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My mother, a devout Catholic, didn’t encourage either of her daughters to enter a convent. 
However she was always hopeful that one of her five sons would become a priest. I think she 
could not bear to “lose” a daughter. She knew though, by observing the life of her brother-in-
law, that a priest could be a participant in ordinary life. He could own a car, holiday with his 
parents, trip overseas, play golf, even visit a pub and bet at the races. A priest grew in 
visibility; became a powerful presence in the world.  

A nun became invisible, a non-person. Invisible because of her separateness and uniformity 
within the cloisters of the convent. She followed set times for waking, sleeping, eating and 
praying; obeyed bells, orders and directives from the Bishop; gave up her birth name and 
took on the name of a saint; made vows of chastity, poverty and obedience.  

Cloaked and veiled in black, a starched white wimple and rosary, her identity came not from 
being different from other nuns but from being the same. According to one source, black was 
chosen centuries ago because it was believed it made nuns invisible to evil spirits and 
therefore unable to be tainted by them. “Black crows” was what the nuns at Kandos were 
sometimes called. Mother Bernard was one of them. 

Born Elizabeth Ann Conway in the small community of Crossley Victoria, Mother Bernard’s 
parents had no hesitation in “offering her up to God”. In fact her three sisters also joined the 
Good Samaritans and one of her two brothers became a priest.  

In January 1923, at that time known as Sister Bernard, she was among the group of four 
young nuns in their twenties who, under the direction of an older and more experienced 
Mother Raymond, welcomed the first intake of around eighty children to the recently built 
church-school at Kandos. By April enrolments had increased to over 130.  

The young nuns were well qualified, having been trained at St Scholastica’s Training College 
in Sydney, which was registered with the Victorian Registration Board and accepted in NSW. 
They had been taught and tested in Educational Theory and Practice, Kindergarten Method, 
English Language and Literature, History and Geography, Mathematics, Latin and French, 
Music and Voice Training, Nature Study and Botany, Needlework and Manual Training, Art 
and Physical Culture. At St James’ Forest Lodge they had had their first practice classes. 
Mother Raymond was a registered secondary teacher. 

When Father Norton, Inspector-General of Catholic Schools in the Bathurst Diocese, made 
his first annual visit to Kandos, he probably entered by the front porch of the church and saw 
at the far end of the building the memorable green velvet curtains which screened the altar. 
Long desks, each seating six children, were arranged in class groupings. Blackboards 
provided some separation. The school motto, undoubtedly stitched by the nuns, would have 
been prominently displayed: ‘In Omnibus Glorificetur Deus – In All Things May God Be 
Glorified’.  



The expectation was that this church-school would be a temporary arrangement. It was not 
until 1956 that classes moved to a purpose-built school behind it.  

Father Norton would perhaps have heard the chanting of times-tables, seen children doing 
sums on their slates, others learning capital cities from a map hung on a blackboard and 
another group practising their writing script.  

At a signal from Mother Raymond the children would have stood to greet him, “Good 
morning Father and God bless you.” They didn’t need to be told to be on their best behaviour. 
He was there to inspect them and so he did, in particular asking them questions from their 
catechism but also testing their academic skills.  

It was his task to ensure Catholic schools provided an acceptable alternative to state 
education, both to reassure Catholic parents and to increase the pressure on government to 
provide state-aid (the Public Instruction Act of 1880 had abolished aid to church-run 
schools). He was there also to see that the religion syllabus was properly programmed and to 
assess the moral training of the children.  

Father Norton’s report was heartening: the prequel for years of excellent results and reports. 
“I have no hesitation in placing [St Dominic’s] first of all I have examined...Discipline was 
excellent.”  

Around one hundred and fifty bursaries were awarded annually by the state government to 
talented students on a limited family income. I identified eleven students who received 
bursaries during Mother Bernard’s time (1923-1936), though there could well have been 
more: James Gallagher, Phyllis George, George Rochester, Thomas Sheehan, Neil Gallagher, 
Agnes Sheehan, Willa Lynch, Florrie Urquhart, George Norris, Bernard Hundy and Graham 
Junge. They were given twelve pounds a year, plus an extra ten pounds a year if they were 
boarding, as well as a text book allowance. The majority took their bursaries at St 
Scholastica’s, (the Good Samaritan Convent for girls at Glebe) or St Stanislaus’ at Bathurst 
(for boys). 

Sisters Margaret and Ethelburga were two nuns who established St Dominic’s reputation for 
music during Mother Bernard’s time. Both Catholic and non-Catholic pupils had private 
lessons in the convent and sat for practical and theory exams set by a range of musical boards 
including the Royal Academy, Trinity College and The London College of Music, as well as 
the Conservatorium. “Excellent passes,” wrote the Mudgee Guardian, year after year.  

The nuns got particularly good results in the annual diocesan exams. These were sponsored 
by the Bishop with prizes awarded for exceptional results in his diocese. In March 1930 the 
Mudgee Guardian announced that the St Dominic results demonstrated “the pre-eminence of 
the local convent school. Opposed to 37 other schools in the diocese, the Kandos scholars 
obtained five out of the six first prizes and seven out of a total of 14 prizes...the results should 
be extremely gratifying to the sisters and parents alike, and especially Mother Bernard to 
whom the success of the pupils is principally due.”  



In 1935 diocesan results were even more impressive. The six students who sat for the exams 
got honours in all five subjects: Religious Knowledge, English, Arithmetic, History and 
Geography; and took out twelve of thirteen prizes including best aggregate and the two prizes 
for Irish History.  

We might wonder at the encouragement of Irish History but we shouldn’t be surprised. The 
bishop himself (Bishop Norton) was Irish, as was his predecessor (Bishop O’Farrell). In the 
nineteenth century the large body of Irish immigrants in NSW were an under-class, 
determined to support the Catholic education of their children. Many priests and nuns arrived 
from Ireland in the decades following 1880 to do just that.  

At that time there was a great deal of pressure on Catholics to send their children to the local 
Catholic school. In 1933 for example Archbishop Kelly warned parents through the media 
they would be guilty of a ‘reserved’ sin (one that could only be absolved by a bishop) if they 
didn’t send their children to a Catholic school. That is not to say Catholic schools were only 
for Catholics. Quite a number of non-Catholic children attended St Dominic’s.  

Unfortunately the Public Instruction Act inflamed sectarianism which was alive and well in 
Mother Bernard’s time, at least amongst the children, though she was determined to beat it 
out of them. “I got my first cut in kindergarten”, my aunt told me. “The proddos were waiting 
for us after school and called us names and we did the same thing back. Next day we were all 
lined up and given one, two or three cuts.”  

I suppose one of the ribald ditties exchanged that day was this one, remembered by Bill Yates 
a former pupil at St Dominic’s: 

Publics in the teapot 
Catholics in the spout 
Publics let a roaring fart 
To blow the Catholics out. 

How did the nuns get such good results? Discipline and good teaching. I get the impression, 
speaking to past students (including my mother), that the cane was mightier than the tongue 
and freely used. On the whole the nuns had no opposition from parents. “Spare the rod and 
spoil the child,” was a general belief.  

Much of the nun’s influence was in fostering the spiritual life of the Catholic community. 
They arranged the liturgy, trained the altar boys and choirs (there was a children’s and adults’ 
choir), organised rosters and decorated the altar (together with the Ladies of the Altar 
Society) for significant liturgical events. These included the annual Mission, Forty Hours 
Devotions, Easter High Mass, Holy Week and Christmas liturgies. The Mudgee Guardian 
often reported on the “exquisite” decoration of the altar with flowers and lights and the 
beautiful singing of the Gregorian Mass and Mass Cantata by the children’s choir. 

Perhaps the most rewarding results for Mother Bernard and the Good Samaritan nuns were 
the vocations they encouraged. There were at least six from Mother Bernard’s era (and others 



followed): Mima Keenan, Kitty Gallagher, Lola Junge, James Gallagher, George Rochester 
and George Norris.  

Everyday prayer was part of the school day. Morning prayers, the Angelus at mid-day (rung 
from the belfry by one of the boys, for the whole town to hear), the rosary after they marched 
in from lunch, and Benediction on Friday afternoons after the children had turned the desks 
into pews for weekend Mass.  

The children marched into school to marching tunes played on the piano by one of the older 
girls. Bill remembers, in particular, one tune played by Lola Junge which had the boys 
singing as they marched (under their breath I have no doubt): 
“Go home to your mother you red-headed bugger  
You don’t belong to me...”  
  
There was obvious widespread community support for the nuns, not just from Catholics, for  
besides teaching they often visited the sick and helped families in need. “Sister Francis was 
well-known for making and taking scones to the needy,” Pat Frappell remembered. 
 
At that time their only income was from music lessons and school fees collected at the 
beginning of each week (a shilling a child as far as I know though no child was evicted for 
non-payment). Home-baking, meat and produce were regularly delivered to the convent. At 
the end of each year there was a fund-raiser to assist with their living expenses.  
 
In 1935 one such fund-raising event was a ball. A popular man competition leading up to the 
ball, on its own raised £200. The whole Kandos community were regularly thanked in the 
local papers and at events, for supporting the nuns.  
 
According to the Mudgee Guardian such funds also allowed them “to go away for a few days 
and have a complete rest which their strenuous labours for the past twelve months certainly 
entitles them to.” That usually meant travelling down on the train to the mother convent at 
Glebe, St Scholastica’s.  

Mother Bernard is remembered with both respect and trepidation. “I shiver in fear just 
thinking about her,” my aunt declared. She described her as handsome, imposing, well-
spoken and highly educated. “And with red hair,” she added mischievously. “We saw it 
behind her wimple.”   

After leaving Kandos Mother Bernard went to Warren. Her first ‘bursary boy’ there, Dr T J 
O’Sullivan (no relation) wrote years later that the most significant influence on his education 
were the Good Samaritan nuns and Mother Bernard in particular. 

I am sure there have been many stories told over the years about Mother Bernard and the 
Good Samaritan nuns at Kandos, some of them critical.  There can be no doubt though that 
their legacy to a small industrial town was significant, and continues to this day.  They got 
results. 
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