dick Connolly to play him Hallelujah, I’m a Bum on the
accordion. He had learnt the chorus during his years in the
US and sang it with us.
I had two occasions to test the Cardinal’s humour to
the limits and the first was potentially serious. Among the
new students who arrived in 1948, there was a Frenchspeaking African, Bob Dosseh, who, in 1961, became the first
native-born archbishop of Lome, formerly Togo. Hot showers
were provided on only one afternoon a week in the college,
which was a trial in winter. Many Australians played soccer or
netball and, more rarely, rugby during recreation after siesta.
On this occasion, a few of us arrived at the shower block to
find all the cubicles occupied. We waited uneasily, knowing
that the hot water was limited. Leo Donnelly and I were the
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last two in the line and we observed that one shower had not
been vacated since our arrival. Leo knocked and shouted at
the shower door, but obtained no response. He took a nearby
bucket, filled it with cold water and tipped it over the top of
the cubicle. There was an immediate roar of pained surprise
followed by silence. Becoming uneasy and thinking that the
recipient may have had a heart attack, I stood on a small stool
and peered over the top. Bob Dosseh looked up at me but
said nothing. In the immediate aftermath, we did not refer to
the incident and I dismissed it.
The Cardinal called me to his study a week or so later.
With some degree of gravity, he informed me that a serious
accusation had been laid against me — that I had looked at a
fellow student in the nude. The shower episode had gone
from my mind and I was stunned, but I offhandedly denied
the charge. Fumasoni then asked me whether I had my eyes
closed when I looked over the shower top. It all came back
and, laughingly, I explained what had happened, remarking
that I could not conceive of harbouring any desire to look at
Bob in the nude, that the accusation was absurd and that Bob
had to be labouring under grave delusions of either grandeur
or modesty. This proved an adequate explanation for
Fumasoni, who had told us a story of when he was at the
Rome College where Pius XII had briefly studied with him,
and where there were no showers. One bathed as best one
could but, on the evening before their ordination, the
students were introduced singly into a room containing a vast
bath with a fire under it to heat the water. A servant dressed
in evening clothes served a glass of marsala and then departed.
The young Fumasoni took careful note of the frescoes on the
wall depicting scenes from the Last Judgment, and undressed.
Fearful lest the servant appear during the process and thereby
uncover his nakedness, Fumasoni took the towel laid out
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beside the bath, wrapped himself in it and stepped into the
water. By a recital of mutually agreed upon absurdities, we
had both made our point and the matter rested.
A few years later, when we had become firm friends,
Bob explained to me that, had the event taken place in his
seminary run by French priests back in Togo, the episode
would have had very serious consequences. Indeed, both
looked-at and looker would have been expelled, had it come
to the notice of the authorities. Mindful of this, he had taken
the prudent path in regard to the interlude in the shower
block and was the first to tell the tale. In 1950, during my
first Mass in the college after ordination, Bob, who had a
magnificent baritone voice, sang the Tu es sacerdos.
Another episode with the Cardinal involved a game of
Australian Rules football. We had managed to get together
two sides from various sectors of Australian ecclesiastical and
civil society then resident in Rome, as well as including a few
English and Americans. The game was held on a rugby
ground on the outskirts of the city amid much jocularity,
intermingled with serious contests for the ball. At times, the
language became distinctly unseemly or at least unclerical.
The strangeness of the game and the odd outbursts of ferocity
in our tackling caused a suburban train driver, passing on a
line adjacent to the ground, to slow down and eventually stop
his train for a few minutes to watch the proceedings.
Somehow a sporting journal, II Corriere dello Sport, had heard
of the game and sent a reporter and photographer.
The next evening, I was invited to wait on His
Eminence, who was seated at his desk with a copy of
II Corriere before him. He had been told that I was principally
responsible for the match and he asked me to explain the
usage of some words singled out by the reporter. 1 Bugger’ and
'bastard’ were intelligible, but he wanted to know why we
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directed them at each other while playing football, apparently
almost incessantly? I decided to take the high ground and
reminded him that some Australians were descended from
convicts among whom buggery was practised given that they
were deprived of female company. Furthermore, some of us
were possibly of illegitimate origin in the convict past and
hence descended at least from bastards. Surely, it was not
surprising that such expressions would spring almost naturally
to our lips in the stress of the contest? This whimsical
explanation puzzled him but, apparently satisfied, he then
moved quickly to another word in the newspaper, which he
pronounced as Took’. I was hoping that the reporter had not
heard it, and stumbled about trying to get him to believe that
it was no more than a harmless slang expression for
matrimonial relations, but I was unable to make any
convincing connection with convicts or football. In the end,
we cheerfully agreed that any future game of Australian Rules
football would be played without the benefit of the press.
Life in the college revolved around a system that
entailed an annual division of the students into small groups
called cameratas, each with up to 30 members. They included
a prefect and vice-prefect whose principal duty was ensuring
the welfare of the others. In a minimal way, they were also
expected to see to the observance of the college rules. The
division was done on the basis of nationality and seniority so
that, in my first year, there were only four native Englishspeakers in my camerata, including Bede Heather, which
relieved me greatly as I was well aware that his example as a
serious student would be a beacon demanding a similar
response from me. We ate at our own tables in the refectory,
slept in our own rooms in a separate section of the building,
took recreation together and tried to become a cohesive body,
although this objective met with varying degrees of success.
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There were seven cameratas in those early days with the first
made up of senior students, most of whom were priests or
would be ordained to the priesthood during that year. The
prefect of the first camerata, known as the primo prefetto, was
always a priest and his position was one of considerable
importance as the go-between trusted by students and
superiors to represent the interests of each to the other.
At table, I found myself seated between an Arab from
Iraq and a Lebanese, both of whom later became bishops but
whose culture was a deep mystery to me. Opposite there was a
Chinese, a Norwegian and an African. We managed to get by
in a mixture of Latin, French and English in those first few
months before we achieved enough Italian to make
conversation in it possible. The African was Maurice Otunga
from Kenya, who I proudly claimed in a letter to home was
‘the son of the king’. He was shy and charming, an excellent
athlete, but a diffident student who found difficulty with
Latin. Despite his reticence to talk about his past, he
eventually told me that his mother had been the first wife of
the king. When Maurice was a small boy, his father, having
acquired a series of additional wives, allowed his mother to
live on a Catholic mission and take Maurice with her. Both of
them had been converted with the consent of the king but,
when Maurice decided that he wanted to study for the
priesthood, his father concluded that he was a lost cause and
disowned him. Hearing this story, I asked Maurice whether
he ever wrote to his father. Discovering that he had not
written, I persuaded him, much to his reluctance, to do so.
The correspondence continued without any response from
Kenya, but a few weeks before Maurice was ordained as a
priest, a beautiful golden chalice arrived in Rome as a gift to
him from his father. When Jim Knox became Apostolic
Delegate to British East Africa, he made Maurice his
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secretary. He was later appointed Archbishop of Nairobi.
John Paul II made him a cardinal. Maurice died in September
2003.
Almost as soon as joining the camerata, I formed
a friendship with the Norwegian, Tony Taxt. Knowing little
of the effects of the Reformation in Northern Europe — and
not having read Sigrid Unsted’s outstanding novel Kristin
Lavransdatter, which was set in medieval Norway and won
her the Nobel Prize — I was puzzled when Tony told me that
there were only 4,000 Catholics in his homeland and that he
would be the first native-born Catholic to become a priest
since the Reformation. Our friendship has continued for
36 years.
On our very first evening, noticing my hesitation when
the bell rang for the evening meal, the Chinese student said to
me in an entirely natural manner, ‘ Eamus manducemus (Let’s
go and eat). With that beginning, my friendship with
Augustine (Gus) Chang from Peking grew stronger through
the years. He was about the brightest spark I’ve ever struck’,
he spoke Ciceronian Latin while I described mine as more
akin to that of a drunken Roman soldier’. I was fascinated by
the ease with which he used Latin in conversation. He could
quote large sections of the Gospels, as well as others from the
classical Latin authors, and occasionally used quotations
against me. While praising him for his success in an
examination, he was uncertain as to my sincerity and, using
the words of Christ, he said in Latin, ‘This people honours
me with their lips but their hearts are far from me.’ Gus’s
manners and gentility had been honed by long centuries of
cultural development, his intelligence was extraordinary, his
loyalty to, and love for, his family and the homeland he would
never set foot in again were remarkable. On the day of our
ordination in 1930, my heart was shattered when I sat down
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at the refectory table for the festive meal. As on that first day
of my arrival, Gus sat opposite me, but before me there was a
bundle of letters and telegrams of congratulations from my
family and friends in Australia. I did not even look at them
because Gus had received none. Unable to return to China,
where he would have been thrown into prison because he was
marked with the priesthood, Gus died young as a priest in
California, surely still longing for the land and the people to
which he had wanted to give his life.
Three Japanese students arrived in Rome in September
1947. They were among the first Japanese citizens General
Douglas Macarthur had permitted to leave Japan after World
War II. John Sawada, a former captain in the intelligence
section of the Imperial Navy, was an austere aristocrat who
later devoted his life to the poor ofTokyo. Joe Kawaguchi was
a happy chap who smiled incessantly and told me amusing
stories of his army days during which he seemed to have been
constantly in trouble with his sergeants. He did not smile
when he admitted that, in the last days of the war in the
Pacific, starvation among the Japanese troops was so extreme
that cannibalism was not unknown among them. He also
admitted to Reg Crowley, another Australian, that he and his
mates got blind drunk when they heard the news that the war
in the Pacific was finished. The third student, Charlie
Yamada, had not been long with us before suffering a
breakdown. He had been in the seminary when the war began
and was immediately drafted into the army. When he
returned home to Nagasaki after the war, he found that all
11 members of his family had perished under the atomic
bombardment. I experienced no difficulty in relating to
the Japanese and had much fun teasing John Sawada by
asking such questions as whether it was true that special
notes had been printed in Tokyo for use as currency in
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occupied Australia. John neither smiled nor volunteered any
information on such matters.
On that first Sunday, I was taken to my room, number
65, which had a notice on the door simply stating ‘Molony,
Giovanni — Australia. The room was spacious, well lit and
airy, although the furniture — a desk, bed, wardrobe and two
chairs — was minimal. The dome of St Peter’s seemed so close
from my window I felt as if I could almost touch it. It was
rightly called 1 er Cupolone by the Romans, when they still
spoke Romanesco, and takes to itself one word only:
immense. In the shadow of the dome, I was destined to live
for six years and from my room I could tell the time by the
clocks on the facade of the great church. Sometimes when
I lay awake late at night, I looked over to the papal quarters
across the piazza and noted that their sole occupant rarely
went to bed before midnight. With time, I even became
accustomed to the regular pealing of the mighty bells of St
Peter’s and referred to them to home as ‘my friends, the bells’,
who often made a lovely row’. The sampietrini, whose task it
was to take care of the great fabric of the dome, had lived for
centuries on the roof of the basilica and their skills had passed
down through the generations. On a few momentous
occasions, such as the promulgation of the Dogma of the
Assumption on 15 August, 1950, the dome was lit on its
outside surface with oil lamps. Breathless with apprehension,
I watched the diminutive figures of the workmen scrambling
across those vast reaches to put the lamps in place and, later,
to light them.
By an act of audacious recklessness, a small group of
Australian students almost damaged a feature of the dome in
1948. At its very tip there is a golden-coloured metal ball
fixed to a slender, but strong structure. This group, of which
I was one, was permitted to climb right up and into the ball.
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Some form of collective madness overcame us and we rocked
it to and fro on its base. The craftsmen of centuries before had
done their work well; the ball held firm, despite the rocking.
We came away a silent and chastened group when we saw the
piazza hundreds of feet below, to which we could have
crashed to certain death.
I was deeply conscious of the purpose of my being in
Rome and the intensity of my desire to become a priest
almost startles me more than 50 years later. In my first letter
home after my arrival, I wrote, ‘If a man can’t become a good
priest right here in the heart of Christianity, well he has only
himself to blame.’ Although aware that study had to be a large
part of my life, I was determined to ensure that my spiritual
formation was given priority. At Werribee with the Jesuits,
there was never any problem because the means were
constantly at hand to ensure that the main objective never lost
its priority. To take those means, principally of prayer, the
ordering of one’s time and controlling one’s daily relationships
with others, was known as being on the life’. It was assumed,
with some justification, that being ‘on the life’ for seven or
eight years while preparing for the priesthood would result in
living a life as a worthy priest. I had been conscious after
leaving Werribee in late July that my prayer life in particular
had suffered, and I was glad to be in the college where
I expected things to change. The main difficulty was closely
related to the lack of a common language. Pagani, as spiritual
director, was kind and well meaning and he did his best to
give us lectures in the chapel on matters of the spirit. His
Italian was initially beyond our comprehension and his
English, droned through his full beard, was almost as bad.
Furthermore, he spoke to us normally at 6:30 in the morning
before Mass, so that the temptation to go back to sleep, for
me at least, was irresistible. It was soon apparent that being
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‘on the life’ in Rome would be largely a matter of my own
making.
In the first few weeks, there was so much to be done in
seeing Rome itself that little else mattered. Cenci organised
one of our first excursions and its purpose still escapes me.
During the German occupation of the city after the fall of
Mussolini in 1943, a shocking act of reprisal was taken in
response to the killing of about 30 German soldiers, who were
blown up in their truck on Via Rasella in the heart of Rome.
Those responsible were Communist partisans, but the response
of the Germans was grossly savage and indiscriminate. Ten
Roman males for each slain German, with a few more for
good measure and numbering in all 323, were picked up at
random, from homes, trams, off the street and from prisons.
They were labourers, baristas, priests, plumbers, streetsweepers, professors, young and old, Jews, but, in the main,
ordinary Italians. Taken to the Ardeatine Caves, they were all
shot dead and the entrance walled up. The bodies were
excavated a few days before our arrival and we went to the
cave where they lay in plain board coffins. I was stunned at
the sight and, what seemed to make the dreadfulness of the
past even worse, were the few words in Italian, which I was
able to read. They proclaimed, ‘Murdered by the barbarous
Germans.’ Recounting our visit to my parents and referring to
the sentiments expressed in the words ‘barbarous Germans’
rather than to the event itself, I said, ‘It is certainly a thing
that will never tend to unite the world.’
We visited St Peter’s. Its sheer size overwhelmed me and
caused a faint reaction to what I felt was a form of Roman
triumphalism. The marks on the floor that showed how much
St Peter’s outstripped other major churches around the world
in size seemed distasteful and pointless. At the time, I had no
knowledge of the ways of the Counter Reformation so that
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the richness, the colours and sheer splendour of the major
Jesuit church, the Gesü, startled me because they seemed to
be a manifestation of a spirit that bore scarcely any
resemblance to the austerity of the Jesuits I had known at
Werribee. Nonetheless, I found the Sistine Chapel simply
‘glorious’.
I do not now know what feeling I had for the Pope
before my arrival in Rome. He had remained a remote figure
until the first sight I had of him in October 1947, when he
passed by us in St Peter’s wearing the tiara and carried in the
sedia gestatoria. The impression he made on me was
overpowering, not as a man but as ‘the figure of Christ on
Earth’. To this expression of faith, I added the words ‘as
it were’, which seems to indicate that I was unsure of my
grounds. When I saw him on numerous subsequent
occasions, I always tried to think of Peter the Fisherman, also
Bishop of Rome, to whose office Pius XII had succeeded.
I can honestly affirm that I had never had a hero-figure in my
short life and the Pope did not become one. Unquestionably,
I respected and even admired him, and I was prepared to
believe that he lived a saintly life. All I can say of him is that
Pius XII was the only human being I ever feared and I was
not alone in this reaction to him. At the same time, I admit
that he had won the hearts of the Romans when he went to a
bombsite during the allied bombardment of Rome and was
photographed with blood on his white soutane. The actual
target had been the marshalling yards of the Stazione Termini,
near the church of San Lorenzo, but the attempts of the
Americans to obliterate them were ineffective.
We visited San Lorenzo soon after our arrival and it was
a depressing sight because the great edifice had been almost
completely destroyed, but our trip to St Paul’s, which was
intact and set among Australian eucalyptus trees, was a happy
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one. It compensated in part for the pangs I had felt a few days
beforehand, when we heard a news bulletin from Australia
on the long-wave radio accompanied by the laughter of
kookaburras and the chiming of the clock on the Melbourne
Town Hall.
The setting of a grove of eucalypts near St Paul’s came
about because of an English doctor, William Howitt, who
had visited the Victorian goldfields in 1853-54, after which
he wrote an excellent book on the period, Land, Labour and
Gold. Howitt spent his later life as doctor to the British
community in Rome. Without making any connection
between the Pontine marshes, south of the city, and the
mosquitoes which had plagued the Romans for ages, Howitt
was convinced that Australian eucalyptus trees would prove
beneficial in helping to drain the marshes. The monks
planted eucalypts around their abbey at Tre Fontane near
St Paul’s. The trees then spread south of Rome and later around
the whole Mediterranean basin but they did nothing to lessen
the mosquito problem. It was left to Mussolini to drain the
marshes and plant his own little fascist towns in the area.
St Paul’s, one of the four great basilicas and the church
where the bones of the saint are believed to lie, is clothed on
its facade with magnificent mosaics and its interior equals the
beauty of the forecourt. I could not comprehend why, after it
had twice burnt down, in the 12th century and again in
1860, the roof had been rebuilt in wood. I could only
conclude that the pillars would not bear a greater weight. The
grace of the cloisters and the tranquility they offered so struck
me that I decided it would almost be worth becoming
a monk simply to be able to pray there.
We also visited the three little churches of Tre Fontane.
There we were told the story that Paul’s head had bounced on
the ground three times after it was struck off and that three
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fountains had sprung up on those spots. I had great reverence
for Paul and I did not want to hear such trivia. The account
seemed an insult to his memory. Nonetheless, I recounted the
story to home with the caveat that, when hearing about such
things, I always tried to console myself with the thought that
‘Divine Providence’ would not permit them ‘to go on unless
they were genuine’.
Shortly afterwards, I was tested again when we went to
a nearby grotto where it was said that an apparition of Jesus’s
mother, Mary, had been seen shortly before. I watched Cenci
carefully as we prayed there, but he betrayed no outward sign
of his emotions, positive or negative. It came to me that such
things happened in Italy because ‘an apparition is a sign of
weak faith in the people to whom it is granted’. It did not
occur to me that this was a racist conclusion, as well as an
entirely unjustifiable assumption about the strength of my
own faith. At the same time, my confidence in Cenci’s
integrity and sanity was strengthened and I was not surprised
when, three years later, he showed both qualities again, as well
as his deep faith, at Mass. I was at his side as deacon and, after
Communion, I was trying to make sure that I retrieved any
minute particles of the Sacred Host that had fallen on the
altar cloth. He stood there respectfully for a few moments and
then said, ‘Lasciategli agli angeli ’ (Leave them to the angels).
Although I had been reared in a form of Catholicism in
which devotion to Mary was vibrant, our faith had little
connection with the abnormal, including apparitions and
miracles, and we certainly had no expectation of ever
encountering such things. We said the Rosary with varying
degrees of devotion and Mary was turned to constantly in
times of need, because it was taken for granted that, in the
household of Heaven, the mother would be listened to and
her requests would be heeded. My judgment of Italian
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Catholicism, however, was that devotion to ‘the Madonna
was exaggerated and I even concluded that the English
practised the healthiest form of Catholicism. In my brashness,
I gave no support for this assertion and I was taken aback
when Arnold Lunn, an English convert of some fame as a
writer and mountaineer who visited the college, told us that
he thought it would be harder to convert the English than the
Russians. His grounds were that the English lacked altruism’
and were ‘self-centered’ while among the Russians there was
some hope because the Communists at least looked to
making the world a better place.
Settling into life in the college proved both interesting
and effortless, although I pined for some of the things I had
left behind and wrote home to ask for copies of the Sporting
Globe, as well as John O’Brien’s Around the Boree Log and a
copy of Banjo Paterson’s poems. Listening to the radio was
rarely permitted and we had no access to newspapers except
the official Vatican paper, LOsservatore Romano, which would
have scarcely interested us even if we had been able to
comprehend it. One could leave the college only in threes,
except for the regular Thursday afternoon excursions, when
the whole camerata wound through the streets in pairs like
a large eel on a visit to the Forum, a church or a museum. The
only social event of those first months took place shortly
before Christmas when, with Bede Heather and Brian
Gallagher, I visited the Beda College down in the city for
afternoon tea. The Beda had been founded to prepare mature
men for the priesthood in England, but it occasionally
accepted an Australian student there. I was astounded to be
introduced to a former doctor, an ex-major in the Goldstream
Guards, an actor, an ambassador, a reporter and several
Anglican ministers. They were all jolly chaps with whom we
enjoyed ‘the harmless pleasure of smoking’. This estimate of
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smoking was strengthened when, in his Former house, I saw
the pipe and tobacco that had belonged to St Paul of the
Cross and I concluded that ‘smoking can’t be such a vice after
all!’ The ‘vice’, however, was not permitted at Propaganda
except on rare occasions and at the time I should not have
been smoking at all for a reason that had nothing to do with
rules and regulations.
My ill health began with a large boil on the back of my
neck, which was attended to by a physician, Professor Mario
Fontana, in whose services the college rejoiced because he was
one of the papal medical team and was, incidentally, head of
the team when Pope John Paul II died suddenly in 1978.
Instead of lancing the boil, Fontana almost leapt on my neck
in an attempt to burst it with his fingers. He eventually
succeeded but, for the first time in my life, I fainted.
About the end of November, I began to feel a pain in
my stomach shortly before each meal. Eating an apple seemed
to relieve the pain slightly until, one Sunday morning during
High Mass, the pain became so acute that I fled from the
chapel to my room. Cenci noticed my exit and followed
me. X-rays were taken which revealed a stomach ulcer.
Dr Fontana, who made snipping movements at my stomach,
graphically illustrated the required operation. Cenci had
suffered from the same ailment and had recovered from the
operation and he did his best to prepare me for the
forthcoming ordeal. At the time, I was in a state of mental
turmoil, not so much because I feared the operation but
rather because I feared that ill health would force my return
home and perhaps even make it impossible for me to proceed
to the priesthood. Compared with the latter, the prospect of
an untimely death seemed of small moment. Shortly before
I went into the hospital, Father Jim English, who was on his
way home to Williamstown where he was curate, visited me.
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I cried when I told him of my sickness and begged him not to
tell my parents about it. He remained true to his word, and
I said nothing about the ulcer to home until two years later.
Jimmy Knox was also gentle and kind with me; he advised me
to undergo surgery and not alarm my parents about the state
of my health.
The hospital was called San Stefano in Rotondo after
the extraordinary round church of San Stefano to which it
was adjacent. The Little Company of Mary, known as the
Blue Nuns because of the colour of their habits, were in
charge of the hospital. Two of my Mclnerney cousins, Eileen
and Rita, were Blue Nuns nursing at home in Australia. This
relationship had been brought to the attention of the
Australian nuns in the Roman hospital, several of whom
visited me in my room with evident anxiety. Towards evening,
an elderly Australian nursing nun, who had spent the greater
part of her life in Rome and had a wide circle of people to
whom she could turn for aid, entered my room. She talked to
me, felt my stomach, kept ‘tut-tutting’ and said very little
except that I was too young and strong to have to undergo an
operation. This seemed to be contradictory to me because
I was glad to be young and strong in the face of an impending
operation the next morning. She left, but within an hour
returned, accompanied by a thin, greying, delicate gentleman
who spoke very little English. Sister explained that he was
professor of ailments of the stomach at the University
of Rome. He examined me and called for the X-rays. Within
a few hours, I was back in my bed at the college.
What followed was so trying that I sometimes wondered
whether the operation would have been a neater solution.
Twice weekly for nine months I was injected with the contents
of a large syringe full of penicillin. Gaetano, a delightful and
kind servant of the college, was the infermiere in charge of the
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sick and he undertook the role of injector. The procedure
became an increasingly painful joke between us as he tried to
find a spot on my buttocks or lower back that was not already
black and blue from the repeated assaults. My problem was to
stop laughing long enough for him to do the job.
The other part of the treatment was a regime known as
cibo bianco, white food, which continued for two years. Wine
and smoking were forbidden, as were citrus fruits, fried food
and any kind of food cooked in oil. I became accustomed to
drinking milk and water, but the incessant routine of flaccidlooking spaghetti with cheese and no sauce, pale veal, mashed
potatoes, a kind of junket or jelly, and endless apples and raw
eggs, which I learned to swallow without tasting them as
they went down, appalled me. This regime probably also
accounted for my harsh appraisal of the food at Propaganda,
which better judges have assured me surpassed anything to
which we had been accustomed in the Australian seminaries.
Cenci watched over me like a father and upbraided me
when I transgressed the boundaries. Some of the students
who took their turn waiting at table, and who themselves
would have enjoyed the veal and other delicacies, made fun of
me when they brought the food to my place. The nuns were
solicitous and sometimes gave me little treats, such as a piece
of chicken or a special pudding. They prepared the food in a
basement kitchen, which we never entered, and refused to use
our surnames, given the understandable difficulty of
pronouncing many of them. They knew me only by number
and the waiters took to calling me ‘ cento quaranta' (140) so
that I quickly became the only student in the college whose
number, familiar to everybody, was often shouted out in halls
or on the playing field. This minor irritant became tedious.
Whatever the merits of the cibo bianco, the penicillin
soon took its effect and the pain disappeared. The ulcer,
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revealed years later to have been present by subsequent X-rays
of its scarring, has never returned. A few years ago, I read that
courageous Australian doctors had risked their reputation to
prescribe a drug, rather than a scalpal, as a cure for stomach
ulcers. It is an honour to recognise, with profound thankfulness,
the Italian physician who successfully took the same risk more
than 50 years ago. I am obliged to record that I have never
since eaten a raw egg and I recoil from most forms of
cibo bianco.
By November 1947, winter was well upon us and it
became clear that the cold of a Roman winter was something
to be borne with difficulty. Winds blew from the distant
Apennines and even the hills near Rome were snow-capped.
I admitted to home that the cold of the last week
of December 1947 seemed to cut through me, despite the
large overcoat, known as a zimarra, with which we had been
issued. However, the proximity of Christmas raised our
spirits. A college orchestra had been formed to prepare some
suitable music for the coming festivities. Eugene Kenny, who
was a tenor with a powerful voice and who often took the role
of soloist, Gerry Moylan, bass, Brian Gallagher, baritone, and
Dick Connolly, whose vocal talents ranged widely, made their
debut as a barbershop quartet. Des O’Hagan, who was aware
of my past involvement in that field, approached me to play
the trombone in the orchestra. I flatly refused and asserted
that ‘I won’t take on anything like that again’. It has to be
admitted that I have never been invited to do so.
Every camerata was encouraged to have its own
particular crib and ours was made by the Arabs, which
pleased me because I accepted that they, before all others,
would have particular knowledge of what the Holy Land,
including a stable, looked like. On Christmas Eve, we sang
carols and Tony Taxt, who had an excellent voice, sang
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Silent Night in German. The Australians, by tradition, made
the Christmas pudding, which seemed to involve lengthy and
arcane sessions in the kitchen in which I took no part other
than offering warm encouragement to the cooks. It was a big
success at Christmas dinner, at least partly because, as I remarked
in my letter home, the sauce was ‘almost pure cognac’. We
were unaware that Dick Connolly, in charge of the pudding
preparation, unsuccessfully tried to light the cognac on the
first pudding not knowing that it had to be heated first. Mick
Tobin solved the problem by adding a couple of spoonfuls of
methylated spirits and all those in the dining room were
startled by the effect.

chapter seven

POLITICS AND
PRIESTHOOD

There were men alive in the Vatican in 1948 who had heard
tales from old men about the turmoil of 1848. Among them
were Pius XII, his secretary of state, Domenico Tardini, and
the young Giovanni Montini, who was to become Paul VI.
For good reasons, they had been given pause for thought
when they compared their day with that of the past. In the
face of Italian revolutionaries, led by Mazzini and Garibaldi,
Pio Nono (Pope Pius IX) had been forced to flee the city over
which he reigned as king. On Easter Sunday 1849, Mazzini
spoke to the people assembled in St Peter’s Square flanked by
an excommunicated priest, Emiliano Luigi Spola, whose
audacity was such that he stood in the papal place and gave
the blessing to the city and the world. Meanwhile, Pio Nono
languished on the coast at Gaeta until the French put a stop
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to the goings-on in Rome and the Pope returned on 12 April,
1830. He was a changed man determined to set his face
against all forms of modernity, but intransigence did not save
his throne and, by 1870, Pio Nonos kingdom was reduced to
the Vatican and its gardens.
These things were remembered well and in the Vatican
the question in early 1948 was whether history would repeat
itself, for it seemed that the barbarians, this time in the guise
of Italian communists, were at the gates again. Who could
gainsay them were they to win the elections set down for
April that year? Would a pope again be forced to flee Rome
and what would become of the Vatican, the Roman Curia
and its officials? There was even concern that men from other
countries who were training for the priesthood in Rome
might be forced to join the Pope in flight.
The Italian Communist Party had won a massive
following on the peninsula among large segments of the
population. Memories of communist leadership of the
partisan movement that had struggled valiantly against the
German invaders were vivid, poverty and misery were
widespread, there was some resentment against the Americans
and their Marshall aid and the triumphant march of Russian
communism throughout eastern Europe seemed a beacon of
hope to many. The Italian Party was well organised with
trained personnel, an extensive press corps and a propaganda
machine of considerable power.
In the Vatican, the basis of hope was that the Catholics
would come out on polling day and vote for the Christian
Democratic Party led by Alcide De Gasperi. A Sicilian priest,
Luigi Sturzo, had deliberately set himself against any direct
involvement with the Church when he founded the party in
1919 with the name Partito Popolare Italiano. Mussolini,
with the compliance of Pius XI, had exiled Sturzo, the
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leadership of the party had been destroyed and De Gasperi
had been forced to seek haven in the Vatican as a junior
librarian. With its name changed and its leadership prepared
to accept the role as the only line of defence for the Church
against communism, the Partito Popolare, transformed into
the Christian Democrat Party, had little option but to march
to the polls as the secular arm of the Church.
Walled up in Propaganda, we had little knowledge of the
great affairs taking place around us and the college authorities,
including Cenci, never once spoke to us of political matters or
warned us of any impending danger. I was aware that some
news of what was occurring would reach home and I initially
took pains to reassure my parents. In late November 1947,
I firmly asserted that there was no sign of any revolutionary
movement afoot in the city and explained that ‘Rome is as
peaceful as Melbourne on a wet Sunday, which Melbournians
of that period will remember as a peace of almost stupefying
profundity. By February 1948, I was prepared to admit that
there was a feeling of some anxiety about the result of the
impending elections and that, since the fall of Czechoslovakia,
the question was being asked ‘Who is next?’, with the Russians
demanding that the Finns get themselves a government
prepared to collaborate. I conceded that the communists had
a solid chance of winning, which would mean that going home
was on the cards, but I said firmly that I had no wish to do so.
It seemed appropriate, however, to admit we were fortunate to
have British passports and that the British Embassy had been
collecting all our particulars and had formulated a plan to
evacuate us. I deplored the state of ‘unhappy Italy in her
turmoil with the Red scourge of the world’, and, by early
March, the mood had deepened with the situation ‘becoming
graver each day’. In my view, there was the possibility of
a revolution in Italy if the communists failed to win.
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Perhaps the deliberate decision of our superiors to
remain detached from the situation around us impressed me
because I reminded Mother of her having once remarked that
the men trained at Propaganda seemed to become politically
minded. I told her that I hoped never to become such a man
because there was no sadder sight than a political priest.
Nonetheless, as if to belie this assertion, I gave it as my
opinion that there would be no war between Russia and the
US because the struggle was now over ideology rather than
territory. I did admit, however, that the Russians were worried
lest the communists lose in Italy because their dream for the
conquest of the West would then be finished. I went further
and said that there was much concern in Italy about the
Marshall Plan and enlarged on this with ‘the Italian is on the
whole very proud of his race and doesn’t want to think that he
is going to be utterly dependent on America and be dictated
to by the Washington charity stalls’. This remark was
prompted by my fear that the threats of the Americans to
withdraw aid were Italy to go ‘left’ would prove counter
productive. I have no idea whether these opinions were my
own or whether I heard or read them, but I had no access to
newspapers, journals or the wireless. The run-up to the
elections stood only on the edge of life in the college, which
maintained its own tenor. Some of us had our own worries
and the Arabs, Lebanese and Egyptians were on ‘tenterhooks’
lest there be war in Palestine. I wrote to home, ‘The poor Jew.
I think he is destined never to have his fatherland or have it in
peace anyhow.’
To remind us of home, we had a visit from Archbishop
Duhig of Brisbane, who told us how deeply disturbed he was
by the threat made by the ALP to nationalise the banks, and
by Bishop Gsell of Darwin, who spoke about other matters.
A native of Alsace Lorraine, Bishop Gsell had lost his first
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language after 51 years in Australia and found on his recent
visit to his aged mother that they could not speak to each
other. His account of the visit reminded me of the story in
French I had read at school called La derniere classe (The Last
Class). It was a tale set in the immediate aftermath of the
annexation of Alsace Lorraine by Germany in 1871. At a
primary school in a small village, the teacher told the children
with infinite sadness that they would be unable to continue
their lessons in French but had to adopt German.
On a more cheerful note, the old bishop told us about
his 150 ‘wives’ and I do not recollect having asked myself
whether his behaviour was destructive of Aboriginal society.
The ‘wives’ were young, often very young, Aboriginal girls
who were to be given in marriage, mostly polygamous, to
elderly men. Gsell ‘bought’ them from their prospective
husbands, cared for and educated them at his mission and
prepared them for marriage to younger, Aboriginal men of
their own choice whom he deemed emphatically more
suitable as grooms. His purpose was humane rather than an
act of proselytism, but he admitted that in 50 years he had
never converted an adult Aborigine once he had undergone
tribal initiation. I could not comprehend this and it worried
me deeply. I asked myself whether it was possible that
a cultural barrier could be so strong that it posed an
insuperable obstacle to God’s grace or was there some deeper
and hidden element in the initiation rite? I have no answer
to the question.
We always used the Italian word gita for a picnic or
outing and, on 10 February, 1948, some of us went on an
hour’s tram ride to the summer villa of the college for the day.
The villa stood in the papal gardens at Castel Gandolfo in the
Alban Hills south of Rome and, on the way, we passed the
Ciampino Airport, the airport of Rome, which consisted
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mostly of piles of rubbish left over from its bombardment in
the recent war, although the runways were again in use. We
also glimpsed the old Roman aqueduct running down into
the city from the hills and I noticed that there were people
living under the arches. They had put up frail walls on both
sides of an arch and, in that way, they made a room with at
least a solid roof over it. My early priestly ministry was later
passed among those very people. On arrival in the hills, we ate
our lunch on what was said to be the site of Hannibal’s camp
at Rocca di Papa from which spot he, and we, could look
down on Rome about 20 miles away.
The hill towns, principally the major one of Albano,
had suffered shocking bombardment in 1944 from the
Americans and the Propaganda villa had not escaped. The
German Marshal, Kesselring, had his headquarters nearby
and had used his heavy artillery to rain down shells on the
allied troops bogged down in the winter mud on the coast at
Anzio-Nettuno where they had landed. Con Keogh and
Grove Johnston had kept a copy of the Roman daily, II
Messaggero, with the headline ‘“BLOODY SHIT” DICE IL
NEMICO’ (‘The enemy says “Bloody shit’”), which, of
course, referred to the mud.
Fleeing the bombing, many people had taken shelter in
the college villa thinking that a building so close to the
summer residence of the Pope would be a safe haven. Our
arrival coincided with the third anniversary of the death of
500 poor souls in the villa and we attended the Stations of the
Cross, held on the road outside the building. Apart from the
evident sorrow of the locals whose families had been stricken,
the main thing I noticed was how thin and miserable they
seemed. The Italian people had suffered greatly because their
dictator, when spurned by the British, had embraced the
quest for greatness in the wake of the German madman. The
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quest in the end led to the humiliation of a highly civilised
nation and the great suffering of its people, during and after
the war.
Each nation represented in the college was allowed to
celebrate one day of the year as its National Day. I was
saddened and curious to find that the Australians’ celebration
was to be St Patrick’s Day, although we tried to keep 24 May,
the feast of Our Lady Help of Christians, as a separate and
special occasion given that there was no such celebration as
Australia Day. I fully accepted the importance of St Patrick in
a church that owed so much to Ireland, but I could not
understand why our sense of nationality was so weak that we
had no day of our own to celebrate. The Irish Ambassador to
the Holy See kindly invited us to join him and his people to
do what we seemed incapable of doing ourselves, celebrate a
National Day. Some of my bile I expressed to home by
remarking that after all we are very remotely Irish, some not
even that’ and I then hurled a juvenile sneer at Ambassadors
to the Holy See who had nothing more important on which
to expend their energies than ‘telling one another lies at
cocktail parties’.
Carnevale was preceded by a day of prayer in reparation
for the sins that would be committed during the festivity.
This seemed a theological oddity to me in that it impinged on
the concept of free will because to do penance for sins as yet
uncommitted implied that sin itself was an inevitability.
Whether this scruple affected my prayer I cannot remember.
In any case, Lent was not especially rigorous, except that the
weekly film was suspended. Unable to draw on a common
culture with its own literature through which we could be
formed, Cenci used the cinema as a potential substitute. He
made a careful selection of the films so that we saw much of
the work of the Italian neo-realist school, including Rosellini’s
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Roma, cittä aperta and, soon after it came out in 1948, de
Sica’s Ladri di biciclette, which was acted entirely by non
professionals. All of them made an impression on me but
1 felt that things were slightly overdone when Cenci led a
‘ Discussione del film after each showing because he was
determined to profit from all the things he judged to be good
for the formation of our minds and spirits. To our relief, some
of his selections were less serious, but I found it strange
hearing my favourite actor, Leslie Howard, speaking Italian in
The First ofthe Few, which I had seen at home.
At the end of Lent, we had a three-day retreat, which
I was determined to take seriously by spending it in prayer.
It seemed well for me to take some greater care in the
formation of my soul than engage in worries about an
uncertain future. I had the added grounds that my spiritual
life had suffered and that to forgo the grace of a good retreat
could prove to be a disaster because, surely quoting an
unacknowledged source, I said that ‘I fear Jesus passing by’.
The retreat was followed by an ordination to the priesthood
of two Yugoslavs by the Cardinal, who wept tears during the
ceremony fearing that, now aged 76, it would be his last
ordination. The families of the Slavs got as far as Belgrade on
their way to the ordination, where the Yugoslav authorities
refused to allow them to proceed to Rome. The two new
priests could not return home and thus they had become
‘citizens of the world’.
Unlike Pio Nono, Pius XII was able to give his blessing
from the loggia of St Peter’s on Easter Sunday. A plane flew
over the piazza dropping leaflets that urged the people to vote
and the Pope, carefully refraining from indicating for whom
they should vote, kept repeating the words ‘O Romani’ in a
plaintive voice. He implored them to come to the aid of the
Church by going to the polls. By this time, there were
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constant political meetings throughout the city at which the
communists drew large crowds. We could hear the orators on
loudspeakers below the college berating Truman and De
Gasperi amid the constant singing of the Internazionale. The
walls of every building in the city were plastered with election
placards, one of which was of particular interest to us: a
Vatican monsignor named Cippico had recently been
imprisoned for fraudulent dealings of some kind and his
image, in clerical attire, appeared everywhere with the words,
‘Were Monsignor Cippico able to vote he would vote for the
Christian Democrats.’ The emblem of the Christian
Democrats was a shield pseudo) with a cross on it and another
poster ran ‘ Vuoi essere fregato! Vota scudo crociato! ’ (Do you
want to be cheated? Vote for the shield with the cross!).
I found these electoral manoeuvres clever and faintly amusing
but, given the serious effect they had on the Christian
Democrat cause, I kept my reactions to myself. Nonetheless,
by early April, it was generally conceded that the Communist
Party was losing ground.
My 21st birthday fell on 15 April, 1948, and one high
point was the arrival from home of a parcel that included
several tins of jam. Another was a ‘call’ in class. It was
customary in the university for each professor to select one
lecture day in the scholastic year at the start of which he
would call out the names of all students enrolled in his
subject. Absence meant a particularly difficult oral
examination at the end of the year, but presence had its own
hazard. After the call, one student would be chosen at
random to expound for the rest of the hour on the material
that had been covered in the previous three months. It was a
draconian system ill-suited to a university but, given that no
written work was required throughout the year, it was one
way of ensuring attendance and attention.
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Father Cornelius Damen, an elderly Dutch
Redemptorist, regarded as the leading scholar in his field in
Rome, taught us moral theology. He had published two long
books on his subject from which he regularly quoted saying,
‘The author says’, and he expected us to quote him back to
himself in examinations. On 15 April, 1948, some perverse
fate determined that Damen would call the roll and then ask
Maurice Otunga to enlighten us on the material he had been
taught. Poor Maurice, confused, inept at the time in Latin
and probably petrified, remained standing in silence. After
what seemed an eternity, Damen said ‘ Sedeas and Maurice
resumed his seat. I was immediately on guard because it was
well known that Damen selected names that were easily
pronounced. He returned to the roll and called on ‘Domine
Molony’. I stood and immediately explained to Damen that
in my country it was customary to give a present to a person
celebrating their 21st birthday and here he was giving me the
present of a ‘call’. He joined in the peals of laughter from the
150 or so students, but insisted that I proceed by giving him
and the student body a present of the knowledge I had gained
from the lectures. 1 did so, but remain unclear how acceptable
my lean offering proved to be.
The elections were held throughout Italy on 18 April in
a peaceful atmosphere. I can only assume that our superiors,
all being Italians except for Jimmy Knox, went out to vote
but, again, no mention was made of the whole affair and we
were never asked to pray that there would be a favourable
outcome for the Church. It was as if Propaganda was in Italy,
but not part of it, which, given the legal status of the college
as Vatican territory, was correct. Although eight million
Italians voted for the Communist Party, 250,000 of them in
Rome, the Christian Democrats had a comfortable win and
‘we’ even won in Milan. I was absolutely convinced that
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communism was ‘on the down at last in Europe’. The down
proved to be very protracted: after Italy survived in 1948, the
Soviets made no further successful inroads in Western
Europe.
I had made it plain to Mother that study was ‘only a
small part of preparation for the priesthood’ and asserted that
spiritual formation was paramount. Yet, study had become
almost disastrously central to my life in the months preceding
the elections. On 17 October, 1947, Joannes Neylon Molony
was officially enrolled as a student in the Faculty of Theology
at the Pontificia Universitas Urbania De Propaganda Fide. My
first problem was easily solved. The secretary of the university
told me that the photo in my libellus, the official booklet in
which our results were marked and subsequent degrees
entered, was ‘ troppo brutto (too ugly) and that I had to replace
it with a better one. He also insisted on calling me Neylon
Molony, which I happily accepted. I took no notice of his
displeasure with the photo but the surname Molony proved at
times to be a problem, as proven in the case of Damen.
Like the college, the university was a modern and
gracious building and was situated only a short walk away in
the same grounds on the Janiculum. With us, ecclesiastical
students from several of the national colleges scattered around
the city made up the student body, but it lacked any cohesive
nature. We met each other only in passing and had no
organisational structure to represent us. Our lecturers, all
called ‘Professore’, were drawn from many European
nationalities, but most were Italians. Each had his published
works on which he based his lectures and examinations.
The workload in Rome in the Faculty of Theology was
excessive if undertaken to extremes. There were eight
principal subjects in the first year, not including Hebrew,
Biblical Greek and sacred art. The main group included
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patrology (the study of the writings of the early fathers of the
Church), history and archaeology. A friar named Casamassa
taught patrology and I became immediately interested in his
material, while worried by his appearance. He was, so we
gathered, completely bald and wore a hat, which he never
removed, even when he said the prayer before a lecture. We
were told that his baldness was a result of his having been
gassed in World War I. The two ‘fathers’ of the early Church
on whose writings he was a world expert were Tertullian and
Origen, neither of whom had, nor have, found much favour
with theologians since. To my surprise, he taught us about
them, their writings and their times as if to say that he was
generally satisfied with their orthodoxy.
History lay in the hands of a Belgian, Callaey, whose
subject I enjoyed most of all. A layman, Rossi, taught
archaeology and it was enlivened by his being the leader of
the team excavating under St Peter’s for the tomb of the
Apostle. The core subjects, scripture, fundamental theology,
apologetics and moral theology, had, perforce, to occupy the
greater part of our time. All subjects, including Hebrew and
Greek, were taught in Latin. The textbooks were also in Latin,
as were the examinations, whether written or oral. In the first
months, the accents of the lecturers proved as great an
obstacle to understanding as did the Latin in which they
taught. Ranging through Italian, Dutch, Belgian, Spanish and
assorted other accents, embracing Latin from the Ciceronian
period to that of the Middle Ages, the medium of teaching
was a difficulty with which some students scarcely coped.
I was fortunate that, graced by a moderately quick ear, I felt at
ease after a few weeks.
Colloquial and fluent Italian, spoken or heard, took
longer and I initially resented its imposition in the college
though I accepted that the need for a common language was
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imperative. Fortunately French, in which I rapidly acquired
some fluency based on the grammar and vocabulary I had
picked up at school, was widely spoken in the college and
I enrolled in a course in advanced French on Saturday
mornings.
It quickly became clear to me that there is no better way
of learning a language than by listening to, and speaking with,
its native speakers and I distinctly remember the joy I felt
when, one evening on a tram a few months after our arrival in
Rome, I realised that I could make sense of the scraps of
conversation among the people around me. The Italian spoken
in the college understandably lacked a good deal of refinement
and our accents suffered from our inability to overcome the
tones we had acquired in our own languages. No Roman
would ever take me for a fellow citizen of the city, but at least
I could communicate freely with them. As the years passed
and, especially when I was able to spend more time out of the
college among the people, my Italian improved considerably.
Curiously, I was sometimes mistaken for a Roman.
Lectures at the university were finished for the day by
lpm and there was no system of tutorials. We took our
examinations for the degrees of Bachelor after two years but it
was only a preliminary step towards a higher degree called the
Licentiate. The Licentiate was the equivalent of a medieval
Master’s degree in that the recipient thereby acquired a licence
to teach the material in question at university level. Field at the
end of the fourth year of theology, the examination began with
a written paper, which had to be passed as proof that one was
fit to sit for the oral exam, on which the results were based. In
effect, every examination was decided on the results of the
oral, conducted exclusively in Latin, which initially proved an
ordeal for many students, and a lasting one for some. The final
examination for the Licentiate amounted to a grilling by the
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lecturers in the main subjects. The weather was invariably hot
in June and, sometimes fortified by a glass or more of beer, the
lecturers fired questions at the student for an hour.
The university library was virtually useless because it
held no recently published works of any value or interest.
There were numerous dusty tomes on its shelves, mainly
treating medieval philosophy and theology. Only the
innocent or keenest students ever felt they would benefit by
crossing its threshold. On my visit there a few years ago, I was
pleased to note that all had changed and the library is now an
effective, modern, working institution. In the college itself
there was no library, although the English-speaking students
over the years had gathered a few books, very few among
them of an academic nature. All these factors meant that, as
students, we were left entirely to our own efforts and
resources, upon which we sank or swam. Unsurprisingly, and
in the main, we acquired little more than a smattering of
knowledge of the minor subjects to which we were
introduced. The far greater part of our time had to be devoted
to the major ones were we to pass the examinations.
In 1847, precisely 100 years before I entered Propaganda,
John Henry Newman had passed seven months in the college
preparing for ordination to the Catholic priesthood. He was
expected to attend three lectures daily at the university but,
given the level of teaching and the way the material was
treated, Newman quickly decided that he was wasting his
time and spent his hours reading. In contrast, we were in no
such position and were forced to submit ourselves to the
existing system of pedagogy, even though there seemed to be
grounds to believe that there had been no significant
development since Newman’s day.
I had become a serious student at Werribee with a
genuine love of study and I wished to maintain that standard.
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The next few months, however, remain almost a chasm in my
memory and can be brought back only by small scraps of
written evidence. I have always believed that those months
were decisive in marking any intellectual development of
which I was capable. It is not too much to say that in a period
of six months or so in Rome, I went through an ordeal,
mainly intellectual, that I look back on with thinly veiled
horror. I make no excuse for the fact that my state of health
was an impediment to my application to study. The lecturers
at the university, as far as I am aware, had no knowledge of it.
The Dean of the Faculty of Theology was Pietro
Parente, whom some called ‘the theologian of Rome’. In the
1930s, Parente had been summarily dismissed as rector of the
college and expelled from Rome by Pius XI in response to
complaints laid before him by students about the harsh and
dictatorial regime he had set up. It was widely believed that
the final blow for Pius XI was struck when he heard that
Parente had locked a student in his room to prevent him from
returning home to China, which his bishop had ordered him
to do. Parente, it seems, was intent on keeping the student,
said to be very gifted intellectually, to do a doctorate in
theology in Rome. Once exiled, Parente immediately found a
niche as Professor of Theology in Naples and returned to
Rome after the death of Pius XI in 1939. By 1947, his
method of dealing with students, as Dean of the Faculty and
Professor of Dogmatic Theology, remained unchanged. The
great Dominican theologian, Yves Congar, later said that
Parente was a fascist and a monophysite. I have no grounds
for denying the former, but I never heard him teach that there
was only one composite nature in Christ.
Within a few weeks of my enrolment, my scholastic life
was interrupted by a call to Parente’s office. He told me that,
notwithstanding my bishop’s clear instructions, he was
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unwilling to accept that my philosophical preparation at
Werribee was sufficient to undertake theology. As soon as
I could arrange the matter with the respective lecturers, I had
to take examinations in four major subjects in philosophy in
which he judged me to be deficient — cosmology, psychology,
ethics and natural theology. I was required to pass them all
satisfactorily or I would be struck off as a student of theology.
What would then happen to me was not mentioned.
I understood and accepted Parente’s reasoning and
could not but agree with him, given my own awareness of my
deficiencies, in that I knew very little of the material in
question other than what I had picked up in general reading or
conversation at Werribee. Nevertheless, my hands were tied as
my bishop had insisted that I begin theology immediately.
Parente had not contested that decision. He simply made it all
but impossible for me to fulfil it. His decision marked the end
of the matter. Besides, Fumasoni, who at that stage I had met
only briefly, had agreed with him. I was told to arrange with
the respective professors to present myself for examinations in
the philosophy subjects before the end of January, which gave
me only about three months to prepare. In the meantime,
I also had to try to keep up with the program in theology.
To my immense relief, but perhaps to my lasting
detriment, the philosophy examinations were negotiated to
the satisfaction of my examiners. Parente accepted the verdict
without any protest to me, but Joannes Molony remained
permanently in his sights. I imagine that I learned some slight
vestiges of philosophy during the mad scramble of pouring
reams of largely abstruse reasoning into my head in a few
months, but I have not since claimed to have been a student
of philosophy. Its loss has been a source of grief to me because
I had imagined at Werribee that I possessed some aptitude in
the discipline.
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The marks in first year were out of 10 with a pass mark
of six. I still have my Libellus lnscriptioms at the university and
seeing my first-year results surprised me. I am astounded that
I scored 8.5 for Hebrew and eight for Greek, both of which
were taught in Latin, as was German, which I took as an
elective later in my course. I have no memory of the teacher
of Greek, but a ferocious, heavily bearded Lebanese priest
named Pietro Sfair, who became a bishop in our time, taught
Hebrew. He was the terror of all those he taught. His outrage
at the Australians was unbounded, and he regarded us as
barbarians who would not even take sufficient trouble to
pronounce correctly the name of God in Hebrew. At the same
time, I was convinced that he harboured, and had hidden, his
sneaking admiration for us because we refused to quail before
his onslaughts. Rossi gave me full marks for archaeology and
invited me to come to him after graduation at the Lateran
University, where he also taught, to do my doctorate in the
subject. Genesio Turcio, very old and very learned as well as
very overweight, taught sacred art. He sometimes dozed off
after asking a question. Eugene Kenny was forced to wake
him on one occasion, otherwise he would have sat there
interminably. Turcio gave me a nine, which was his normal
mark. My overall mark in all subjects was eight.
The results are beguiling. I had started to dream in
Latin after months of intense reading in it, and plaintively
told Mother that ‘there was a time when I was quite sane’.
After the examinations, I spent a good deal of time
consciously trying to drive from my mind the material I had
forced into it. It was the same sensation as the need to expel
undigested food from one’s system, and I often felt that my
head ran the danger of bursting like the boil Fontana had
assaulted on my neck. To help in the act of expulsion, I read
voraciously. Any kind of rubbish I could lay my hands on in
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English, French or Italian was consumed, and, in later years,
I sometimes wondered what language I had originally read a
certain title in. Gradually, my mind seemed to recover and my
ulcer certainly did.
In the event, I had passed 15 examinations, which
seemed to indicate that I had spent the year to some good
purpose. In the long term, however, it was a disastrous one.
Many years later, I again began to think of myself as a scholar.
But by June 1948, my brain was exhausted, I was much
reduced in bodily health and my will to fight on had taken an
enormous battering. The interesting things in retrospect are
that I have no recollection of ever wanting to give up my
pursuit of the priesthood, or of thinking about going home to
Australia. If anything, my determination to persevere grew
firmer. Yet my nerves were clearly shot to pieces and even my
beloved bells had begun to wear me down. Full summer was
on us, Rome became hotter week by week, and it was time to
leave for the villa, where we arrived on 2 July, 1948.
I was delighted to be away from the 'bustle, noise and
heat of Rome’ and reported that ‘you can almost feel the
silence here’. Its prefect, Brian Ashby, a New Zealander and
later Bishop of Christchurch, led the third camerata. Brian, a
good man in all other respects, was much taken with his meed
of authority and wielded it in ways that failed to impress me
as a member of the camerata. Going to the villa led me to
expect a considerable relaxation of the regime prevailing in
Rome. We rose at six rather than 5:30, there were no lectures
and there was a greater degree of free time, but we were not
allowed to leave the villa except on a weekly gita or with
special permission. In all else, life was much the same.
Alcide De Gasperi, now firmly entrenched as Prime
Minister of Italy, had a summer villa close to our own. Fie
sometimes attended weekday Mass in our chapel with his
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daughter and, seeing him, ‘fine looking’ and seemingly
‘capable’ of running the country effectively, gave me an
assurance that all was well. Nonetheless, for two days after
Palmiro Togliatti, leader of the Italian Communist Party, was
shot in mid-July, we were compelled to remain within the
villa for fear of reprisals. This meant that we could not go out
on our usual gita and it appears that I blamed this on
Togliatti, saying he was a bloodthirsty Communist’ who had
the misfortune to be shot by a bigger fool than himself’. The
year had taken its toll on me, and I was rapidly becoming an
intolerant young prig. What I did not realise was that
Togliatti was neither bloodthirsty nor a fool, but a man of
culture, a humanist and a friend of Don Guiseppe de Luca.
He was grateful to de Luca for nourishing his own faith in the
salvation of humanity, while recognising that they reached
that faith from opposite sides of a river. Togliatti also tried to
give Italian communism its own Italian, more human face,
but it was a hopeless task given the determination of Stalin to
set up puppet regimes throughout Europe modelled on that
which prevailed in Soviet Russia. My lack of charity towards
some people deserved condemnation, but I have never
regretted my anticommunism believing that it was based on
rationality rather than emotion.
The villa itself was a crazy building of winding
staircases and hidden rooms. It was a mixture of architecture,
which was centuries old in the chapel with modern additions
built since the bombing of 1944. One lasting benefit
stemmed from the bombing. On his visit to Rome to receive
his cardinal’s hat in 1946, Norman Gilroy, the Archbishop of
Sydney, decided to donate funds so that a swimming pool
could be set down where a bomb had left a large crater about
30 metres from the main building. The pool was an immense
boon to the students, especially to the Australians, who spent
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much time in it. A swimming carnival was held: Frank Little,
Charlie Yamada and Dick Connolly finished first, second and
third in the breaststroke, but the men reared on the beaches
of Sydney dominated most of the events. We also had a fine
tennis court and the Australians quickly cleared a piece of the
extensive grounds for a dirt cricket pitch. Hitting the ball to
leg often resulted in it going over the wall into the papal
grounds, where the gardeners did not appreciate our climbing
over to retrieve it. Those gardens also had a small area for
cattle, among which there was a fine specimen that gave us
some amusement; in that way we became aware of the
existence of a genuine papal bull.
A few weeks into the holidays, Pius XII arrived at his
own villa a kilometre along the road in Castel Gandolfo. Each
afternoon, a courier brought the proof sheets of the next day’s
Osservatore Romano to the papal villa. The Pope walked up
and down in his gardens going through them and making
corrections to the text. If we wanted, we could see him clearly
as he walked just below our windows, but there was a strict
prohibition on doing so. Students on that side of our building
were even enjoined not to open their shutters during that
particular period of time. The prohibition struck me as
ridiculous because, having looked once or twice, who but a
total devotee would wish to continue the practice? Petty as my
reaction may seem, I am convinced that this simple act of
prohibition, probably emanating from a narrow-minded
official in the papal household, did more to cool my
enthusiasm for the person of Pius XII than any other factor. It
did not, however, diminish my respect for the office of
the papacy.
The weekly gita involved the whole camerata going out
together dressed in soutanes, and, as the weather was
frequently hot, our irritation could be extreme, given the
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heaviness of our clothing. There were several Chinese in our
camerata who cooked their food in the bush on a makeshift
barbecue. One evening at table, I was offered two small,
roasted birds that had been left over from the barbecue of that
day’s gita. I looked at them with some suspicion and inquired
what they were. The reply in Latin, sunt passeres (they are
sparrows), made me return the offering without reluctance.
I recoiled from the thought of eating sparrows although, in
China, it seemed, they were delicacies. On another gita we
went to the coast at Anzio where the allies had landed in
February 1944 and met an onslaught by the Germans who
were well prepared for them. The casualties on both sides
were very high and walking through the seemingly endless
rows of small white crosses in the cemetery depressed me
intensely. I picked up a five-inch spent shell in nearby
Nettuno among the rubble of destroyed homes, which
lowered my spirits even more. I had begun to think that war
was a travesty of all that being human meant.
Permission to leave the villa on other occasions was
rarely granted, so that a visit to the villa of the English College
on the other side of Lake Albano was most welcome. We
played a game of cricket against them, which they won. In the
wake of the triumphal tour of England by Bradman’s allconquering team, this was a refreshing victory for the English
students. Their ambassador, a knight whose very stylish wife
smoked little cigars, played and I condescendingly described
him as ‘a decent old cove of about 55’, while collectively 4he
Pommies are a really fine set of chaps’. We were able to listen
to the cricket Tests in England and I was especially delighted
with the last day of the Fourth Test. I wrote to Brian and
remarked that Bradman had five years left in him and should
not retire while young Harvey looks the goods for the future’.
I also recounted having heard of two Australian Jesuits in
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Belgium who, in the middle of the night, listened to a Test
being played in Melbourne between England and Australia.
Their rector was passing by, heard the wireless, entered the
room, reproved them and, ‘being an Englishman sat down
and listened with them’. I also advised Brian to read Jack
Fingelton’s Cricket Crisis if he had not done so already because
it had awakened my love of the game.
Although we were still expected to undertake some
form of private study at the villa, I was too exhausted to do so.
Intellectually, apart from reading, I did nothing except take
part in a debate, partnered by Des O’Hagan, pitting the
Australians against the Indians on the topic ‘Has Western
Christianity failed?’ I said I would have preferred not to
defend the topic because ‘in my opinion it has failed’,
but I did not say, nor now remember, who won, although
I suspect the Indians did and probably convincingly given
their intellectual abilities and their convictions on Western
Christianity, including some of its fruits in India. By the end
of our time at the villa, I had nothing left to read and wrote
asking for books on Australia on the grounds that ‘I must
know my own country first and foremost’.
My other outside visit was to the Blue Nuns’ hospital in
Rome where a Queensland student, Frank Conaty, lay gravely
ill with cancer of the stomach. The doctors had decided that
he would survive the trip home, but a long wait ensued until
a suitable flight was available. During our conversation,
mostly about cricket in which he took an intense interest,
Frank told me that it was customary for the nuns to shave
him but that he would prefer me to do so. I was greatly taken
back because I knew that he had never asked any other
student to undertake the task. I was horrified to find that his
skin was ‘like tissue paper’ and that his cheekbones jutted out
so much that I was afraid lest I cut them. Frank, accompanied
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by his mother, eventually left for home on a 10-day journey
during which he was frequently close to death. I remarked
that our country is still the backblocks of the world’ and that,
despite air travel, it was very difficult to get there. There were
no cheap’ flights in those days and his mother’s trip was made
possible because his father won the Queensland lottery soon
after the family heard of Frank’s illness. They arrived safely
and Frank died soon afterwards.
Our normal dress made us look like trainee bishops.
There was an absurd fable about our dress: Michelangelo was
said to have designed it, but he was dead long before 1627,
the year of the college’s foundation. It was a striking affair in
black with red buttons, piping and sash, which ensured that
we were immediately recognised wherever we walked around
Rome. I came home from visiting Frank dressed in Roman
hat, black soutane and white collar in the manner of an
Italian cleric, which we wore when we went out alone. The
compartment on the train from the city to Albano was filled
with young people who, I assumed, worked in Rome, and
one elderly lady. Silence fell immediately on them all when
I entered and took the last vacant seat. After a few minutes,
I could bear the silence no longer and said ‘ Buona sera to the
elderly lady. She replied and a conversation began which,
when she found out that I was ‘ un Australiano , eventually
involved the whole compartment. I was asked questions
about how large my country was, how far it was from Italy,
if there were jobs to be had there and were Italians welcome.
Before we reached Albano, the lady told me that, from
looking at my face, she thought I was an Italian priest, but
she decided immediately on my initial greeting that I was a
foreigner because, as she explained, no Italian priest would
have greeted her as I had done. Learning that I was an
Australian had changed the mood entirely. Sometimes when
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out walking we had been called ‘bacarozzi ’ (cockroaches),
which made me wonder about the strength of Italian
anticlericalism. The happiness of the train journey prompted
me to remark, ‘I begin to like the Italians a lot the more I see
of them, so natural and good natured.’ Further years
strengthened that conviction.
My room at the villa faced Lake Albano, but a large tree
outside the window obscured the view and also darkened the
room, which was lit by a yellow globe. In mid-August,
I began to feel unwell to the extent that, for the first time,
I mentioned my health to home by admitting that I had
a fever and asked for prayers. The 15th August was a grand
feast day in honour of the Assumption of Mary, which was
celebrated in part by eating watermelons and drinking beer.
I was not well enough for either offering and took to my bed.
Jimmy Knox visited me and, concerned about my inability to
eat, with much kindness, he went down to Albano and
bought a variety of small cakes, the sight of which made me
feel worse. My state of ill health continued for several days
until, on my way to the lavatory, I collapsed in the corridor,
fortunately in a place of full light. The students who helped
me back to bed remarked immediately that I had turned
yellow in colour. The doctor confirmed the diagnosis of
yellow jaundice and many weeks passed before I felt strong
again.
By the time I emerged from the infirmary, new
students had started to arrive, including our first South
African. I remarked later, ‘From all reports Malan’s government
in South Africa is rotten altogether’, which was an opinion
I did not gain from the new student whose background
had developed in him the sympathies then common to the
whites of that country. To my own consternation, I had lost
so much weight that a few students whom I had been with for
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a year did not recognise me and came up to welcome me as a
new arrival. Despite such a bad beginning, the ulcer and the
jaundice were the only bouts of ill health I suffered during the
period of almost seven years I spent abroad.
Practically the whole of my life in Victoria had been
spent under conservative governments; indeed, from 1913 to
1945, the Labor Party had held office only for very brief
periods. The Country Party reigned supreme in most areas of
rural Victoria but, with one notable exception, I have no
recollection of hearing my parents discuss politics or allied
matters. During the war, a vote was taken to introduce
prohibition in those areas where the citizens were so inclined.
Dad asked Mother how she had voted. Her initial reply was so
unclear that he decided she had voted yes’. In reaction to his
distress and amazement, she immediately reassured him by
saying that she was only joking to annoy him. I believe she told
the truth because I never saw a vestige of wowserism in her.
By my Roman days, I was an open paddock in which
political convictions or bias could be sown. My reading
included two sources that strengthened whatever elements of
conservatism I had in my nature. By the time we went out
to the villa, the Bulletin arrived regularly from home, albeit
a couple of months late. With so much spare time from study,
I devoured its contents from cover to cover. Unlike my father,
who ignored those sections of it, I read the political comment.
It had become strongly anti-Ben Chifley and the Labor Party
and I was much influenced by what I read as were several
other Australian students. One student, Tom Sweeney
from western Queensland, remained impervious to the
blandishments of the Bulletin. On the wall of his room, Tom
had a picture of Chifley. It was next to one of the Pope.
Another source came into circulation among some of
us through the good offices of one of the few Americans in
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Propaganda, Dick Henz from Cincinnati, who later became a
chaplain with the American forces in Vietnam. Dick’s parents
regularly sent him Time magazine, and I read it avidly. Film
and book reviews, articles dealing with aspects of American
life, and particularly the political scene interested me. Above
all, it was the space given to world and especially European
affairs to which I was drawn and upon which I formed some
of my opinions. The tenor was a blend of mild conservatism
with biting and often witty comment, although Soviet Russia
and its inroads into Europe were treated with outright
condemnation. The killing of Bernadotte, the United Nations
mediator in Palestine, appalled me, and I feared that, in its
early days, the blockade of Berlin would be effective, with the
loss of the city to the Russians.
At the end of our stay at the villa, we performed a
musical for the Cardinal, which pleased the old man greatly.
The piece had been performed at Werribee, where the
students had taken the music from the Pirates ofPenzance and
wrote their own script with the title The Barber ofShaville. As
a gangster who did not have to sing, I lurked in the shadows
and tried to hide my physical weakness, but I rejoiced in
having refused to play the trombone from which I would not
have been able to force a note. The play was followed by
a week spent on a retreat before we returned to Rome; this
entailed not speaking to anyone, except to the retreat master,
in this case a missionary of the Sacred Heart Congregation.
He gave us regular lectures based on one theme only, ‘the love
of Our Lord’. Brian Gallagher and I continued our habit of
going down to the very end of the garden for one quiet smoke
each day, but, generally, I did my best with the retreat because
I was aware that I badly needed it. During it, I often thought
back with longing to the formation I had received under the
Jesuits at Werribee, a good deal of which I seemed to have
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tarnished in the past year. In faraway Williamstown, those
who read my letters must have become wearied by the regular
references made to spirituality. After the retreat, I told them
that it had to be the core of my life because, otherwise, ‘I am
making a mistake in ever taking the job [priesthood] on.
I insisted that a priest who is not holy does harm even if he is
a real good guy’ in the eyes of the world. There was little
chance of my ever becoming a ‘guy’ in any sense of the word,
much less a good one.

chapter eight

WHEN IN ROME

On our return to the college, I realised that, in some fashion,
I had taken the first steps towards becoming a Roman. It
mattered little that I was a foreigner. Centuries earlier,
colonials from conquered provinces flocked to the heart of
their empire to gaze on Rome’s wonders. Later, when
foreigners came to ponder on its ruins, the city wrought a
change in them when they lingered within it. In the end,
many of them became Romans at heart. My own excursions
from the college into the heart of the city had been
intermittent, but I grew to know many of its new temples
raised in honour of the God whose symbol of the Cross
Constantine had first recognised at the battle of the Milvian
Bridge. I had become familiar with some of the back alleys in
the old ‘ centro where artisans worked at restoring or creating
objects of beauty. No better view of the city could be had than
the one from the college and I had looked down on it by day
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and night; in the harsh sunlight of summer and the dark mists
of winter when it was covered in a fog-like shroud. From the
college, the mountains could also be seen, but they seemed
forbidding to me, as if civilisation ceased when one stepped
across the boundaries of the city itself. I had walked the stony
pavement of the old Appian Way and fancied I could hear the
swearing and footfalls of the legions as they marched along it
to conquer others in the name of Rome. The tombs on the
Appian Way echoed a pagan past made poignant by the faded
words chiselled on one, ‘Ave atque vale frater (Hail and
farewell my brother). In the catacombs a different message
was spoken: ‘May you rest in Christ.’
The Tiber in its greyness moved sluggishly along below
the college and one day, passing over the bridge, I stood with
others to watch a naked, male body eddying down the river
below us. My own lasting impression of the body is of its
whiteness. For the Romans, their river sprang no surprises.
How many bodies had it borne to the sea in its coursing? The
river was said to give forth a strange natural phenomenon,
feared by some, who called it ‘/ vapori del Tevere and swore
that its vapours were harmful. Antonio Piolanti, Professor of
Sacramental Theology, was so convinced of the noxious
qualities of those vapours that he appointed a student each
year to shut the windows of the hall before he began his
lecture. As a result, the vapours coming from a hundred or
more young men in the stuffy room may have been more
harmful than those produced by the Tiber.
My new room looked down to the city rather than out
over the Piazza of St Peter’s and I did not miss the bells whose
tones were now muted. Brian Ashby was again my prefect and
we remained distant from each other though there were others
in the camerata with whom I formed close bonds. We were
aware that, in most instances, we would never meet again in

Luther’s Pine

231

our later lives, but, to the young, only the present counted.
Bob Dosseh had arrived from Togo and sat opposite me at
table. Being in second-year theology gave me a certain gravity,
but Bob seemed impressed with me for reasons I could
never fathom. He laughed continually at me, and repeatedly
pronounced the French ‘formidable’ at whatever I said. He
also amazed everyone when he beat out a striking imitation of
tom-tom drums on the organ in our recreation room.
The summer had not entirely lost its sting in early
October and Bob, surprisingly, given the subsequent event,
declared that I was a ‘softie’ because I looked forward to a hot
shower on Thursdays. I have no recollection of what language
‘softie’ or its equivalent was uttered in. He told me that only
the old men in Togo took hot showers, so I warned him that
in another month or so he would change his tune. He duly
did so.
The arrival of Bill McCunnie and Jim Groutsch from
Australia revived my strong feeling of homesickness. Bill was a
priest of the Diocese of Ballarat who had been sent to Rome
to undertake postgraduate work in canon law. Jim was a
student for the Diocese of Wagga Wagga, and the younger
brother of George, who had been a dear friend of mine since
our days at St Pat’s. The name Wagga Wagga had proved an
obstacle to the translators in the Office of Latin Letters in the
Vatican when they came to put it into Latin. On ascertaining,
correctly or not, that ‘wagga wagga’ meant the cry of the crow
in an Aboriginal language, they rendered it as Corvopolis,
which means Crow City. What the diocese was called became
of little concern to Jim because he did not persevere in his
pursuit of the priesthood and returned home after a few years
in Rome. Joe Quinn did likewise towards the end of 1948,
after only one year at Propaganda, and I missed his
friendship, his gentle manner and his quirky wit.
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Precisely how these comings and goings affected me
remains fairly unclear, but I could not get enough news from
Australia and especially from the Mallee which, given the
heightened perspective of distance, I now regarded as my true
home. In the depths of my illness at the villa, I despaired of
ever being well and strong again given the continued effects of
the ulcer and the debility I suffered from the bout of yellow
jaundice. I wrote a disjointed letter to Mother, telling her that
I would like to be buried on ‘the Sea Lake hill’. From the
people of the Mallee, I heard nothing except that Uncle Pat,
my mother’s eldest brother, had died. In my prayers,
I constantly remembered the Mallee and asked that there
would be good rains there, that the crops would grow well
and that the Mclnerneys, Ryans, Irwins and others would
enjoy some prosperity at last. I cannot say that those prayers
were answered, at least with the outcome I thought desirable.
Some of my friends from school and Werribee years
wrote to me and, with other members of my extended family,
sometimes sent me a welcome pound or 10-shilling note
folded into the envelope. Geoff Collins had gone home to the
family farm after leaving Werribee and told me in early 1948
that, being ‘fed up to the neck with cows and pigs and all that
goes with them’, he was accepting an offer of £5 a game with
the Melbourne Football Club. Despite my allegiance to
Carlton and the ingrained hostility that the ‘silvertails’ of the
Melbourne club in that period engendered in the workingclass supporters of the code, I was delighted to hear that ‘the
Demons’ had won the flag in September because Geoff would
have profited financially from the win.
Andy Carroll, former centre half-forward at St Pat’s,
sent me a photo of his bride and himself on their wedding
day and told me that they had to live temporarily with his
parents given the housing shortage. I allowed myself a slight
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degree of levity by writing, ‘In the parlance of the young, or
the young of my day, I sound like Mrs Roosevelt don’t I? ...
the said Mrs Carroll gives every evidence of being a peach.’
How I could compare my mode of expression with that of
Eleanor Roosevelt is incomprehensible unless she had said
something similar about ‘the parlance of the young’, which
had then been reported in Time magazine.
What Mother thought of my taking note of the peach
like attributes of Andy’s wife I am uncertain, but I must have
given her some reassurance as to my seriousness in what
followed. Apparently I had heard, or read, of a plan to
establish a rocket range in South Australia and I wrote, ‘It is a '
fair indication of the state of modern civilisation to think they
can spend millions on a rocket range in order to better
destroy people and they can find nothing to build houses to
give the population a chance to live in comfort and reproduce .
itself.’ I found it even stranger that ‘it is with these same i
rockets they hope to defend the same civilisation — one
sometimes wonders whether it is worth saving though no
doubt it is a little better than the Russian one’. In 1973, I was
the ACT delegate for the Labor Party at the ALP National
Conference, held in Surfers Paradise. I voted against the
presence of an American base at Pine Gap. Whitlam was
disappointed by what he deemed to be my perversity.
Mother wrote regularly, while Dad, whose carefully
composed letters I treasured for their humour and warmth,
did so rarely. Margaret and Brian were growing into
adulthood and, with examinations and the choice of a career
ahead, they had more to do with their time than to write to
their Roman brother. With preposterous smugness, 1 tried to
convince Margaret from afar that she had chosen a noble
profession when she took up a trainee teacher offer, and that
she would experience joy in witnessing the development of
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her students. She soon changed to nursing but ill health, of
which I was told very little, prevented her from continuing.
Brian had mixed study with football, rowing and
athletics at St Pat’s and excelled in the latter three, but his
application to his books suffered. I had advised him ‘to play
all the sport you can but don’t become a sportsman’. I was
unaware that he was stroke of the First IV rowing team and
had collapsed in the boat after a training session due to
abnormally high blood pressure. He later told me that the
doctor had said to him, then a boy of 17, that when he was a
man of 30 he would be physically as old as one of 70. He was
still playing senior football until he was 30, but he always did
so with difficulty and with the help of medication. Knowing
that he would soon be leaving school, I feared that Mother
might try to influence him about his future because I knew
that the thought that football, at any level, might play
a central role in his life was unacceptable to her. I had
also taken it upon myself to preach a sermon directed
unquestionably at Mother, saying that it was a big thing for
any parents to choose the career of their children’ and that
whether Brian chose to be, a navvy, a doctor or an artist’, the
choice was his. My reasoning was that ‘his vocation is meant
to help him attain Heaven, the gaining of which will be made
so much easier if he is doing what God intended him to do’.
It came as no surprise, but rather as a confirmation of
my own anticipation, when Brian jokingly told me after my
father’s death that, one day, he had visited our parents and
asked Dad if they had heard from Rome recently. Dad’s reply
was, ‘There’s a letter over on the dresser but it is just another
bloody sermon.’ Perhaps sermonising was one Roman
characteristic I had acquired, but it is ironic that we were
given no training to that end during our years at Propaganda.
It is also curious that in the letter home on vocations in life,
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I made it clear that I had no wish to be a canon lawyer.
Rather, ‘I wouldn’t mind doing history when I finish’. I then
said that it would be of no use ‘unless they start a Catholic
university’, but that ‘I am hardly conceited enough to imagine
that I would ever be a professor at it’.
In December 1948, our class was presented for minor
orders, which began with a ceremony called tonsure. I was
disappointed that Fumasoni was ill and unable to officiate.
With a degree of irreverence to a wearer of the ‘Sacred Purple’,
1 wrote that ‘He looks as healthy as a billy goat to me, I think
he might take himself just a little bit too seriously’. I was the
one who ought to have taken the matter seriously because
being tonsured was as grave in its long-term implications as
any step I ever took. In effect, I became a cleric.
The ceremony itself was simple in that it required us only
to kneel in the chapel before a bishop, in this case Archbishop
Traglia, who was the Pope’s vicar-general in Rome. He then
prayed over us and, with scissors, snipped off a small circle of hair
from the back of our heads. The Italian clergy accepted the
practice at that time and, with the help of their barbers, ‘wore’ the
tonsure throughout their lives. Most of the Australians treated it
as a prime example of Roman silliness and I have no recollection
of ever having had it done to me again, except once by Bede
Heather, whom I induced to cut my hair and do whatever he
wanted about the tonsure. Cenci was so startled when he viewed
the result that he immediately sent me to the college barber, who
did his best to repair the havoc wrought by Bede’s enthusiastic
efforts. I remarked to home that the whole exercise of bearing a
visible sign with a tonsure was pointless in any case as my hair
was already thinning in that spot. At no time did Cenci or
Fumasoni upbraid me for my neglect of proper form.
The derived meaning of the word ‘cleric’ into ‘clerk’
bears no connection to its Greek origin, which means a ‘lot’
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or a ‘part’. A cleric was one who took the Lord for his lot, or
for his role in life, which entailed a readiness to follow Him.
In its ecclesiastical development, it also encompassed a whole
range of matters that, together, made up the life of a cleric.
He could not wander at large but had to be either attached to
a diocese or be a member of a religious order. He had to be
treated with reverence by the faithful and to cause him grave
injury was to commit a sacrilege. Where the law of the land
accepted church law, he could not be called up for military
service, be obliged to hold any form of public office or be
tried in civil courts. In the 12th century, Thomas ä Beckefs
claim to immunity from the civil courts for the English clergy
lay close to the heart of his dispute with King Henry. This
step inexorably led to ä Beckefs death by the sword in his
cathedral at Canterbury on 29 December, 1170.
For his part, a cleric was obliged to lead a holier life
than a lay person and to prove that he did so by example. He
was bound to devote time to study throughout his life,
especially to that of ‘sacred’ matters. Any association with
women of suspect virtue was forbidden and he was not
permitted to live in a house where women, with the exception
of a mother, aunt, sister or a woman of advanced years whose
life was of unquestionable integrity, also lived. To do
otherwise could have implied that he was living in sin with
the woman in question. His dress was to be decent, and his
hair cut in a simple fashion without ostentation, which
included the tonsure. To bear arms, practise medicine
or surgery, act as a civil lawyer, frequent taverns, attend operas
or the theatre, play games of chance for money, take part in
a ‘clamourous’ hunt, participate in a public disturbance or
a war of any kind, compete in sporting contests (which
included cricket and football in Australia) or engage in
business for profit — all such things were forbidden. This was
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especially the case when there was any chance of causing
scandal, even when the activity in question seemed harmless.
Finally, no cleric was permitted to stand for parliamentary or
similar office, unless with the permission of Rome or, in some
cases of lesser moment, the bishop of the diocese involved.
No cleric could resign his membership of the clergy, but he
could lose it by a decision of the ecclesiastical authorities.
All of these matters were treated in the massive
compendium of Church law, known as the Codex Iuris
Canonici (Code of Canon Law), which was promulgated in
1917. Any sceptic who finds cause for astonishment in its
prescriptions can check the truth of their existence by reading
canons 112-44. Yet it was not so much the set of rules by
which he was obliged to live that defined a cleric, rather the
simple fact that he had become one. In so doing, he gained
entry to an exclusive group of men, perhaps it could even be
called a club. National and international in extent, charging
no fees and without a clubhouse, the presence of the clerical
body had its stamp on history and bonds that stretched from
the past into the present linked the clergy of all the ages.
There were saints and sinners, martyrs and confessors of the
faith, scholars and the ignorant, and princes and peasants who
sometimes became popes. The varieties were endless, but
every cleric in his own way belonged and knew that he
belonged to this exalted company, though I sometimes
wondered whether Jesus Christ’s apostles would have been
comfortable as members.
A man who was a cleric also knew that others did not
belong and in the Catholic Church they were, in their
millions, defined as the laity. I failed to understand this
matter fully until the day when I was told that I had been, as
the technical expression put it, ‘reduced to the lay state’. In
Canberra a few years ago, my Canadian friend, Romeo (Rom)
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Maione, listened attentively as I told him about the pain I had
suffered when I was ‘reduced’. Rom had lived his life as a
layman with distinction and acclaim throughout the many
years he worked on an international level in Catholic Action
and the trade-union movement. He astonished me and lifted
my spirits when he laughed softly and congratulated me.
To Rom, being a layman in the Church was no mean thing.
Four years passed after the ceremony at Propaganda
before I came closer to an understanding of what it meant to
be a member of the club, or, at least, a junior member still
undergoing probation. I had spent a weekend in a parish in
Boston, Massachusetts, taking the place of an absent priest of
the archdiocese. On the Sunday evening, I returned to the
chancery where I worked, and lived, as a canon lawyer.
Entering the lounge, I found it filled with clerics, including
three bishops, who had formally been priests of the
archdiocese. It was a joyful occasion, heightened by the
serving of dry martinis. Yet it was the sense of exclusivity that
most startled me, as it did on the occasion I was invited to
enter the Melbourne Club years later. The conversation of the
Bostonians dealt mainly with ecclesiastical matters, but their
manners and comportment, together with a tinge of
preciousness, hinted at a world to which only a chosen few
belonged and it disturbed me deeply.
I went to my room that night wondering whether
I would ever belong to such a caste. I was not so foolish as to
imagine that there were not thousands of clerics around the
world toiling in lonely mission outposts, in suburban
presbyteries, in bishops’ chanceries, perhaps even among the
staff at the Vatican, who never, or rarely, felt that they were
members of anything except of Christ and His Church. My
personal tragedy, if it was one, lay in the fact that I was never
able to be truly either a cleric or a layman. I cannot resist

Luther’s Pine

239

thinking that the distinction between the two is as unreal as
the one the Gnostics tried to impose between spirit and
matter. Had I been able to embrace priesthood without the
necessity to become a cleric, the course of my life might have
been different.
Meanwhile, life in the college went on and I hoped that
the things that tormented my spirit were uncommon among
the other students. No trace of any concern about celibacy or
chastity is found in my correspondence, nor do I recollect
being deeply troubled by either. The requirement of celibacy
bordered on a simplicity of the kind that I imagined would
have been part of the mentality of a young man training to be
an officer in a military corps. He needed to accept the
existence of warfare in which one day he would probably be
called upon to take part. He was prepared to give his life in
the service of his country. I wanted to give mine to the
Church in which celibacy was demanded as central to the life
of a priest.
Sexuality, and the narrow limits to its expression, for a
young man preparing to become a priest, became an acceptable,
if unavoidable, part of his existence. Temptations in thought
and deed came and went. Resistance was imperative, to
prepare for which prayer, especially to Jesus’ Mother, was
fundamental. She epitomised the summit and perfection of
all womanhood. Dante praised her as unique, the only
woman whom a son chose to be his mother, making Mary
‘figlia del tuo figlio (daughter of Thy Son). I looked to Mary
to help me respect all women because to engage in sexual
desires about a woman was in some way to violate her holy
image. The temptation to violate my own person by using it
for selfish pleasure never led me to throw myself, like Francis
of Assisi, among the thorns of rose bushes. I could only pray
and groan in order to win a battle which at times would have
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made going to war a more acceptable prospect. I never made
any connection between chastity and celibacy, perhaps
because the former was a day-to-day reality while the latter
had no bearing on the present. I knew that a cleric, even when
bound to celibacy, could commit, and even persist in
committing, the mortal sins of pederasty, concubinage,
fornication and adultery without necessarily incurring public
censure by the Church. Whereas, once celibate, were
he to attempt to marry, the result would be automatic
excommunication. Such a conundrum did not seem to
bother the Church.
Propaganda was a favourite place in Rome for
celebrities of the Catholic world to visit. Archbishop U Pin of
Nanking, a former student of the college and the most
powerful Catholic prelate in China, astounded me by talking
only about the political situation in his country. Gus Chang
had already told me that many Chinese leaders were
disappointed that America had not done enough to help
China recover from the ravages of years of war with their
accompanying scourges of disease and hunger. This lack of
support had blunted the struggle of Chiang Kai-shek and the
Kuomintang against Mao and the Red Army. U Pin, as a close
associate of the ‘Generalissimo’ (Chiang Kai-shek), assured us
that there would be no compromise with the communists and
that victory would finally be won in China.
Another visitor had a different view. He was a Croatian
Jesuit who spoke to us dressed in lay clothes. We were told
that he had been a secret member of the OGPU (the State
political administration for struggle against espionage and
counter-revolution) in Moscow during World War II. He
spoke generally about the situation in Asia and said that,
beginning with China, communism would conquer all of
Asia and eventually also take control of Australia. In his
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opinion, the main purpose of the Russians in blockading
Berlin was to divert attention from China while it succumbed
to communism. Surprisingly, because it was a problem little
spoken of in Rome, he blamed the Church for doing little
about social issues in China and elsewhere in Asia during the
previous 400 years. In contrast, the communists had made
considerable progress on those crucial problems in only 30
years. With a medical degree, he was about to go to China to
assist with the setting up of an underground church and he
insisted that, in many instances, we would have to prepare
ourselves to return to our own countries and become priests
in a similar church. In such circumstances, death would not
be an uncommon fate among us. The arrest of Cardinal
Mindzenty in Hungary did nothing to lessen my alarm and
I wrote: ‘The Church is really seeing her darkest days since
the Muslim invasions and they lasted for centuries so let’s
hope that Communism will have a much shorter reign.’ I had
already reached the conclusion that independence in
Indonesia would probably lead eventually to a communist
regime in that country. At the same time, I was confident that
Australia could remain free, while deploring the laissez-faire
attitude of so many Australians to the danger of communism.
Some of my mental balance appears to have remained
intact because I asked, ‘Do people at home take much of an
interest in affairs abroad, or is the talk mainly about who will
win the footy or the last race?’ I made it clear I was not
passing any censure on them if they did, and added ‘it is great
to think that home is still a place where such things are part of
life’. I admitted also that I had come away with an insular
outlook but now realised that Australia was ‘not the only
continent on the globe’. Yet I was not sure whether our
Department of Immigration had taken note of how big the
world had become when I received a letter from its Canberra
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Office, sent on from Werribee. I had applied for a visa almost
two years previously and I was advised that no decision had
been made ‘regarding the granting of a visa to enable you to
visit Italy’. The official asked whether I still wanted do so,
saying that ‘if so, steps will be taken to expedite a decision.
How I managed to enter Italy without a visa and remain there
for six years is a mystery.
A chance meeting with a Belgian priest in Piazza di
Spagna on the Feast of the Immaculate Conception in August
1947 had a deep influence on my life. I had become
conscious of the lack of direction in my motives and
understanding of life when I went ‘on the mission’, which was
the expression we used for service to the people as a priest.
Charlie Mayne at Werribee had sparked my interest in the lay
apostolate and an organisation known as the Young Christian
Workers (YCW), based in Melbourne, which was gaining
strength in Australia. Charlie McCann (of my own year at
Werribee) had come to the priesthood through the YCW
while his brother, Frank, was its national president. In Piazza
di Spagna, I was introduced to Joseph Cardijn, who, as a
young priest, had founded the Jocist movement in Belgium.
We knew it simply as the YCW. He talked with a small group
of us on the piazza and it seemed imperative that I come to
know more of Cardijn and his international movement. With
Frank McCann, Pat Keegan, the international secretary, called
at the villa a year later. Both were young men who had given
their lives to the YCW and they told us that one of Cardijn’s
basic principles was that young workers rather than clerics
had to take Christ to the masses of young workers. Cardijn
insisted that the role of the priest was an ancillary, but vital
one directed at the formation of young workers in order that
they might undertake their apostolate. It was clear to me that
the concept of an ancillary role was not acceptable to some
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priests. I welcomed it hungrily and in January 1949 I attended
a lecture given by Cardijn at the Gregorian University run by
the Jesuits down in the city, which further strengthened my
convictions.
Christmas came with its usual frivolities, which most
students seemed to enjoy. I was suffering from an uncustomary
bout of loneliness and felt that the festivities were a succession
of‘silly, childish jokes and pranks’. Wrapped up in my private
miseries, I did not have the sense to accept that the ‘frivolities’
were designed precisely to distract us from the loneliness we
might otherwise have felt. I consoled myself by writing home
that ‘five years can be bridged in five minutes when we all
meet again’, little knowing that those years would change me
irrevocably. The man they were to meet was not the boy they
had farewelled.
Rather than at the college, I often went down to
St Peter’s for confession to a German priest. He sat in his box
with a stick outside the door to symbolise the practice
of a Roman owner granting freedom to his slave. The
German confessor stood no nonsense and I appreciated his
forthrightness. After confession, I always stood and recited
the Nicene Creed, which was a formula of faith created in
323 at Nicea in what is now Turkey. Its basic tenet is that
Christ is the Son of God the Father, equal and coeternal with
Him. I knew that, unless I fully accepted that truth, I would
be an Arian and my faith would be idle. When reciting the
Creed under my breath, I always stood near the papal altar,
though I did not then know that it would soon be established
that Peter’s tomb was directly below the spot where I was
standing.
Genesio Turcio continued to teach us sacred art and
apologetics. He resembled a small hippopotamus, but he
spoke so softly that we could hardly hear him, which was
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regrettable because his knowledge of his subjects was
extensive. He had written a book on the history of St Peter’s,
La basilica di San Pietro, which I read and was thus able to
take an informed interest in the work going on under the
basilica to find Peter’s tomb. It had last been seen in the days
of Constantine in the early fourth century before the building
of the old St Peter’s on that spot. I felt that it was ‘important
that they find the tomb’ because ‘Rome has always held a lot
of her power from the fact that Peter lived here as bishop and
died here. So if they find now that all along it has been a
legend and Peter is not there at all, it will be a rather bitter pill
to swallow.’ The team of archaeologists eventually discovered,
to the satisfaction of those scholars who were prepared to
accept the proffered evidence, that Peter’s tomb was indeed
under the basilica.
Despite the rigidity of our teachers on matters of faith,
there was little attempt to indoctrinate us on those of
secondary importance and I was not slow to draw my own
conclusions. Callaey taught us the history of the Eastern
Schism and I concluded that it was not ‘the whole fault of the
poor Greeks that they left off communion with Rome’, and
that ‘It will be a great day when all the strayed sheep come
back to the fold but really Rome will have to take a big wake
up to herself too before they do. The national question is
always going to crop up and the Eastern Churches and the
English are going to be just as adverse to dictation by Rome as
they were in the past.’ Their reasons were understandable
because ‘the Church is universal not Italian’. I had read closely
a book on the Elizabethan bishops consecrated by Archbishop
Parker, whose express intention was to empty the Mass of any
meaning other than that of a simple memorial service. While
Leo XIII seemed to have sound reasons for declaring Anglican
orders invalid, I felt that the matter was of lesser importance
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than the Anglican tradition going back for more than 400
years, which regarded the Church of England as still part of
the Catholic whole. I was convinced that the Anglicans and
Rome would have to come to terms with the implications of
that tradition if reunion was to be achieved.
What the inhabitants of 59 Pasco Street, Williamstown,
made of my thoughts I am unsure. But I can be reasonably
certain that, had he been privy to them, Pietro Parente, then
teaching us fundamental theology, would have been given
cause for even greater unease about my preparation for
theology. At an early lecture, he had told us that he would fail
at least 20 students and he disgusted me when he added in his
impeccable Latin, ‘But 1 11 love that 20 more than any of the
others.’ He illustrated what this meant when he called on Leo
Donnelly in class in early 1949. Leo was unassuming, gentle
and intelligent, but his heart was in far-off Australia and his
dedication to study suffered accordingly. Jimmy Knox had
befriended and encouraged him, but Jimmy had left us to take
the place of the ill-fated Monsignor Cippico in the Vatican
Secretariat of State. Parente asked Leo to explain the apparent
dichotomy between God’s love and the existence of suffering
in the world. The question was, and remains, difficult for even
the most developed of minds and Leo was completely
stumped. Parente then contrasted the amount of noise Leo
was making in his non-existent replies with the amount he
ought to be making were he capable of living up to his name,
Leo the lion. The silence remained painfully unbroken, then
Parente said in English, ‘To be or not to be’, and added that he
would take note of the matter when the time came for Leo to
go before him at the examination.
To what extent Parente maintained his attitude I am
unsure, but Leo managed to pass the exam in June. Parente
had not forgotten me, however, and his attitude was crucial
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because his examination was a prerequisite for taking the
Baccalaureate, in which we were examined separately. I knew
full well what was coming when the student two in line
before me, whose name was slightly similar to mine, was
twice asked whether he was Molony. A glance at Parente’s
own book of 400 closely printed pages with innumerable
footnotes, shows by my notes on almost every page that I had
studied his material almost to the point of exhaustion and to
the certain detriment of the other subjects I had to be
examined in. I told Mother and Dad that ‘I could see as soon
as I got in that things were going to hum as he had the real
snarly look on ... [and] he asked me two questions, both of
them were footnotes which 90 per cent of the blokes I spoke
to after had not even read’. In the event, I had read them and
knew them, although ‘in a hazy sort of way as I had studied
the stuff like a maniac’. Nothing I said satisfied him and he
kept repeating, ‘You haven’t studied this Molony.’
Early in life I had concluded that the only thing a bully
understands is when someone bullies him in turn, so I told
Parente that he knew full well the question he was asking was
the hardest he had put to anyone and I demanded that he be
fair and examine me on something else. He turned to an
opinion of the Jesuit theologian, Billot, on a point about
Divine Grace with which he, Parente, disagreed. The matter
was also the subject of a footnote, and I stunned him by
repeating what Billot had said. I was then asked to refute
Billot, which I tried to do, but not to Parente’s satisfaction.
Looking over my notes, I can understand why because the
matter was so subtle that I failed to perceive there was a
significant difference between the two opinions. I remain
unable to do so.
‘At that point I just sat back and laughed as it was
obvious he was simply there to botch [fail] me.’ In fact, he
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even said, ‘I must botch you Molony; it is a matter of
conscience with me.’ I replied that he was acting unjustly and
when he took up his pen to write the fail mark and started to
dip it in the inkwell, I put my hand over the well. We sat
there arguing for five minutes at the end of which he decided
to pass me, but with the lowest mark, and he warned that he
would write down the details of the encounter with a mind to
our next meeting in a year’s time. Parente’s later career
understandably interested me. I was not surprised to learn
that he proved to be one of the most conservative theologians
at Vatican II, and that he became a cardinal. I often wondered
how kindly he treated his priests during the time he spent as
Archbishop of Perugia. Perhaps the years helped to cut away
some of his edges. It is well that I acknowledge him as a man
of another generation, ill-suited to dealing with the mind of
a young Australian who was not prepared to be put down
without just reasons.
Tedious it may be to remember and recount the details
of this event, but their effects have never left me. As a
university teacher, it was sometimes evident in tutorials that a
clash of personalities had come between a student and me.
Some students made it plain that they were only minimally
interested in the material being covered, even when I had
laboured long and hard to prepare my lecture. At examination
time, the figure of Parente always came back to me. On
unhappy occasions when I had to fail a student, only one
thing mattered — what the student wrote in the examination
booklet before me.
The other thing that disturbed me about Parente was
his disdain for Cenci, whom he plainly regarded as too lax in
his attitude to discipline in the college, with the result that he
was, to use Parente’s words, ‘ruining Propaganda’. It was
reasonably clear that, by failing a goodly proportion of the
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students from the college, Parente would illustrate the
pernicious effects of laxity, prove that Cenci was a dangerous
element and thus vindicate his own deplorable record as
rector from 1933 to 1938. What Parente did not seem to
appreciate was that Fumasoni, who had appointed Cenci and
agreed with the way he exercised his authority, would protect
him to the end.
These things I explained to my parents but, as I was
conscious of the risk of scandalising them, I put a gentle
interpretation on Parente’s behaviour. I said that, although he
was a ‘genius’, he had ‘none of that golden commodity —
commonsense’ and that even among great men, especially
among geniuses, these ‘silly human frailties exist’. I begged
them not to be scandalised because, while there may be some
truth in the old Roman saying, ‘ Roma veduta, fede perduta'
(To see Rome is to lose the faith), there was good in it also.
My reasoning was that ‘when you see so much evidence of
human frailty and yet think that, in spite of it, the Church
has been going on strongly for 2,000 years, you realise that
only a Divinely guided institution could ever have lasted .
What good these reflections did I cannot judge, but perhaps
in my subconscious I was preparing them, possibly even
myself, for the day when I would also become a source of
scandal.
There were, of course, lighter moments during the year,
even in my reading. How I got hold of Frederick Rolfe’s novel
dealing with the election of an imaginary Englishman to the
papacy I do not know, but I enjoyed it hugely. I read it in
Italian and I was later startled to learn that it was originally
written in English. I also managed to obtain Ruth Park’s
The Harp in the South, which I enjoyed more than Green’s
The Heart of the Matter, in which I thought he portrayed an
unreal world. I met and enjoyed afternoon tea, an ‘unreal’

Luther’s Pine

249

event in Rome at the time, with a priest who had been called
up for the German army in 1939 while he was still a student.
He said that he had been ordained a few months before we
met. He fought with Rommel in the Western Desert and
described himself as ‘cannon fodder’. After capture, he spent
several years as a prisoner of war. He told me that he was
happy to meet an Australian over the tea table, but he had no
desire ‘to meet Aussies in war again’.
Our Australian gita in 1949 was to the snowfields at
Terminillo, 70 miles away in the Apennines. I served on the
committee that organised the day’s outing and helped to cook
eggs, bacon, tea and toast at 3am before our party left the
college. The snow was partly iced over and two of our
revellers suffered bad falls. On another occasion, we visited
the Pirelli tyre factory, near Tivoli, said to be a model of its
kind and run on cooperative lines, although the wages were
low. I was astonished to discover that the canteen was run by
nuns. The whole atmosphere was antiseptic and I fled to
nearby Hadrian’s Villa, with its three libraries and a wonderful
walkway for the scholars. Although I admitted that Hadrian
had persecuted the Church, I defended him because he had
not hated Christianity. I rationalised my stand by accepting
that Hadrian had acted as a man of the law and was thus
obliged to ‘persecute’ the Christians because they were
members of an illegal sect who therefore had to be punished.
That this comforting legalism could be used to excuse Queen
Elizabeth’s persecution of Catholics and the Catholic
Church’s crusade against the Albigensians in southern France
seems to have escaped me. After a turbulent political career,
‘Stabber Jack’ Beasley was appointed the Australian High
Commissioner in London. Although Jack Lang was mainly
to blame, Beasley was called ‘Stabber Jack’ because, on 25
November, 1931, he and his followers in the Federal Lang
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Labor Party had helped to bring down the Scullin
Government. He visited Rome in April and, with his
daughter, he took three of us to the Villa D’Este at Tivoli.
Beasley had the likeable habit of calling any males of his
acquaintance ‘Charlie’ or ‘Vinnie’ and he treated us to a fine
lunch in the town, which I appreciated far more than seeing
the villa’s remarkable fountains and gardens. He died on a
visit to Sydney in September that same year.
We gleaned little about affairs at home from those who
passed through Rome and had to rely on what we read. It was
almost as if Australians, when they were overseas, preferred to
concentrate on the old world they were visiting and put the
new land of the south out of their minds. To us, the opposite
was true. The closed circle of college and university meant
that we had to choose other avenues to glean information
about a wider world. A few of us continued to read Time,
which by then had a European edition that we could buy
locally, sharing the cost. The magazine enabled me to write
home about such matters as the situation in China, the
machinations of Molotov and Stalin, Norway’s ‘throwing
down the glove to the Russians’ by joining the Atlantic Pact
and the dispute between Archbishop Marcos and the
Government in Greece. A local newspaper called the Rome
Daily American was also available, but it was initially hardly
worth reading, although it gradually improved. Reading the
Rome Daily, and an occasional copy of the Readers Digest,
made me sceptical ‘about the American system of education
[which] turns out the genius, but the ordinary man is nothing
but a Digest fed automaton’.
From home, we were sent the weekly Bulletin and an
occasional newspaper, which portrayed the Chifley
Government and the Prime Minister himself in an
exceedingly poor light. One Australian student became
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alarmed and attempted to acquire voting forms to assist in
removing the ALP. Whether he succeeded I cannot say, but
1 am sure that I did not vote overseas before the double
dissolution Gough Whitlam was forced to face in 1974 when
it was possible to do so at the Australian Embassy in Rome. In
any case, refreshing changes in our outlook occurred in April
1949 when Mr Chifley passed through Rome en route to
a Prime Ministers’ conference in London.
It had been Chifley’s intention to visit us at the college,
but the aircraft arrived late at night and we went to his hotel
in the city to meet him the next morning. I was happy to note
that all of us, even those prejudiced against him, eagerly
looked forward to the meeting. Ben had risen early and was
out looking at the sights of Rome when we arrived at his
hotel, the Excelsior in Via Veneto. I had judged Via Veneto as
incomparable with the dignity of Collins Street in Melbourne
but, on this morning, I was forced to admit that, on Via
Veneto, it was possible to pass a variety of celebrities Collins
Street was unlikely to rival. We saw Linda Christian and
Tyrone Power and a couple emerged from the hotel whom we
recognised as Pandit Nehru and his wife, who was ‘swathed in
the Indian version of the “new look ”.
We were lined around the walls of a large room when
Chifley entered. His press secretary announced solemnly,
‘Gentlemen, the Prime Minister.’ My main conception of
Ben’s physical appearance was drawn from the Bulletin and its
cartoons and I was immediately surprised and impressed,
describing him as a ‘big and well built, fine looking man’. He
greeted us, moved around the room, shook hands and asked
each of us where we came from. I refrained from mentioning
Sea Lake and gave Melbourne as my birthplace. He declared
that Melbourne was ‘the most important and best city in
Australia’. I noticed that he ‘looked very tired about the eyes’
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but otherwise appeared fit. What ‘struck us most about him
was his seriousness. When you said anything, he would step
up very close, listen intently and then sort of ponder before
replying as if it was all important.’ After the introductions,
out came the pipe which took four matches to get going’ and
he spoke to us for about half an hour. His comments were
wide ranging rather than specific, as a result of which we were
unable to make any judgment about the political situation in
Australia. The only pertinent remark was indirect. He
expressed his dissatisfaction at having to go to London for the
conference because he had a more important matter to attend
to in Perth, on which he felt his time would have been better
spent. In my youthful jargon, I reported that ‘my general
impression [is of] a bloke who takes his job to heart and isn’t
the fool the Bulletin says he is’. In the longer term, I owe to
Ben the fact that, since meeting him, I have treated the
opinions expressed by some writers in the public print with
considerable caution, bordering at times on contempt.
Ben also introduced us to his ‘trainbearers’, who ‘had us
all amazed as they were a very young group of blokes [with an]
average age of about 30’. He said that Dr John Burton, ‘Evatt’s
sidekick in External Affairs’, was ‘the intellectual of them all’.
To me, Burton ‘looked about 28’, but he was quick to step in
and assist the Prime Minister with his replies to our questions.
Ben introduced another young man as a Treasury official. He
called it the ‘low down department’. After photographs were
taken, he told us how honoured he was that we had come to
meet him and, without using the word ‘prayer’, he asked to be
remembered in ‘our spare moments’. He especially requested
us to do so on behalf of his press secretary, whom he described,
with an affectionate smile, as ‘a poor Presbyterian’.
I cannot say that the visit by the Prime Minister had an
ideological effect on me. I had already concluded that politics
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was ‘an intensely practical matter’ engaged in for the
betterment of the people and the country. It seemed to me
that it was far better that ideology played no part in politics
and my slight knowledge of Fascism and Nazism had
strengthened my conviction. The more I heard about
communism served to make it concrete. When the People’s
Republic of China was proclaimed in 1949, I grieved at
seeing the agony in Gus Chang’s face as he told me the news.
He was sure, and with good reason, that he would never see
his parents and his family again. His sorrow went far wider
because it embraced the country and the Church he loved.
I reacted so badly that I even contemplated whether it would
be appropriate to attack Moscow itself and thus strike at the
source of the evil. I feared that another war in Europe could
well spell the end of Western civilisation, but the fact that
I toyed with the thought of using one evil to defeat another
indicated that my thinking had to develop before I reached an
acceptable level of civilisation myself.
Meanwhile, peace and better economic prospects in
Europe combined with the increase in air travel to bring
larger numbers of Australian visitors to Rome, including four
ANA pilots on their way to London to pick up a new aircraft
for use on the London-Sydney route. Their interests and
knowledge, however, were mainly aeronautical. They called
on Frank Little and me at the college. I concluded that ‘Rome
is rapidly gaining in international importance as all the big
air-routes are running through here now’, which was
‘changing the rather quiet life of the city’. Yet, it was the old
and established form of Roman life that appealed to me with
its unchanging ways. Although most of the symbols of
Fascism had been removed, I understood why some that
reminded the Romans of their imperial past remained.
Among them were Mussolini’s maps on Via dei Fori
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Imperials which led up to the Colosseum. They evoked the
dream of empire, as well as Mussolini’s determination to have
a portion of North Africa in the manner of the Caesars of old.
In their lectures, our Italian professors never said ‘Here in
Rome’ but always ‘hie in urbe (here in the city), as if there was
no other city that mattered and that those who lived
elsewhere were to be pitied.
I was invited to the home of a Roman count whose
brother, Archbishop Paolo Marella, was Apostolic Delegate to
the Catholic Church in Australia. The count’s home intrigued
me, given that it, like most of the older dwellings in the city,
looked dilapidated and uncared for from outside, but was a
sumptuous mansion inside. This led me to a reflection on the
older European cities that had their origins in what later became
the centre of the modern cities. There was a tendency to stay as
close as possible to the centre and to build up rather than out. In
that way the citizens were close to the markets, the main stores,
the churches, theatres, opera houses, libraries, amphitheatres
and all that go to make up a city and, with it, a civilisation.
Suburbs, as I had grown to know them in Melbourne,
did not exist in Rome in the 1940s. The suburbs — sub urbe
means close to the city — of old Rome were adjacent to the
Forum and the Palatine Hill and those that developed later
remained as close as possible to the centre. Thus, where the
centre of the city stopped, the countryside began. This
concept of what it was to be a city-dweller remained firm in
the minds of the early Christians. The majority of them were
citizens of the cities; the people who dwelt outside the cities
were known in the Roman world as pagani, probably because
they lived in small pagi or villages. If this interpretation is
correct, the close connection of early Christianity with
civilisation becomes clear. To be a pagan was to be a nonChristian and uncivilised.
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I tried to explain the kernel of this idea to my students
at The Australian National University in a later time. I used
the thoughts of a seducer and brilliant theoriser, William
Gibbon Wakefield, who is rightly remembered as the father of
South Australia, although he never visited his offspring.
Pleading for close settlement in the new colony, he wrote,
‘The essence of civilisation is concentration.’ I hoped that
Canberra’s planners would read and think about his words in
order that all its inhabitants could live in a truly civilised city.
Instead, the planners forced young parents and their children
to live in suburbs far away in the hills towards Cooma.
By 1949, the population of Italy, due to the high birth
rate, was increasing by about one million every 30 months.
They were the days when the child was still at the heart of
every Italian home and, in 1948, all Italy stopped in shock,
revulsion and grief when the battered body of a child was
found thrown down a well. Because the hills were denuded,
wood was scarce and very dear, there were no minerals to
speak of, no extensive plains for herds and flocks except in
parts of the centre and north, no wheat belts as we knew them
and Italians lived on local products for only five months of
the year. As a consequence, emigration, from which Australia
benefited immensely, was an absolute necessity were any kind
of a reasonable standard of living in Italy to be maintained.
At that time, there was little interest in, or promotion of,
tourism, despite the beauty of Italy, its history and its role as a
centre of art and culture. It was sufficient that the Italians
were rebuilding their lives and their economy in the wake of
the devastation of the recent war.
In 1949, my health again began to deteriorate towards
the end of the academic year. I was worn down by study,
anxious about the exams and I could not sleep well, despite
giving up siestas in the hope of doing so. I had an additional
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burden to carry when I became one of the three ‘ ceremonieri’
in the college. Despite my lack of interest in ceremonial details,
I was bowing to my bishops demand that I acquire knowledge
of their mysteries. It was soon evident to me that the precise
way in which all the ceremonies were performed in the college,
from the consecration of a bishop through to Benediction of
the Blessed Sacrament, followed the Roman ritual to the letter,
which helped to make us ‘Romans to the back teeth’. At least
this position gave me the opportunity, dressed in attire scarcely
less startling than his own, to accompany Fumasoni as his
trainbearer on a few of his official engagements.
The Cardinal’s titular church was the magnificent
Basilica of Santa Croce in Gerusalemme and, on the Feast of
the Holy Cross, I was taken from the college by Fumasoni’s
chauffeur in a Rolls Royce accompanied by Count Marella,
who was clad in long white socks, shoes with large buckles
and, from the waist up, in evening dress. We drove down to
old Propaganda at Piazza di Spagna and entered the Cardinal’s
throne-room, which was covered with scarlet-coloured
drapes. He insisted that I brace myself for the coming ordeal
by drinking two shots of Dorn Benedictine. On the way
to the church, he regaled us with a joke in Italian about an
I American who came to Rome and, on reaching the
Colosseum, asked the taxi driver how long it had taken to
construct it. The driver was unsure, but took a chance with
50 years. The American replied, As long as that. Back home,
we would get it up in three weeks.’ A similar conversation
took place before the Victor Emmanuel monument, except
that ‘back home’ two weeks would have been sufficient.
Reaching the edge of the Piazza at St Peter’s, the American
looked long and hard at the huge basilica and asked the same
question. The driver replied, ‘I don’t know. I passed this way
last night and it wasn’t here then.’
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When we alighted before Santa Croce, a Vatican
ceremoniere hurried anxiously towards me and insisted that
I completely unfolded the long scarlet ‘cappa magna that was
partially draped over the Cardinal’s shoulders. Fumasoni
heard him but said nothing so I ignored the request and the
two of us stood fixed to the spot while the man from the
Vatican fumed. I eventually realised that the old man had no
intention of budging until I folded up the cape. When I did
so, we proceeded to the singing of the Sistine Choir, which
was present to honour the occasion. It was not pride or
stubbornness that moved Fumasoni to act as he did. To him,
it was clearly a matter of being unable to accept ostentatious
apparel. Fie would have been happy to know that, a few years
later, Paul VI forbade the use of the cappa magna.
Although X-rays had shown that my ulcer was healed,
Cenci insisted that I stick to my bland diet and, twice daily,
the nuns prepared a ‘concoction of eggs, flour, sugar, and
milk’ beaten up into a drink. Despite my lack of strength, for
six weeks or so before the examinations I went to bed after
midnight and again began to dream in Latin. Two weeks
followed during which I suffered a sort of collapse, could not
study at all and was plagued by constant headaches. In the
aftermath, I was deeply disappointed and ashamed that,
dragged down by Parente’s mark, I managed only to scrape
through the Baccalaureate in Theology and despaired of ever
becoming a true scholar again. Unwisely, throughout all this,
I had maintained my optional courses in French and German,
the latter taught by an oddity who had not lifted my spirits by
proclaiming in Latin that I was his ‘most intelligent and
handsome student’. I forthwith absented myself from his
classes. Worn down after the examinations, I also decided that
French was rapidly losing its importance as an international
language and that it would be of little use to me. It was an
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unwise decision, but I had achieved enough knowledge of it
to be able to read it with ease and speak it, although with
hesitation.
Fearful lest my ill health prevent me from continuing
towards the priesthood, I decided to tell my parents about the
ulcer. I explained that I did so because the memory of my
experience at the villa the previous summer was so bad that
I was attempting to get permission to leave Italy during the
coming long break. To that end, I knew that I would need
some financial assistance. I asked them not to imagine for a
moment that ‘I am giving up the life; my vocation has never
been so strong and [for that reason] I am doing what I can in
order to safeguard if. Uncle John had just died in Feakle and
I wanted to go back to the place where I had been so welcome
and happy in 1947. Cenci and Fumasoni agreed with my
proposal, but they had to abide by Dr Fontana’s medical
advice. It amounted to a negative on the grounds that
breathing the ‘ bella aria of the Alban Hills would revive me.
I departed for the villa with a heavy heart while telling my
parents that it was ‘God’s Holy Will’, which I accepted as ‘the
best thing for me’. How I mistook God for Doctor Fontana is
unclear.
As soon as I had posted the letter, I regretted doing so.
In the next letter, written the next morning, I explained that
‘I always see things differently in the morning’ and that
emotions tended to rule me after 10 at night, when I normally
wrote my letters. On the other hand, ‘when I have to make a
decision of any consequence, a very infrequent occurrence,
I always do so about seven in the morning [which is] a very
revealing time’. In the event, I had chosen an unfavourable
moment to reveal my worries to my family because they had
many of their own. My father’s health had deteriorated so
much that he was no longer able to face the daily grind of
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delivering petrol and my parents were about to leave
Williamstown to live in a hotel they had acquired at Buangor,
near Ararat, in western Victoria. When I heard this news
I fantasised that Ararat would lose its importance and that
little Buangor on the Western Highway would ‘become the
new hub around which will revolve the social and financial
life of those parts!!’ Perhaps my interest also lay in response
to the news that opposite the hotel there was a bluestone
Cobb & Co staging post and I was delighted also that there
was some land attached to the hotel. I had visions of Dad
being a farmer again because to me he had remained bred
‘to the good clean soil’ which was ‘his place’. I hoped that he
had not ‘lost the touch with the nannies [sheep]’, which he
proposed to buy.
My time at the villa proved that Fontana was at least
partially correct, but I am unsure whether it had anything to
do with the bella aria. I had a room that looked to the sea
and, seated on a newly acquired deckchair, I spent hours
‘relaxing in the balmy air of the Alban hills as one more poetic
than myself would probably say’. At night, I could see the
lights of Ostia farther south and of Anzio and Rome to the
north; on clear days the Dome of St Peter’s could be clearly
discerned. In the afternoons, I found that I ‘could sleep like a
babe’ through the two-hour siesta. Taxt was prefect, Frank
Little was in the same camerata as me, so the company was
excellent. I read voraciously in French and Italian, because
I had nothing to read in English. I realised that my English
was suffering, but there was little I could do to remedy the
situation, except write more letters.
Cenci taught a course on Dante to those interested,
which I treasured, and I started to read Manzoni, learning by
heart long passages from his masterpiece I promessi sposi,
which I can still recite today. I also read Roman newspapers,
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principally II Messaggero, on the grounds that 'There is not
much point in living in a country if you don’t know what goes
on. From the papers, I began to realise that Italy was ‘making
an amazing recovery’, which gave me as much pleasure as if
I had been a true Roman. At the same time, with the whole of
Italy, including the Senate, which shut for a day, I mourned
the loss of the Turin soccer team in an air crash. The
30 casualties included 10 players from the national team, gli
Azurri, the Blues.
We were permitted to go out in groups of five for
walks, but I did so infrequently when I realised that it took
me a couple of days to recover from them. The heat and the
fact that we had to wear our soutane did nothing to change
my mind, nor did hearing that one group arrived back
from the nearby hills after reporting to the local police
the whereabouts of the skeleton of a German soldier they had
stumbled on. Meanwhile, I was pleased to read that the ALP
was taking steps to stop the strikes at home, thinking that it
would benefit its chances of re-election.
There are faint indications in my letters that I envied
the opportunity given to Brian, but lost to me from the day
I went to Werribee, of being with my father while he grew
into manhood. When I learned that Brian had been to the
Pakenham races, I reminded Dad that ‘We at least used to
give our money to the city sharks when we went to the races’
and asked whether Brian was becoming a country meet
bloke’, with the barb that ‘They tell me, though, that the
gentry favour the bush races because [they] smack more of the
old colonial days’. At the same time, I longed for a letter from
Brian, who had not written to me for months. I explained
that a letter ‘coming from someone you love’ is a ‘cherished
thing’ even if it contains nothing other than ‘the kind
intention’.
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In late August, a genuine break from the villa was
afforded when Dick Connolly, Brian Ashby, with whom
I now had better relations, Frank Little and I were allowed to
go to Assisi for a conference. I roomed with Dick in the
diocesan seminary down in the valley and we had a riotous
few days — if that word can ever be used for the behaviour of
seminarians — during which we made our own rules and
broke them all. ‘Riotous’ covered little more than rising and
going to bed when we pleased, smoking too heavily, proving
each day that the quality of Italian beer was admirable and,
on one occasion, daring to order a ‘colazione inglese (English
breakfast), which cost the equivalent of eight shillings
Australian. We had to instruct the cook how to prepare the
eggs, bacon and toast, and almost had to use force to persuade
him to fry some tomatoes.
Attended by about 1,300 artists, sculptors, writers and
intellectuals from many parts of Italy, the conference was
organised by the then famous priest, Don Giovanni Rossi. Its
theme was ‘The Life of Christ’. The highest civil authority in
the region was the Prefect of Perugia, whose title and role
stemmed from the days of imperial Rome. He opened
proceedings with a speech larded with hyperbole about the
physical beauty of our surroundings and reached a high point
when he spoke of ‘the sacred sunsets of Perugia’. Sitting next
to me was a sculptor named Pini, who burst into laughter at
this absurdity. The whole audience followed Pini and the
Prefect was clapped off the stage.
Cenci had recommended Dick Connolly to Rossi as an
appropriate speaker given his impeccable Italian. Rossi was
pleased in that Dick would add an international flavour to the
conference, but he decided that Dick would speak as a
layman, which he duly did, dressed in my old sports coat. He
spoke so well that he became an instant celebrity and
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prudence demanded that we absent ourselves from the
remainder of the conference lest the subterfuge be discovered.
We departed joyfully and visited La Verna, Arezzo, Perugia
and Cortona, where we were unable to view the body of Santa
Margarita without the bishop’s permission, which we did not
attempt to obtain. Passing along Lake Trasimeno, I noted that
it was the place where Hannibal cleaned up the Romans’. We
returned to the villa refreshed.
Towards the end of our days at the villa, a tragedy
occurred that had the potential to change the nature of
formation based on trust and a sense of personal
responsibility, which Cenci had consistently fostered among
us. With an unheard-of departure from the norm, Cenci
permitted us to go out for a full day in small groups of our
own choice, as well as to select our own destination. Despite
the lack of resemblance of the Italian beaches to those at
home, many of us opted to go to one or other of them on the
nearby coast. A few Australians met a group of Indians at a
place called Fregene and they all went into the water together.
Among the Indians, there was a student, Joe Coelho, from an
upper-class family, who was to be ordained to the priesthood
at the end of the next week. Joe, a non-swimmer, apparently
stepped into an unexpected hole and frantic efforts to revive
him were to no avail. No one spoke in the refectory that
night, including Fumasoni and Cenci. The tragic drowning
cast a blight over the whole community, which lasted for
some days. Pius XII, in his nearby residence, was immediately
told of Joe’s death and sent his condolences. Nonetheless,
there were justifiable fears among us that Cenci’s tenure as
rector would be terminated because Parente was not alone
among the powerful in wanting to see the end of him.
Fumasoni stood firm and Cenci remained among us. I wanted
to congratulate the Cardinal for his determination and
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courage, but refrained, knowing that it would be unfitting to
refer to a matter that perhaps indicated a cardinal had resisted
pressure from the papal chambers.
In the same summer of 1949, the Holy Office
published an edict that excommunicated all Catholics who
were members of communist parties. The reaction in Italy
was immense, but there was relief in some circles at the final
clarification of a matter that had troubled millions of
Catholics and especially many women. We had heard an
amusing story of an English priest who was visiting homes in
Rome during Holy Week to give the Easter blessing. He
entered one home to be confronted with the sight of three
women holding a man down on the floor. They entreated the
priest to bless him, as well as the house, because he was ‘mad
with communism’. In the aftermath of the papal edict, there
was some truth in the widespread rumour that many wives
and mothers would not tolerate an excommunicated person
in their homes. Many men preferred to tear up their party
tickets rather than run the risk of expulsion.
I was uncertain what to think of the edict, principally
because I was sure that rampant poverty was the source of much
discontent in Italy, which had resulted in the development of
radical attitudes to the reform of society. Furthermore, I was
never able to accept dictatorial regimes and doubted their
effectiveness, including in Franco’s Spain, although I recognised
that he had confronted communism there. I was not alone in
failing to come to grips with an intractable problem, but
I thought that excommunication should be the last weapon in
the Church’s armoury and that it was so extreme a measure that
it disconcerted many decent Italian Catholics. Neither Cenci
nor Fumasoni ever referred to the matter.
In December 1949, I was again reminded of the
strained relations between Fumasoni and Pius XII. A Holy
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Year had been proclaimed for 1950 and, at midnight on
Christmas Eve 1949, the Pope was to open the ceremonial
Holy Door of St Peter’s, which had been bricked up and
remained closed from the end of the last Holy Year in 1933.
I was invited to go with the Cardinal to the ceremony. We
went straight up to the Borgia apartments to await the arrival
of the Pope. Fumasoni, surprised that I had never seen the
apartments and perhaps unaware that lesser mortals never
entered them, took pleasure in showing me their frescoes.
While waiting, I exchanged a few sentences with Cardinal
Barros Camera, Archbishop of Buenos Aires, and held a
longer conversation with his trainbearer. The latter realised
that I was puzzled by the poverty of the garments in which
they were both clothed and, when Fumasoni started to talk to
Barros Camera, he whispered to me that his archbishop was a
simple man who tried to live close to his people, the vast
majority of whom were desperately poor. Fumasoni and some
of the Italian cardinals unsuccessfully tried to make Barros
Camera take precedence over them as we went down to the
Sistine Chapel in front of the Pope. To me, they again proved
that the Italians have ‘lovely natures in many ways’. The
chapel was magnificently lit, but what most struck me was
how exhausted the Pope seemed as he knelt to pray only a few
feet from me.
The Holy Door, in fact a large slab of marble, was close
to the chapel. Pius XII knocked on it three times with a silver
and ivory hammer at which there was ‘a great ripping and
roaring and the Door sort of fell inwards’ on to a trolley
which was whisked away by masons. Fumasoni was seated
next to the Pope with me behind him, while priests washed
the steps and sides of the door. I was able to closely inspect
the papal tiara, which appeared to be a light object consisting
of jewel-encrusted ivory. Pius knelt and intoned the Te Deum,
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then rose and went through the door with Fumasoni and me
close behind. I felt honoured to be the first non-Italian in the
world to pass through the door; a medallion was struck for
the occasion, in which I appear as a very minor figure.
Once inside the basilica, Fumasoni took good care of
me, pointing out some of the notables present, such as the
Queen of Belgium, and the President of Italy, Luigi Enaudi,
and his wife. When we returned to the Borgia apartments
after the ceremony, he introduced me to the Pope’s nephew,
Prince Julius. I described him as being ‘dressed up like a sore
toe’. On the way home in the early hours of Christmas Day,
the Cardinal was understandably tired and distracted. He
even asked me whether I enjoyed riding in his new Rolls, so
I dissimulated and said yes, knowing that we were in the old
one. At the same time, I was determined to press on with a
commission that had been given to me by some of my
classmates. It was also close to my own heart.
In the normal course of events, our class of about 30
was to be ordained early in 1951. In that case, our ordination
would have fallen outside the Holy Year during which
tradition held that it was an honour to be ordained. Well
aware of our wishes, Fumasoni had asked the Pope for
permission to ordain us during 1950. Pius agreed, but
stipulated that only those aged 24 or older were to be
ordained during the year. The canonical age of ordination was
25, so he was making a concession to most of the class,
including Frank Little and Geoff Lloyd, but Gus Chang, Raul
Gonzales and the other Australians were left to wait until
some date in 1951. Understandably, Fumasoni had no wish
to raise the matter with Pius again but, because my
disadvantaged classmates thought I would succeed in making
him listen to me, I had been persuaded to encourage him to
‘have another go’. The old man brushed me aside as if I was a
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troublesome bee and muttered something about ceasing to be
preposterous. However, he warmly wished me a happy
Christmas when we arrived at the college. A few months later,
word came that, apart from Bede Heather and Mick Tobin,
who would still be too young, we would be ordained on
21 December, 1950.

chapter nine

THE ORDER OF
MELCHIZEDEK

Despite the evil weeds of anti-Semitism that have sometimes
thrown their seeds into the soil of Catholicism, the Church
has never lost sight of its continuity with the religion of
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. No aspect of the life of the
Church relates more strongly to that past than the Catholic
priesthood, which is embedded in the Old Testament.
A writer who well understood the religion in which his
ancestors had been formed insisted in the Epistle to the
Hebrews that the priest of the New Testament must not claim
this honour for himself but that, like Christ, he is also ‘called
by God, as Aaron was’. At ordination, he becomes a priest of
the order of Melchizedek, and for ever.
In the little church of St Mary at Sea Lake and in the
chapel at St Pat’s in Ballarat, both humble wooden structures,

268

Luther’s Pine

a Mallee boy responded to the same call heard long before by
Aaron in the Sinai desert. The fact remains that I had as little
chance of rejecting the call as Aaron and Melchizedek. There
was never a day during the ensuing years, filled as they often
were with dark moments, when I doubted or wavered in my
response. At times, the moments were so dark that I had to
flee to reason as the final justification for my perseverance and
I told my parents that ‘I could not imagine anyone sticking
out life in the seminary unless he had a true vocation to the
priesthood’.
In preference to the amiable but largely aimless Father
Pagani, my spiritual director at Propaganda was a Canadian
priest of the Order of the Blessed Sacrament, known to me
only as Father Maheu. Fie came to the college most Saturdays
as a visiting confessor and, for a period of some months, he
tried to analyse my spiritual state. In the end, he gave up,
finding it too difficult to fit me into any of the set patterns
laid down by ‘the spiritual psychologists’ upon whom he
seemed to rely. This did not disturb me because I was a male,
baptised Catholic, which was the exact description of the
fundamental requirements for a man to be elected to the
papacy. What was good enough for that exalted office seemed
adequate for one who, even in a wild fantasy, could never
aspire to its heights.
In James O’Collins I also had a bishop who wanted me
to be ordained as a priest of his diocese of Ballarat. What
more was needed? I had begun to turn to One in prayer, of
whom I said, ‘He is a very neglected Person, I’m afraid’, but
I had utter confidence in Him. I explained that I was
speaking of the Holy Spirit, which was the name I had begun
to adopt for the Third Person of the Trinity. To my parents,
who must have been bewildered by a son who seemed to step
with nonchalance on uncharted paths, I said that Holy Ghost
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‘must sound an absurd sort of name to a non-Catholic, and it
only sounds normal to us by usage’.
I knew, however, that a great deal more was needed in
my preparation and, by New Year’s Day 1950, the urgency
was pressing. At the same time, an event occurred that
impressed upon me the human dimension of the priesthood
and thereby gave me comfort and encouragement. Gerry
Moylan had entered Werribee two years before me as a
candidate for the diocese of Sandhurst (Bendigo). I had not
known him well at Werribee, except for his remarkable ability
to spin a cricket ball and the unequivocal nature of his
Australian character. He was, in short, a ‘dinkum Aussie’. At
Propaganda, we had become close friends and, at 6.30am on
3 January, 1950, he knocked on my door. I scrambled out of
bed and Gerry asked me, ‘What sort of a shave have I had?’
He seemed to have blood from ear to ear, so I replied that he
had given himself a satisfactory one, which was appropriate
given that he was about to offer himself in sacrifice at 8 am,
when the Cardinal would commence the Mass in which he
would ordain Gerry and 11 others to the priesthood.
Among the candidates for priesthood that morning
there were two other Australians, John Dougherty from
Lismore and Len Faulkner from Adelaide. The rest included
two Indians, Brian Ashby from New Zealand, who was taking
his first step towards the bishopric of Christchurch, two
Arabs, one Chinese, a French-Chinese from the Seychelles
and two Ceylonese. No relations were present, except the
mother of one of the Ceylonese. During the ordination, at
which I was a master of ceremonies, it dawned on me that
God had chosen these entirely normal young men with their
varying gifts and lack of same because He wanted them as His
priests. That they had anticipated God and chosen the
priesthood on their own behalf seemed preposterous.
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Immediately afterwards, I knelt to receive Gerry’s first priestly
blessing. Like Homer’s Odysseus, we were both ‘smiling
through our tears’ as he said the solemn words and crossed my
forehead with his thumb.
Perhaps the initial refusal of Pius XII to make those of us
who were aged under 24 wait for ordination, or an increasing
consciousness of my own lack of maturity, led me to write that,
although we were close to priesthood, ‘we are still no more than
boys in many ways. One doesn’t get a chance to grow up as one
does in the world.’ I realised that we had to ‘grow up in things
that the world doesn’t regard as [being] of much importance’,
but it was clear that becoming ‘perfect’ in those unspecified
things required an even greater effort than I had made up to that
time. I pleaded with my parents, ‘Please pray for me a lot during
these coming months that I may become holier each day. I get
more afraid every time I think of the big things ahead of me.’
I was also acutely conscious that God’s help was needed to ward
off the attacks of‘the old devil’, who is ‘very strong when he sees
a young man about to give all of himself to God, and he does his
best to turn him off his final goal or make him less ready for if.
In some faint way, I felt that I had to play a role in defending
myself, so I decided to stop smoking until my ordination.
There were two problems in achieving the goal of
holiness I set myself as desirable. First, my ignorance of what
holiness meant appeared to border on the insuperable. The
second, a lack of time, could be overcome, but with much
difficulty in that a Holy Year in Rome was unquestionably the
worst possible time to prepare for ordination. Combining the
two, and leaving aside other hurdles, such as the end of the
academic year in June with its accompanying examinations,
made me quail at the prospect of success.
My quest for holiness, as I understood it, was certainly
absurd, conceited and based on ignorance, possibly culpable
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ignorance. I was not so stupid as to imagine that holiness
entailed miracles, visions, self-flagellation and the varying
peculiarities often met in the lives of the saints. I was glad we
had three more months in which to prepare for ordination
compared with the others in our class, but I mourned the
lost years that would have been mine before ordination had
I remained at Werribee. Now it was all too late and I had
to do whatever I could, not understanding that, to be holy,
the first requirement is to be genuinely one’s self. It did not
seem enough that I had the example around me of other
young men such as Gerry, who was just that, himself. Had
I possessed sufficient sense to ask either the Cardinal or
Cenci, they would have set me straight. Perhaps in my stupid
pride, I thought that, while it might be good enough for
others to be themselves, Molony had to be something more.
The true root of my problem was revealed: I could not accept
myself though I knew full well that Jesus Christ taught us that
we must love others as we love ourselves. What then happens
to those who cannot love themselves because they find
nothing there to be loved? The great danger they run is that,
ultimately, they love no one.
Eventually, it dawned on me that further prayer was
essential for any progress to be made so I bought a book by a
Jesuit, Joseph De Guibert, Theologia spiritualis ascetica et
mystica, published in Rome in 1946. Having pondered his
words on ‘We cannot remain indifferent in regard to our own
perfection’, I reached page 121 when I came to his account of
the dangers involved in ‘The desire for perfection’ and found
that the principal pitfalls were ‘love of oneself, egotism and a
vain delight in perfection itself’. On page 204, I read about
‘ I he nature of mental prayer’ and I underlined ‘Don’t
imagine that you have made any progress unless you feel that
you are inferior to everyone else’. Having continued reading
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to page 308, I left the last hundred pages of the book uncut.
I was overwhelmed with the conviction that, while perfection
was something to be striven for, it was a goal I could never
reach. I would therefore have to go to ordination weighed
down with my own imperfections.
Although I feared any tendency in me to become ‘the
senseless intellectual who goes around leaving his hat and
umbrella behind’, I continued to do my best at study. The
academic year went smoothly enough, even though Parente
loomed large on the daily scene. I began to read as much as
I could about Marxism and I found it revealing to discover
that the authors all claimed that they would make the
communist system of government ‘work better in their own
respective countries’. German, which I worked on privately,
was still progressing under Taxt’s tutelage. He had taken to
brewing liqueurs, which he boiled in a large pot in his room in
winter. The pure alcohol ingredient was acquired at the
Vatican pharmacy where the functionaries probably thought,
or were given to understand, that it was for medicinal purposes
only, although it was widely available throughout Italy. With
sugar, Taxt mixed in liqueur essences he bought from a shady
source in a back lane down in the old Roman ‘centro and the
brew was complete. While helping me with my German and
laughing uproariously at my accent, he was parsimonious in
the way he doled out minute portions of his liqueur as if we
were indeed partaking of a medicine. My Australian accent
amused him and he said that it sprang from my roots in the
Mallee and that the ‘first twang never leaves us’. Taxt also
claimed that he could tell the difference between our various
Australian accents. He pronounced that of the Queenslanders
to be the best and those of the Western Australians and
Victorians the worst. When he had arrived at the college, he
spoke perfect English, with an elegant Home Counties accent.
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I also enrolled in a supplementary subject on Protestant
theology, which Piolanti offered: it was centred, appropriately,
on Martin Luther. I enrolled gladly because I sensed a need to
have some understanding of what Protestants at home believed
and I was conscious of my own ‘Catholic bias’, which I had
concluded was ‘more invidious than the other because you
aren’t aware of it so much’. This implies that I thought I knew
what Protestant bias was like but, in an attempt to gain some
balance, I started reading widely on the Reformation, judging it
as the ‘most important event in history since Our Lord died’.
Furthermore, I wanted to rid myself of a puerile concept of
Luther in which he was no more than a renegade monk of
questionable habits and a revolutionary fanatic, rather than an
honest and learned theologian who tried to plumb the meaning
of God’s grace.
Ian Burns completed his stint in April as primo
ceremoniere, in which role I succeeded him. It was an
important position in the life of the college, and it carried
considerable responsibility in a Holy Year abounding with
ceremonies in and out of the college and, during the summer,
at St Peter’s as well. We decided to enrol in a two-year course
leading to a fellowship of the Pontifical Liturgical Academy.
The proceedings of the academy were conducted in Italian
and the requirements to become a fellow were attendance at
monthly seminars and delivery of a paper at one seminar each
year. While a fellowship depended essentially on the
satisfactory presentation of the papers, attendance at seminars
was obligatory. This requirement caused some pain to Ian and
me given the tedious nature of much of the material treated
by some of the elderly fellows. At the last seminar, to our
intense and partially concealed amusement, a weighty tome
was presented to an elderly, stooped monk who had been
judged as more assiduous than the rest of us in attending.
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We were given a list of topics for our papers and the
one I chose for my first seminar was also selected by a student
from the Roman College, whose eminence as a member of
that renowned institution was such that his preference could
not be disputed. I settled instead for ‘The role of the homily
in the Mass’. My paper caused a degree of consternation
occasioned by my reference to a custom in Australia whereby
some priests delivered their homily after Communion, and
thus towards the end of Mass, rather than in its rightful place
after the Gospel. Leading professors of Liturgy from the
Roman universities, as well as the papal ceremonieri, including
their head, Monsignore (later cardinal) Dante, were present.
They murmured their astonishment and disapproval when
I mentioned the Australian practice.
I hastened to explain that priests in country areas of
Australia often had to travel many miles on hot Sunday
mornings to celebrate Masses in different places. They were
obliged to fast from food and drink, including water, from
midnight on the previous night until after their last Mass on
Sunday. Understandably, when a Mass did not finish until
towards noon, the fast made the celebrant extremely thirsty.
In some cases, instead of preaching after the Gospel, the
celebrant did so after Communion when he could take a glass
of water, thus enabling him to preach with less discomfort.
This explanation so moved one jovial and kindly monk that
he applauded, to the astonishment of the experts, who looked
at him in amazement. In any event, I underwent and passed
the ordeal and sent a clipping home from the Osservatore
Romano, which mentioned my topic and gave my name.
I told my parents that they should not show the clipping to
anyone, as ‘it would be mere hypocrisy to make anything of it
I assure you’. My second paper on ‘The Sign of the Cross in
the Canon of the Mass’ gave rise to no bewilderment because
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I delivered only on the significance of each of the 26 and left
further complexities untouched. In the end, Ian and I were
welcomed into the academy, a body with which I have had no
further contact.
While researching material for my paper on the ‘Sign of
the Cross’, I decided to examine the old ceremonial books
held in the sacristy at Propaganda. In one of them, dating
from the early 18th century, I was shocked to find a ceremony
in which a bishop reduced a priest to the lay state. The
ceremony was illustrated with coloured line drawings, which
made my horror greater. Before celebrating Mass, a priest
recites set prayers as he vests. In this ceremony the priest was
compelled to kneel before the bishop, who then removed the
Mass vestments from him. While so doing, the bishop recited
a mockery of the prayers. The word for blessing was changed
to malediction, heaven into hell and so on. All this was
illustrated graphically, but one drawing stood out. When
ordaining a priest, the bishop solemnly anoints the
candidate’s hands with oil praying that they may be blessed
and that whatever they bless may also be blessed. All this was
said in reverse in the old ceremony and, in the illustration, the
bishop was depicted scraping at the priest’s palms with a knife
as he recited the ‘prayer’. I fled from the sacristy in revulsion
at such a dreadful practice, thankful that it had not persisted
into my day. At that time, I was unaware that there were other
ways to deal with a ‘fallen priest. Cold rejection can also cut
into the heart of a man and make him feel like an outcast.
The other world I entered was that of art. In Rome,
this was achieved easily even in the early months of Holy Year
before the pilgrims began to arrive in huge numbers. I went
to the museums and art galleries as frequently as possible and
bought Ernest Short’s The Painter in History, which was
published in 1950. I also knew something of Giorgio Vasari’s
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great Vite (Lives of the Painters) and I tried to trace the
development of the Italian schools. I admired the simplicity
of the work of Giotto and Cimabue and the splendour of Fra
Angelico, Perugino and Piero della Francesca. The transition
to the High Renaissance puzzled me and naturalism and the
baroque did not attract me even though I stood in awe before
the great masters. I was taken aback, perhaps slightly repelled,
by the astonishing paintings by Caravaggio in several Roman
churches. The significance accorded to him in recent decades
was not then evident, but his realism, his mastery of the
human form and of facial expressions were always
overwhelming. Bernini’s fountain in Piazza Navona, with its
four river gods and veiled face of the Nile (its source was
unknown in his time), always delighted me. I thought
Canova’s statue of the reclining and half-naked Paolina
Borghese, sister of Napoleon I, in the Borghese Gallery was
Very fine’ even if a bit profane’, but I excused the profanity
on the grounds that it was ‘the art of the day’. I could not
appreciate the general hugeness of baroque architecture and
I regarded it as inferior to the beauty and grace of the Gothic
as evident in Santa Maria Sopra Minerva. However, as Dick
Connolly has pointed out to me, we could not but admire the
grace of the church of Santa Maria Sopra Minerva. Bernini
whimsically set the obelisk of Minerva on the back of an
elephant with an inscription in Latin elegiac couplets which
tell us that, just as it takes the elephant, mightiest of beasts, to
bear the obelisk with its hieroglyphics containing ancient
wisdom, so our minds must be strong to receive that kind of
wisdom.
We had frequently visited the city museums and
Vatican galleries in previous years when they were generally
so empty we had them practically to ourselves’. Indeed, on
one occasion, so empty that a small group of us caused the
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Custodians of the Capitoline Museum to come running in
consternation when they heard us cheering. We were walking
down a long corridor, which was lined with nude male statues
that had been mutilated in their private parts so as to cause no
offence to prudish eyes. To our delight, we came upon one
whose manhood had been spared. This sight prompted an
outburst of cheering and a swift invitation from the officials to
be on our way immediately, as if we were Attila and his Huns.
Things had changed by April 1950 when Paul
Fitzgerald, a Melbourne painter of much merit, but still
finding his way with his craft, came up to the college to visit
me. I remembered him from our childhood when I had
visited his large family home ‘full of kids’. I could show him
only one artwork of any distinction in the college. It was a
modern painting of the Madonna above a side altar, which
had attracted criticism from some neurotic clerics who alleged
that it had traces of eroticism in its composition. Cenci
defended it vigorously and, again, I had reason to be grateful
for his innate sense of the worthy, as well as his acceptance of
art as a development of the human spirit that had to speak to
its age. I took Paul to some of my favourite places in the art
world of Rome but, a few days later, having tried to get about
on his own, he fled the city. He had run into large crowds
wherever he went and decided that Rome in Holy Year was no
place to study art.
There were many visitors to the college during 1950.
Some had come because it was a Holy Year. Claire Booth
Luce disappointed me, although I acknowledged that I ‘always
expected too much from these people’. She was a convert to
Catholicism, a member of the American Congress and a
‘newspaper woman’ whose family owned Time magazine. She
had been appointed as the American Ambassador to Italy. In
her term of office, she almost died from blood poisoning and
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it was discovered that lead was leaking into the atmosphere
from the paintings on the ceiling of her bedroom in the
palazzo owned by the embassy on Via Veneto. I cannot say
what prompted her to say of us that we were ‘the cream of the
world’, but even though it was assuredly well meant, I classified
the statement as ‘cant’. I preferred the way of another convert
who was a princess, the sister of the Shah of Iran. She smiled
and waved her hand gently at us.
The Archbishop of Sydney, Cardinal Norman Thomas
Gilroy, became the first Australian-born bishop to be created
a cardinal when he received the Red Hat in 1946. He had
studied at the college in the 1920s and, in March 1950, he
stayed as a guest among us for a month. I often served his
Mass and was struck by his piety in that he prepared for Mass
by spending an hour in prayer. Yet his demeanour was
consistently cold and he lacked any sense of humour. Thomas
Aquinas defined a human being as an animal risibile (an
animal who can laugh). Cardinal Gilroy did not fit that
definition, at least in the days when he was archbishop. When
he retired, he spent the last years of his life visiting the sick
and the poor of Sydney in the manner of a simple priest.
On 19 March, 1950, Cardinal Gilroy ordained our
class to what was then the first of the major orders, the
subdiaconate. A few months earlier, I had written a personal
letter to Mother, which I did at least once a year. At home, we
had been accustomed to having long talks while she was
washing clothes and I feared that, without direct personal
contact, ‘we would get out of touch altogether and then
I would be useless for a gossip over the tubs when I get home’.
To reassure her of the sincerity of my vocation, I told her that
I was very happy to enter the celibate state and thus ‘offer
myself body and soul to Him’. It is clear that I was fully aware
that, by stepping forward when my name was called during
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the ceremony, I would be bound to celibacy for life. I have no
recollection that the step and its implications made any deep
impression on me. To my mother, I said that I welcomed
being consecrated ‘for ever to the service of God and His
Church’.
Furthermore, starting that day, I knew that for the rest
of my life I was bound to recite the Divine Office each day
under pain of committing a mortal sin if I deliberately did
not do so or if I omitted a substantial part of it. All in Latin,
the Office comprised a collection of hymns, psalms, prayers
and readings from the Scriptures and from the early fathers of
the Church. The monks in their monasteries had chanted it
daily through the centuries as a community act of worship.
Why it was imposed on the secular clergy, who had to try to
fit it into their private life, was never clear to me. In the
beginning, it took me more than an hour to complete my
Office. I admitted that it would become a terrible burden if
I could not see it ‘in a supernatural light’. I never achieved
seeing it with any regularity in that light but, on a few
occasions, I had to finish it by the interior light of my car.
During his visit, Cardinal Gilroy took Dick Connolly
aside and told him that he would have to remain in Rome
after ordination to complete postgraduate work in theology
and music. Dick was a gifted student who had topped the
New South Wales Leaving Certificate in Latin and he
remained proficient in it. Being a gifted musician, he became
the college organist and was given to ringing the changes at
unexpected moments. On one occasion, Archbishop Goody
of Perth visited and consented to preside at Benediction in the
college chapel. I he custom was for the celebrant, if he was a
bishop, to proceed along the main aisle of the chapel and
therefore not be seen by those in the choir until he was near
the main altar. Dick was unaware that Goody, or indeed any
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bishop with a background in Western music, was involved
and burst into the strains of the Teddy Bears’ Picnic. As
ceremoniere, I walked beside Goody, whose only reaction was
to mutter, ‘Is this in my honour?’ I did not reply.
Dick introduced us to local music of a more popular
variety. From Con Keogh, who returned to Australia in 1946,
Dick had inherited a mandolin, which had been passed down
among the Australians since the 1930s. Con also gave him the
sheet music of some of the popular songs, especially
Neapolitan ones, Torna a Surriento, O Sole Mio and others
which we happily sang. Mumma son tanto felice, Voglio vivere
cosi and a few opera choruses were also much favoured. In
that way, singing was a means of relaxation as well as an
opportunity to relate to the prevailing Italian culture.
Compared with music, theology ranked down the scale
for Dick, who told me that he sometimes went through an
opera in his head during Parente’s or Piolanti’s lectures. The
prospect of several years more in Rome combined with Dick’s
sincere questioning of his own vocation, moved him to ask
for, and obtain, a dispensation from the subdiaconate, which
he had received with us in March. This came as an utter
surprise to me and tore at my emotions. We had become close
to each other during the past three years; I admired Dick and
I treasured his friendship. We had spent a wonderful few days
together in Florence in June while accompanying the
Australian pilgrimage and I fully expected during those
precious hours that we would go to the priesthood together.
Dick returned home, worked with the Catholic Weekly
for a time and then went to the ABC, where he eventually
became head of ABC Radio, Drama and Features, which
enriched millions of Australians with its high cultural
content. He also wrote music, including the theme for Play
School and the music for the noble hymns of James McAuley.
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These hymns, steeped in the theology and music of centuries,
were sung in churches throughout the English-speaking
Catholic world until they were replaced with the material that
often passed for hymnology after the Second Vatican Council.
Affairs on the international, especially the local
European, scene continued to interest me, but I was content
to be an adopted Roman. I noticed that the true Roman
citizen had all the sophistication of the modern city dweller
[but] with a lot of the pride of the old Roman patrician,
which doesn’t make him appeal to me much’. One thing
I appreciated in particular was the way the Romans spoke
their language, which made them ‘the easiest in all Italy to
understand’. I explained this by quoting the old adage, ‘la
lingua toscana nella bocca romana e perfetta italiand (the
language of Tuscany in the Roman mouth is perfect Italian).
On another subject altogether, I was troubled by the reaction
to the liaison between Ingrid Bergman and Roberto Rosellini.
While acknowledging that it was a ‘scandal’ in Italy where
divorce was illegal, I was repelled by ‘some hypocrites in the
States’ who were ‘kicking up a fuss’ and by her ostracism by
Hollywood, which astounded me, given the prevalence of
divorce in the US, especially in the world of the cinema.
I argued ‘that one must concede something to Bergman in
that she became a mother’, which indicated that I accepted
the sacredness of motherhood both in and outside marriage.
To me, motherhood was, and remains, the priesthood of
women and Mary was the pinnacle of Christian motherhood
when she offered her Son in sacrifice on Calvary. To do that,
no priestly ordination was necessary.
De Gasperi spoke to us again towards the end of 1949
and I noticed that he had become less assured than before.
I felt that his cabinet was deeply divided, but hoped
that England, France and Italy ‘would come to some sort of
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amicable agreement in their relations in the Mediterranean, as
it will mess up the Atlantic Pact nicely if they don’t, with
consequent ruin to Europe’. I naively asked my parents what
they thought of the elections in England and added that they
attracted more interest in the college than those in America.
The Indians had a special interest in the English elections
because they were afraid that, were ‘poor old Churchill’ to
win, he would ‘take over India again’. Perhaps Churchill was
unaware that the empire of which he was so fiercely proud
was in its twilight, but the colonial still in me was happy that
we had British passports because an Australian passport was
‘of no use at all on the Continent’.
The development of Calwell’s plan to help populate
Australia through immigration from Europe was much
applauded by us, although we were appalled when he decided
in 1949 to deport 500 Asians, who had been evacuated to
Australia during War War II. On the grounds that he could
make no exceptions, he even refused Archbishop Mannix’s
plea that he show some humanity by allowing Mrs O’Keefe,
the Indonesian mother of eight children, to remain. Adopting
a pragmatic approach, I hoped that Australians would at least
rid themselves of their ‘isolationist complacency’ and warmly
welcome the immigrants from Europe, including southern
Europe. The matter seemed simple in that ‘we are part of an
area of the world which is coloured so it will be populated
with whites or else’, though I was unclear at the time who
would make up the ‘else if sufficient Europeans could not be
persuaded to emigrate to Australia.
The news that the ALP had lost government in 1949
disturbed me because I had hoped that the ALP would prevent
‘too close collaboration with the Mother Country, as Menzies
fondly calls if. I went on, ‘If they want their 20 million good
Aussies they had better begin to forget the dear old Mother
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Country and settle down to regarding Australia as our real
motherland.’ In these judgments I knew that I had good reason
to be thankful to Propaganda. By now, I had long since ceased
to notice differences in colour and language. In the college we
were all children of one Father’, which was ‘no small thing’
given the ‘racial hatreds’ that seemed to weigh down on
the world.
My bishop, James O’Collins, arrived in Rome in May,
1950, accompanied by two of his former Propaganda
classmates, Archbishop Matthew Beovich of Adelaide and
Bishop Alf Gummer of Geraldton, Western Australia. They
had been at Propaganda with Cardinal Gilroy and the bonds
between them were close. Travelling with them was Justin
Simonds, of Melbourne, who became the First Australianborn archbishop when he was nominated to Hobart in 1937.
That he had not been a student at Propaganda made him a
lone Figure among the native-born bishops. In 1942, Simonds
was appointed as coadjutor with the right to succeed Mannix
in Melbourne without prior consultation with Mannix or
Simonds on the appointment. The Italian Apostolic Delegate
to Australia, Archbishop Panico, disliked Mannix because oF
his independence in the exercise oF his episcopal oFFice and
engineered the appointment, which Mannix deeply resented.
He gave Simonds a public welcome, appointed him to the
parish of West Melbourne, gave him a car and a bank account
and proceeded to ignore him altogether. When we met,
Simonds was eight years into what he called his ‘apprenticeship’.
It lasted 21 years until Mannix died in November 1963, at
the age of 99. Simonds, by then 73 years old and frail in
health, immediately succeeded as archbishop but his tenure
was brief, ending with his death in 1967.
Justin Simonds became, too briefly, another father
Figure to me. He was born in 1890, near Glen Innes, New
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South Wales, of Irish-born parents. His father, Peter Simonds,
was a teacher and the young Justin was educated at home and,
afterwards, in the public school system. He was a highly
intelligent man who became a learned scholar; he completed a
doctorate in philosophy at Louvain, Belgium. I greatly
appreciated his gentleness, urbanity and wit; that he was
neither Irish nor Roman, but thoroughly Australian, further
attracted me to him. He took his annual holidays at Koroit in
Victoria with his three Roman-trained friends, O’Collins,
Beovich and Gummer, but I sensed that he felt out of place
with them in Rome. We quickly formed a kind of bond
because I deliberately chose to speak with him about Australia
and about the books he was reading. We also spoke about
sport in which he retained an abiding interest, having been a
skilled rugby union player in his youth. Above all, we
discussed the development of Catholic Action at home and of
the Young Christian Worker movement to which he had been
devoted since his days in Belgium.
He also spoke about Archbishop Mannix, of whom he
told me a few stories, but he never said a word that could be
construed as disloyal. It was widely known that Mannix made
gentle fun of the fact that his coadjutor was ‘waiting for
vacant possession’ and Simonds told me of his visit to Mannix
at his home, ‘Raheen’, when he heard the Archbishop had a
serious illness. He asked Mannix how serious it was and
received the answer, ‘Very serious, in fact incurable. It’s
dandruff’ On another occasion he went to ‘Raheen’ when he
discovered that Mannix had never visited the convents in the
archdiocese. He offered to undertake the task on behalf of the
Archbishop. Mannix happily complied and explained his own
reluctance, ‘I have always thought that nuns are like bees. If
you leave them alone they will make honey. If you interrupt
them, they will sting you.'
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Our friendship endured after I returned home despite
the gulf in our respective ecclesiastical status. Because some
would have regarded it as a grave indiscretion on the part of
the Archbishop, I told only one friend that Simonds had
indicated he would request Rome to appoint me in due
course as an auxiliary bishop to him in Melbourne after
Mannix died. Repeating this on several occasions, he even
gave me an old zucchetto, a cap worn by bishops. His proposal
left me torn and divided, but I did not have the courage to
tell him that I feared the effect becoming a bishop would have
on my faith. In the end, I simply walked away from Justin
Simonds, without explaining my dilemma. I have never
forgiven myself for that step.
When Bishop O’Collins was granted an audience with
Pius XII in 1950, he invited Bill McCunnie and me to
accompany him to the Vatican. We waited outside the papal
office while the audience took place, and were called in at its
conclusion. Pius was seated at his desk; we knelt, rose and
kissed his hand. Noticing my Propaganda clothing, he
exchanged a few words with me in Italian. I was shocked at
how thin and fragile he appeared; ‘the only really alive part
seemed to be his eyes’. Shortly before this occurrence, a
former rabbi of Rome had visited the college and told us
about the Pope’s conduct during the German occupation of
Rome in World War II when he had given many Jews shelter
in Roman churches and convents, as well as in the Vatican
itself. In part due to this act of fearless generosity, the rabbi
had converted to Catholicism. Later, Pius XII would be
accused of having done too little to prevent, or to condemn,
the persecution of Jews in Germany.
Although my fear of Pius II did not lessen, I still
believed that he was ‘the greatest pope for centuries’, but
I would now give that primacy to Leo XIII, who attempted to
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reconcile the Church with the development of democracy in
the wake of Pio Nono’s clamorous rejection of the same a few
years previously. Leo’s magisterial treatment of the ‘Worker
Question in his encyclical, Rerum Novarum, has also stood
the test of time. I was astonished by the beatification of Pio
Nono by John Paul II and I remain convinced that the
clamorous condemnation of Pius XII is exaggerated. Those
accusations have prevented John Paul II from numbering Pius
XII among the myriad beati and sancti he has raised to
the altar.
Bishop O’Collins told me that I would have to remain
in Rome to study canon law and that he had decided I should
not take a doctorate because it would be ‘a waste of time’. He
explained that I would be of greater use to him if I was to
work for a year in a law court in the US after doing the
Licentiate and thereby gain some practical knowledge of how
canon law ought to function in a society similar to Australia’s.
My own wishes in the matter clearly were of no consequence,
but a factor softening my disappointment was the knowledge
that Cenci had studied canon law. The ordeal did not appear
to have harmed him.
In effect, I was to remain only two further years in
Rome after completing theology, but Bishop O’Collins, while
unconcerned about where I would live during those years if
I decided to leave the college, made no offer to pay for my
board and lodgings. This effectively decided the matter. I was
unable to fathom why he rejected any responsibility for me in
regard to financial matters. He even said that it would be
useful for my development if I was to move around Europe
and see ‘places’ during future summer vacations, but he made
no offer to help me financially. Propaganda would continue
to provide the basic necessities of life even during my
postgraduate years if I continued to live in the college. I was
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responsible for everything else. Given my inability to earn
money, except for the frugal Mass offerings I would receive
after ordination, I was compelled to rely on assistance from
my family and friends.
Their names, and their sacrifices, remain in my heart as
I write. Justice and gratitude demand that I record two
names: the Jongebloed family who, doubtless from their hardearned savings, gave me a handsome present before my
ordination, and Mary (my cousin) and her husband, Pat
Tobin, were ‘remarkably good to me’ on several occasions.
With deep distaste, I have found that my letters contained
regular references to my need for money and I can only regret
my constant reliance on the generosity of others.
My consciousness of the need to prepare spiritually for
ordination, as well as the visit by Bishop O’Collins and the
numerous other people who called at the college during Holy
Year, made me withdraw into myself. Others observed this
tendency and I was obviously worried when I wrote that I was
said to be ‘an extremist in that meeting people and that sort of
thing doesn’t interest me at all’. While other students were
happy and even eager to go down to the parlour to greet
people, ‘I usually sit in my room or go down, say hello, then
leave’. Despite this, I tried to excuse myself by saying that
‘I don’t want to lose the common touch’ so necessary in
a priest and that working among the ‘not so well off is vital’.
I asked God to help me to ‘ever remember that and not worry
too much about society’ because it seemed to me that to
become a ‘snob’ was ‘an awful vice, or failing, which must be
most displeasing to God’.
One visitor who kindly invited me to dine with her at
her hotel gave me no reason to feel that I was losing ‘the
common touch’. She was a lady of late middle-age who came
with the Australian pilgrimage to Rome and who introduced
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herself to me as Miss Cain. She invited me to dinner because
she had been a friend of my Molony aunts in her youth. The
evening passed pleasantly and we talked of many matters but
she did not mention that her brother was John Cain, former
Premier of Victoria. There were many other visitors, of whom
a Melbourne mother and her three vivacious daughters were
remarkably generous in their hospitality.
One of the deep concerns I experienced in the space of a
few months was that of grieving for death at a distance. My
father’s sister, Tot, had died at the age of 50 and I grieved for
her and her only son Michael, to whom she had been a solace
and strength in life. Our next-door neighbour in Pasco Street,
the intrepid tugboat captain, Alec McCrae, had also died.
There were others, including my cousin Joe Mclnerney, who
had lived only too briefly with his staunchly Protestant wife,
Mary MacDonald. The death of one of my own age was an
even greater blow. Back in 1947, I had left a little spark of my
young heart with Josie Waldron at Feakle, who was the
daughter of my father’s first cousin. Josie, bursting with
laughter and life, attractive and charming, was born in the
Gaeltacht (Irish-speaking Ireland) and was a native speaker of
Irish. I listened attentively with fascination, but without
comprehension, when she chatted with her younger sister Kitty
in the language of my ancestors. With Josie, I knew that my
heart had to be denied any relationship other than friendship,
and did so willingly but, when the news came of her death in
Galway on 17 February, 1950, I was stunned. Death does not
come kindly to one so young and I had been told that Josie had
feared its approach. She asked to be buried in Feakle in that
graveyard where lie many Molonys, close to the Irish poet,
Brian Merriman (1749—1805), with whom the family
sometimes claimed a distant relationship. His poem, translated
from the Irish as The Midnight Court, caused some scandal.
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I have since knelt and prayed at Josie’s resting place on my visits
to Feakle.
The heat in June was the worst I could remember and
I often studied in my room clad only in singlet and shorts.
Cricket lovers among us managed to lay down a pitch on our
playing field and I wondered what Pius XII made of it when
he looked from his study across to the college. Because it
proved that some of the finest elements of British civilisation
had penetrated into the heart of Rome, I hoped that it would
please English visitors in Holy Year when they sighted it from
the roof of St Peter’s. At that time, I was unable to join in
any sport due to a bad back. It can be an embarrassing ailment
because, lacking any outward proof of its existence, the sufferer
easily gives others the impression of being a hypochondriac.
We had the option of postponing the examinations in
our main subjects from June to October. Given the imminent
arrival in early June of the major Australian pilgrimage of
about 1,000 people, and the fact that I had to organise and
run the ceremonies for the week of their presence in Rome,
I was sorely tempted to do so. But, facing the villa with the
thought of spending most of my time there studying was
unacceptable, so I took the examinations. To my surprise,
I passed them all, mostly very well, although I just managed
to scrape through Parente’s gruelling session on the Trinity.
That left me free to look forward to my stay at the villa, where
the only formal study would be an examination for the
priesthood. I have no recollection whatever of having sat the
examination, which indicates that it must have been little
more than a formality.
The pilgrims arrived in Rome on 12 June led by several
bishops, including Archbishop Duhig of Brisbane as their
senior figure. A senior Sydney priest, Algie Thomas, who later
became Bishop of Bathurst, was the main organiser. Our
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friendship and Algie’s courage, loyalty and kindness helped
me later in life. Archbishop Duhig was advanced in years and
rather enfeebled, but he was mentally alert. During his stay,
he was called to meet an Italian monsignore who ran the
financial affairs of the Congregation of Propaganda Fide. The
old man asked me to come with him to translate, given that
his own Italian, even though he was Roman-trained, had
become rusty. The monsignore made it clear that Duhig owed
Propaganda a sum of money, which he had persistently
avoided paying. I translated the complaint accurately, but the
Archbishop feigned a lack of understanding despite the
repeated attempts of the financier to explain the whys and
wherefores of the matter. Eventually, the monsignore turned
to me and, in very rapid Italian, asked whether I agreed that
Duhig was mentally impaired. To have said no was to risk
implying that he was avoiding the truth about his alleged
debt; to have agreed was, potentially, to give Propaganda a
reason to question his ability to hold office. Not knowing
where to turn, I chose to feign a degree of mental impairment
myself by refusing to give any answer. The monsignore was
not amused and became agitated, possibly thinking that we
were both mentally deficient. He ushered us out the door,
Archbishop Duhig said nothing about the incident as we
went away and I never heard what happened to the debt.
Jimmy Knox was about to depart for Japan as secretary
to the Apostolic Delegation, but he remained unwearying in
his work for the pilgrimage. Among other things, he arranged
for a Pontifical High Mass for the pilgrimage to be celebrated
in the Basilica of Santa Maria Degli Angeli, built within the
still-magnificent remains of the great Roman Baths of
Diocletian in the city. Duhig was the principal celebrant and,
as was customary, he sat while being vested, which included
putting on a pair of braided buskins. To my surprise,
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I noticed that he was wearing a pair of old sand shoes with
holes cut in them to accommodate his corns. He waved away
the boy with the buskins, muttering to me that, if we wanted
him to get through the Mass, we had better let him stick to
his ‘runners’.
Another pilgrimage of some 1,200 members, for
which I also arranged the ceremonies, was that of the Irish
Legion of Mary led by its founder, Frank Duff. Frank had
been a public servant in Dublin and was a man of grace,
gentleness and commonsense with whom I struck up an
immediate rapport. Perhaps I would have been less at ease
with Frank had I known that, in time, many Catholics
around the world would support his canonisation. With
Frank at their head, the Irish were very serious pilgrims
indeed, much given to prayer, penance and fasting. The latter
may have been prompted by an incident at dinner on the
evening of their arrival in Rome. I accompanied about 300 of
them to a hotel near the Stazione Termini where they were
ushered into a huge dining room and the entree was served.
This consisted of a square piece of battered something, which
I recognized and began to eat after a bishop had said grace.
We all commenced our dinner but, within a minute, an
archbishop growled at me, ‘Molony, what is this? I want the
truth.’ I had to oblige and admit it was cow’s udder,
explaining that it was a delicacy. Within another minute,
knives and forks were being dropped all around the room,
plates were pushed away and several visibly shaken figures
hastily made for the door. Frank Duff was much amused and
ate his entree.
Desperately hoping that the summer of 1930 would be
my last at the villa, I was determined to make the most of it
and try to be relaxed. I feared lest I end up absolutely barmy’
and become a half-cracked priest’ and thus ‘no good to
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anyone’. Despite this note of desperation, ‘dear old Propaganda
had wound its own bonds around my heart; I had decided
that, provided I could obtain some leave during the holidays,
I would happily stay in the college during my postgraduate
study, even though I knew that the regulations made no
distinction between a priest in his mid to late twenties and a
new student in first-year Philosophy, aged 18. The rules did
not bother me and the security offered to me by collegial life
within an institution was precious. None of us then knew that
we were among the last of our tribe. The whole world of
seminary formation that had developed in the Church since
the Council of Trent in the 16th century, even the old
language that became part of our being in day-to-day
occurrences, study or the Liturgy was about to change
entirely. Very soon, young men would never again be shaped
as we were in the 1940s and ’50s.
Back at the villa by early July, I was again in my ‘great
room’ from where I looked over the pines in the papal gardens
and rejoiced in my own pineta, which looked down to the
seaside towns. In my room after cena, I could join Byron and
say, ‘How have I loved my twilight hours and thee.’ But at
times, my dreams were not about a gentle pinetum. Rather
they were of the horrors unfolded in those towns and on
those seaside plains six years before. About such places as
Campocarne (named the ‘Field of Flesh’ after the slaughter
there during Saracen raids in earlier centuries), thousands
upon thousands of young men, much younger than I, had
died under the odious name of Nazism while others had given
their lives to blot out the name from history.
I settled quickly into the routine. Before leaving Rome,
I had decided to read as much as I could on European history,
including something on its bypaths, such as the Inquisition,
and I did so. Although I longed to learn more about the
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history of Australia, that proved impossible because we had
no books about it and I was forced to accept that ‘I will be
completely ignorant about my own country when I get home
whatever I may know about others’. Perhaps there was a
certain poignancy in the fact that, while admitting I was ‘not
spiritual enough to be completely without ambition’ and
that ‘I had no desire to become a bishop’, I still confessed that
‘I wouldn’t mind a professorship or something similar if it
ever came my way’.
During our time at the villa in the summer of 1950, we
enjoyed greater freedom than in previous years to visit the
towns of the Alban Hills. Our own Castel Gandolfo had
already become familiar to us, but we could walk to Albano
or Nemi and take a slow and decrepit tram that rattled
around the hills of the lakeside to Marino and Frascati.
Marino, to me, was the loveliest of all, and its allure was
heightened when Ian Burns and Dick Connolly discovered a
small trattoria perched precariously on the hillside. As an
added attraction, it sold Peroni beer at a very moderate price.
We used to sit under an advertisement for Coca-Cola with
the caption ‘La sostapiacevole ’ (The pause that refreshes). We
talked to one another in the way of young exiles, except that
we never touched on girlfriends because we had none. The
other element that would have struck a listener as strange was
that our talk, especially about sport, touched mainly on
the past.
Of Italian football, known to us as ‘soccer’, we knew
very little. None of us had ever attended a game played in
‘Serie A’, the top grade of football in Italy, although I had
begun to barrack for Lazio, rather than for Roma, because it
represented Latium of old. Our knowledge of Australian sport
lay mostly in the past, although we had shown a good deal of
interest in the Olympics in London in 1948 and I had
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accompanied the Australian water polo team to an audience
with Pius XII. I was fearful lest the ascetic who sat in Peter’s
Chair might be ill at ease among the bronzed young men with
their huge, muscular frames. In the event, Pius was relaxed
with them and allowed a photograph of the meeting to be
taken by George Marinkovic. The Pope recoiled as if he had
been shot when George Marinkovic’s magnesium flash
ignited with a roar. Of Australian cricket, football in its
various manifestations, tennis and horseracing, we could
speak knowledgeably only about the victories, and losses, of
years past. I envied Brian Gallagher and Leo Donnelly,
knowing that within a year they would be returning home,
which happy day still lay in an indefinite future for me.
It was always a joy to see small children playing in the
piazzas of the towns — their precociousness, the way they
were lovingly dressed and the pride their parents showed in
them. Because the intimate world of family life was closed to
me, it was the physical aspect of the hill towns and the natural
beauty of Italy that remained with me for life. It was easy to
imagine the past while walking in those places with their
cobbled, narrow streets and strong houses. I sometimes
peopled them in my mind with inhabitants dressed in the
regional costumes of ages before. The Italian peninsula was
frequently a turbulent place, hence the need to build on the
hillsides for defence, while the ravages of the recent war were
still evident in ruined buildings. There was invariably an
attempt to soften the harshness of the houses with potted
geraniums or vines. As a passer-by, I often peeped through an
open door, which revealed the grace of old furniture, the
fireplace, sturdy benches and richly coloured drapes on
the walls.
The landscape was more complex in its blending of the
primitive, the strong, the tender and the inviting. In a way,
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I saw it through the mist of the ages and with the shyness of
one who knew that this was a place of which I would never
really be a part. The use made of the land attracted the
interest of a Mallee boy who had never learnt the need to use
every small patch of ground for vines, olives, vegetables, fruit
trees and pasturage. The sight of the scrubby sheep with their
hair-like wool puzzled me; I rarely saw a horse, much less a
sturdy draughthorse and there were few cattle in those
uplands. The pity was that I could not bring myself to ask the
farmers what they grew, how much they were paid for their
products, what the effects of the seasons were, whether they
owned their land or held it on a share system and all the many
other things that one farmer asks another. Mother Earth
speaks the same language to all who live from her.
On a gita one day, a few of us visited the monastery of
the Camaldoli monks at Frascati, which had been badly
bombed; General Kesselring had his headquarters there
during a phase of the German occupation of central Italy. The
monks had restored the monastery, and lived their lives as
hermits given to perpetual silence, manual labour and prayer.
Each of them had his little home or hut in which he slept, ate
and celebrated Mass alone. My reaction was a blend of
amazement and fear at the austerity of such a life and I felt
that it would be imperative to have a strong vocation indeed
to undertake it. In my ignorance of the wiles of the Tempter,
I thought that the monks were ‘sheltered’ from the
‘temptations and pitfalls’ that faced secular priests each day,
but I was certain of the life I preferred.
The whole college went to Rome on 15 August, 1950,
for the solemn proclamation of the dogma of the Assumption
of the Blessed Virgin Mary by Pius XII. The dogma taught
that, having completed the course of her Earthly life, Mary
was taken body and soul into Heaven. Belief in the i
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Assumption had ancient origins in the Church, in the East
and the West; it was believed throughout the whole Church
by the faithful and the bishops of the world had given their
assent to it. I experienced no difficulty in accepting that the
Pope spoke infallibly when, standing with the thousands in St
Peter’s Square, I listened as he carefully and vigorously
pronounced the words of the dogma in Latin. Above all, to
believe in Mary’s Assumption has always been an assurance to
me that life after death holds no fears. If she could return,
body and soul, to her Son, will I not be welcomed by Mother
and Mick in Heaven?
Our class was ordained to the deaconate at the villa in
August 1950 and those of the requisite age received the
priesthood on 3 October. Geoff Lloyd, who had a large and
generous heart, had been reared in an orphanage and was
alone, but he rejoiced that Frank Little’s parents were able to
be with their son as he went to the altar. To me, it was fitting
that Frank was ordained before me. He had always been my
senior since our days at St Pat’s in Ballarat, where he was head
prefect and I respected him greatly. I was proud to be asked to
serve at his first Mass, celebrated at St Paul’s Basilica.
The choice of where to celebrate our first Mass was our
own. With what some would regard as perversity, 1 wrote to
home stating, ‘If it was at all reasonable I would just like to go
off on my own for first Mass, take a kid off the street to serve
it and then be alone with God.’ On reflection, I decided that
my original proposal was unreasonable, so I decided to go to
the crypt of St Peter’s, where celebrating Mass on the new
altar placed over the tomb of the Apostle had recently
become possible.
The ensuing months passed quickly with studying,
learning to celebrate Mass under Frank’s guidance and making
other functional preparations. George McEnroe owned a
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reception centre, ‘Amory’, in Strathfield, Sydney, and had
visited Rome with his wife; at the request of Algie Thomas,
I showed them around the city. In a magnanimous act, George
left the equivalent of 50,000 lire with Algie for me to buy my
own chalice. On advice, I went into the alleyways of the old
centro behind Piazza Navona and came to what seemed to be a
hole in the ground. On entering, I found two elderly
silversmiths surrounded by beautiful works of their own
hands. They duly made a chalice in the Roman manner and
I took it to the Vatican where Pius XII celebrated a private
Mass on 29 November using the chalice of dl Reverendo John
Molony’. After 40 years, it has recently come back to me.
It will, I trust, rest on my coffin before my burial.
I also booked a room at the Victoria Hotel, off Via
Veneto, for my uncle and his wife; Bill Molony and Mona
Peters had finally been married and I invited them to Rome
for their honeymoon as well as to my ordination. They
provided love and material sustenance, which included paying
for the breakfast after my first Mass. Auntie Maggie had seen
to the making of splendid vestments, including an
embroidered cloth with my parents’ names, Janie and Mick,
on it. The cloth was to be wrapped around my hands — after
they were anointed at my ordination — and then put away.
Its only other use occurred 39 years later when my brother,
Brian, tenderly wrapped the cloth around the hands of
my mother as she went to her grave in Ballarat to join her
beloved Mick.
I slept well the night before ordination, but I remember
little of the ceremony. I wrote home saying: lThe Cardinal broke
up badly just before the imposition of hands, the most solemn
moment. We were kneeling before him and, when I saw the
tears and heard his voice breaking, I realised how much greater
and finer idea of priesthood he has than do I.’ That awful
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illustration of the scraping with a knife had cut deeply into my
psyche, but the moment when Fumasoni anointed my hands
remained with me and ‘I still felt the oil for days afterwards’.
When it was over, we blessed each other joyfully as brother
priests because ‘We have been together a long time and know
each other well and this was our finest moment’. There was
another moment I retained in my memory. Leo Donnelly had
no one with him from Australia and I noticed that his chasuble,
the major vestment of priesthood, was of poor quality because it
had been worn for years in the college. My heart went out to
him when he blessed me, but I could not speak for sorrow at
what I imagined, I hope wrongly, was his loneliness.
Ordination day was long and that night ‘my only
thought was of the Mass in the morning’. No one had told
me that Dad lay ill in the Ararat hospital at the time or
I would have thought of him and prayed for him. From my
childhood, the Mass had been the central moment, and the
mystery, of my life, but in that centrality and in that mystery
there was awfulness. To me, the Mass was essentially a
sacrifice, the sacrifice of Jesus on the Cross, offered by the
priest in fulfilment of His command at the Last Supper, ‘Do
this in memory of me’. I often thought of the Father who,
unlike with Abraham when He stepped in to stay the killer’s
knife, could only grieve as He looked down on the sacrifice of
His only Son on Calvary. I thought also of Jesus’s
apprehension as He took up the bread and the cup and gave
to His Apostles a body soon to be broken, and blood soon to
be shed.
With all that in my being at every Mass, I tried to step
with Jesus after the meal in the upper room in Jerusalem
down into the valley of the Kedron and up to the garden,
where He shuddered in the agony of anticipation of the other
chalice He would soon drink. In the end, He dragged a
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broken tree to Calvary where He gave Himself to His Father.
In that sense, to me, every Mass was a crucifixion to be
suffered by the priest with the Christ who had offered the one
and eternal sacrifice. It was also a sacrifice that opened the
way to Resurrection and Communion. Without the passion,
there could be no joy for humanity.
Before I slept that night, I suffered an ailment common
to Mother and myself — a ‘bilious attack’ — and ‘awoke
feeling very sick and afraid that I wouldn’t be able to say
Mass’. When I arrived at St Peter’s, I was feeling stronger and
I was ‘glad for the cross’ of my sickness because I had become
‘a priest not only to sacrifice but to be sacrificed’. Although
‘I was shaking with nervousness before the words of
Consecration’, every moment of my first Mass seemed
a wonder that I cannot put into words. Above Peter’s Tomb,
in Rome on 21 December, 1950, I was at last doing what my
God had given me life for in Melbourne on 15 April, 1927.
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