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Chapter one

ENTRANCE DAY





It was the 2nd July, 1967. I was seventeen and standing on the steps of the Novitiate of the Sisters of the Good Samaritans in Sydney in my favourite orange woollen dress with its white edged collar, like a Judith Durham look-alike. My long red hair was blowing in the wind. It felt surreal! After telling people all my childhood that I was going to be a nun, here I was, with it about to happen. 

I had made the break and left behind family and friends. Only my father travelled with me all this way from Townsville, no small feat, the biggest trip of my life. What probably helped me make the break was a wrench I experienced two years before, when I left friends and family after we moved from Ayr.

I had lived there ten years before moving north to Townsville. My classmates were sad to see me go. I still have a card from them saying:

“Good bye and good luck.”

To Kathy 

With fondest wishes and the best of luck in the future

From the Junior class of 1965

P.S. we’ll all miss you.”

Today that separation would hardly have mattered with the power of internet and about an hour’s drive down the highway. But then, it was only letters, if someone gave you the price of a stamp. We didn’t even have a telephone. So, it really was goodbye. It wasn’t as difficult leaving my high school in Townsville, as I had only been there one year. But I had made some good friends in that time and they put on a party for me before I headed south to the Convent.

Many people came over the night before I left to say good-bye. Then on the morning of my departure I said good-bye to my siblings; elder brother John, my younger sisters Mary and Joan and the youngest brothers David and Michael (Mike) and then my dear mother. My father was travelling with me to deliver me safely to Sydney. It would have been wonderful to have the whole family or even Mum along too, but this was costing enough as it was. 

Never-the-less heading to Sydney to the Convent seemed like such an adventure. I had only been on a plane once before; after sitting for junior exams and being quite exhausted from the study and stressed out wondering how I went. My parents had flown me to Brisbane to have a short holiday with my aunt and uncle and cousins. Now here I was flying all the way to the big city of Sydney from sleepy North Queensland. 

We stopped at Brisbane for the weekend to see my grandparents and all the rest of my mother’s family. I have a lovely letter my father had kept from my aunt Joan to my mother. 

“I  shall always remember the both of them, father and daughter on such a beautiful sunny day.”

She went on to say how delightfully happy and completely feminine I looked as I nursed my baby cousin. She could never forget the pride I showed when I was talking about my new life and what was to come. My aunt had written to Mum, knowing how difficult it would have been to say goodbye to me. 

“You deserve all the most wonderful blessings Our Lord and His Blessed Mother can shower on you and your little ones and  hope before long the gap that Kathy has left will not be felt as much.” 

We had never been to Sydney before and were quite nervous. Travelling around our small hometown was by riding a bike or on the weekends in the family car. In Sydney, we had to transfer from the plane to a train, before starting to our destination. The only train I been on was a long distance one when we moved North from Brisbane. We had never been daily rail commuters like most of the people on this train appeared to be. Even when we had lived in Brisbane most of our commuting was by tram. 

It seemed to be taking so long to get there that we began to wonder if we were on the right train. I summoned up my courage to approach someone and ask if we were on the Pennant Hills route. Yes, all was well. Apparently the train trip took fifty-six minutes and we were still another fifteen minutes from our station. Another fifteen minutes! Nothing took even fifteen minutes to get to at home, let alone fifty-six. I certainly felt like a country bumpkin amongst this group of travellers. But we did manage to get off at the correct station and soon we were there. A lifelong ambition of mine was about to commence. 

The door opened on a warm welcome from the Sister who was Novice mistress of this Order of nuns, the Sisters of the Good Samaritans. This Novitiate would be my new home for the next three years. Here I would be trained in preparation for becoming a professed nun. Each Order of nuns had their own Novitiate; this one  was on the whole a teaching Order. 

I left with Sister to be shown around while my father was given some afternoon tea. Three other Sisters who had already entered earlier in the year joined us, as well as two other brand new arrivals. Later, we would be joined by three more newcomers. 

We toured the Chapel which was separate to the Novitiate but joined by a cloister. From there we went to the top floor of the Novitiate where I saw my sleeping quarters: a dormitory with cubicles, screened from each other by a wall and with a curtain across the front of each one. The only furniture was a bed and a bedside table with two drawers. On the table was a jug and basin, for freshening up each morning. At home I shared a bedroom with my two sisters. They slept on bunk beds and I had my single bed. I suppose if you had gone to boarding school this new sleeping arrangement may not have been so strange,  but I had always lived at home. 

Although I do have a vague memory of four-year-old me and my brother’s brief stint in a orphanage, where we must have been in a dormitory of some kind. We were separated, girls from boys, so I never saw John there at all. But my memories of this very unhappy time are fuzzy and certainly account for my dislike of baked beans which we had too often there.

There was a lot to take in. I don’t remember very much of that first tour; it was all so new; especially the refectory where we would have our meals. The communal tables formed a u-shape, with long tables end-to-end opposite each other and a table joined to them across the top. This let Sisters serving meals walk into the space between the tables. The Novice mistress and postulant mistress had places at the top table. Again, it probably looked quite familiar to someone from boarding school. But I had only ever sat around the family dinner table with eight places, discounting my baked beans experience which must have been at a similar communal table. 

After the refectory we visited what was called a scullery. It was on the floor below the kitchen and refectory. Here vegetables and other foods were stored before being placed in a dumb waiter; a movable cart in a shaft that you operated by a rope on a pulley and raised up to the kitchen. I had never come across a pulley system like this before. Taking the stairs alongside the dumbwaiter, we went up to the kitchen. We were told we would take turns helping out cooking and serving. 

Everything was quite overwhelming. I was trying to get the room and floor layout in my mind. But we were on the move again. We left the kitchen and, just like the floor above where the dormitories were, we walked another corridor past meeting rooms and a recreation room. After descending two flights of stairs, we arrived in the basement where our trunks with our belongings were stored. Down here was another recreation area. From here we were led to the laundry where the washing, starching and ironing took place. Everything looked so large to me. Our laundry at home was down three steps from the house, had a set of tubs and a washing machine. Here there were several sets of tubs and many large washing machines. 

Our orientation tour was over. We had seen it all now so it was time to change into our new outfits. This must have been the first time I actually used my cubicle. But I don’t remember much about this bit. I must have been too excited to finally be putting aside my civilian clothes. I will confess I did not cut my hair even then. Perhaps a sign of my latent rebellion.

We were taken back to our parents and I returned to my father transformed. My much admired long red hair was tucked away but still visible under a pinned black net veil. Gone was the colourful girl of only a few hours ago. My new look was a long black serge dress with starched white cuffs on my long sleeves. Around my neck was a stiffened u-shaped white collar tied by a black bow. Black stockings and laced up shoes completed the habit (what a nun’s outfit is typically called). 

I had now entered the Convent as a “postulant”. At seventeen, I was the youngest of the group; not turning eighteen until the December of that year. 

As a postulant (or ‘posties’ as we were nicknamed) I would live in a spiritual community and become acquainted with what life as a nun entails. It would be two and a half years before I became a professed nun. Generally, after the first six months a postulant becomes a first-year Novice and twelve months after that, a second-year Novice. After that period, a Novice could take their vows and become a professed nun. 

My changes weren’t just in dress. Not only did my father have to adjust to the way I looked but also as to how I was now addressed. I was given a religious name. I was no longer Kathy, now I had a title called ‘Sister’. My new full name was Sister Mary Justine. 

My father was visibly proud of me. He had brought along his box brownie camera to record this momentous event. At least my family would have the few photos to share when he returned to them. The magnitude of my decision to join the Order might be brought home by the fact my parents had gone to the expense of hiring a professional photographer to take our family portrait the night before I left. I was dressed in a mini skirt and wearing high heel shoes, my red hair flowing past my face and sitting on my shoulders. Unknown to us, those family photos taken at that time would prove to be even more precious.

But now it was time to say  farewell. My father kissed me goodbye telling me the family would be looking forward to hearing all my news and then he was gone.

My new life had begun.








  
  

Chapter two

BONDING OVER OUR SIMILAR CATHOLIC BACKGROUNDS





Irecognised one Sister in my new community straight away as she was also from Townsville and had been a year ahead of me at the same school. My fellow Sisters from Queensland and myself made up the majority of this new group. There were six of us while the other three were from New South Wales. I suppose we felt a deeper kinship in a way because we had said goodbye to our families, not knowing when we would next see them. Those from New South Wales would most likely see their family on visiting days. There were still two more postulants to re-join the group as they had gone home due to sickness. 

My family had been the centre of my life. Almost everything I did revolved around family with very little outside the family circle. Similarly, my parents’ life had revolved around family too. When they married they bought a house a few streets away from my mother’s parents’ place. So did my mother’s older sister when she married. They could all just walk around to my grandparents’ place and stay in touch. Neither my family or my aunt and uncle had a car, so living further away was not even contemplated.

We postulants got to know each other and all talked about our families. I had come from the largest with six children in the family. Another Sister had three siblings and the others a sibling each. But what we had in common was that like me, the other Sisters had all come from what was regarded as a ‘good’ Catholic family. 

My parents were both Catholic and they married in St Stephen’s Cathedral in Brisbane. At six weeks old I was baptized a Catholic, as were my five siblings in turn. I still have the baptismal certificate presented to my parents by the parish priest. The white gown I was dressed in was made especially for the occasion. My parents,  eighteen-month-old brother and many of my mother’s family attended. Photos were taken and a morning tea was held afterwards. In those days, photos were only taken on special occasions. Film rolls were expensive to get developed. 

My godparents were also Catholic and continued to keep in touch and be part of my life as I grew up. They took their role very seriously realising the purpose of a godparent is to support you in your spiritual life. Each year they sent me a birthday and Christmas card. I’m sure they would have been even more involved if my family had not moved to the North when I was four, while they remained in Brisbane. 

We had moved to North Queensland for several reasons, even though all my mother’s family were in Brisbane. My father’s parents were also in the North as were some of his siblings. My mother had been advised to move because of the seriousness of her asthma. With her health hanging in the balance, it was hoped the warmer weather would be beneficial. It must have been quite a wrench for her to leave her family and move so far away. 

Also, with the expansion of electricity supply to the North there was opportunity for advancement for my father who was at that stage an electrical fitter. He had moved to Brisbane to undertake training for this. It was there in Brisbane that he met my mother while they were both boarding in the same house. My mother’s family had moved from Melbourne to Brisbane, one of the reasons again being her poor health. They were boarding while waiting for their house to be built. 

Because we did not own a car and flights being out of consideration due to the cost, we travelled north by train. This was my first time in a train ever and this was the first long trip my family had done. The distance was over 1,000kms and took a couple of days. Looking back as a parent I can imagine that trip with three small children: my six-year-old brother, four-year-old me and my few weeks old baby sister. 

About five years later we would do another long trip, again in our home State of Queensland. But that time we travelled by car from North Queensland to Brisbane for my parents to attend a family wedding. It became quite a long trip because our car was very old and broke down on a stretch of dirt road. I do remember this from my own childhood. Not even all of the highways so far North were paved in those days.

Even though I was only five I remember our temporary accommodation in Ayr, a flat within walking distance of the Sacred Heart Church. I along with my family were attending Church from the first Sunday after arrival. It would be our parish church until we moved to East Ayr when our house was built. We went to Mass every Sunday and wore our best clothes. I remember wearing my best dress and my ‘Tammy hat’, this style of hat becoming popular after the movie “Tammy” starring Debbie Reynolds. It was a straw hat with upturned brim all around and a ribbon circled the flat crown and hung down the back in two lengths to the shoulders. 

After Mass we would go home and I would help prepare a roast lunch, usually roast beef and vegetables. For dessert we had home-made ice-cream and jelly. Ready-made ice-cream and fresh milk in cooking was unaffordable, so the milk for making the ice-cream was made from powdered milk. As I got older I did a lot of the cooking to relieve my mother. 

Another ritual we took up as we matured was that often in the evening my brother John, my sister Mary and I would put on a concert for our parents and the younger siblings. We would make up a play based on a well-known fairy tale. Without television for most of our childhood, concerts were one of the ways of keeping ourselves entertained. 

I enjoyed being dramatic. At school I studied Speech and Drama in sub-junior and it was one of my subjects for junior. It usually involved reading or reciting from novels and poems. In my junior examination I did a reading from “Wind in the Willows” and read an excerpt from “Black Beauty” as well as reciting the poem “The Glass Ship”. I’ll confess that I didn’t remember all this but they were all listed on my certificate. Exam results were graded an A, B or C. I received a B. So, I must have been not too bad. Play acting would be significant for me again later when I entered the Convent, as there too it was a means of entertaining others.

As we postulants shared our growing up stories we could see that all of our families were immersed in the Catholic religion. There were practices that we as Catholics embraced, some particularly for girls. At the age of seven, my siblings and I made our first communion. It is the sacrament of the Eucharist, meaning ‘thanksgiving’. I have a photo of my first communion. I am dressed in a long-sleeved white dress, white socks and black patent leather shoes. Upon my head I wore a veil held by a hair band with white flowers along it. Girls of all ages wore veils at various rituals in the Church. No doubt I was quite used to this practice as were the other postulants, so none of us found it strange on receiving a veil on entering the Convent. 

Some Saturdays we would go to Church to Confession, the sacrament of Penance being another one of the rituals you embraced. One by one you would go the confessional, a small room divided by a windowed wall. There you would ask for God’s forgiveness via the priest. Another sacrament was Confirmation. At the age of thirteen we reached this milestone in our Catholic upbringing. It was the third sacrament of initiation into the Catholic Church. It was a practice of laying on of hands and being blessed with Chrism oil. It was regarded as a deepening of one’s faith.

Also, my family prayed the rosary together at least once a week. We knelt in the lounge room facing the picture of the Sacred Heart on the wall. The picture was of Jesus and depicted a mystical-physical heart. I and my siblings who went to school had rosary beads. You moved your fingers from bead to bead after each prayer keeping track of where you were up to in the rosary. 

Many of these practices I would still be following here in the Convent. The giving of cards to others on their special occasion would continue. The cards we gave and received as children for birthdays and Christmas often depicted religious images. The cards were holy and being constant reminders of the pious way of living were meant as an influence on your behaviour. I still have a card from my relations for my birthday that says, “May God bless you on your birthday”. I also have a Christmas card from a friend with a picture of a missal (a book used in Catholic mass) on the front. Similarly, as postulants we gave each other holy pictures on feast days.

Like my family and I had  taken on roles in the Church, other postulants and their family members had done so too. We had joined Sodalites which were an integral part of parish life in the Catholic Church. They were popular with people of various ages. They are a lay ministry of devotion, community service and a social experience by practicing Catholics at every stage of life. Females gathered to learn about and become more involved in their faith, serve their parish community and possibly even consider entering a religious Order. After confirmation I joined the Children of Mary as did many girls. One Sunday a month I would attend Church with the rest of those in the Sodality, wearing our blue cloaks over our dresses, white veils pinned to our hair and a medal on a blue ribbon around our neck. Being in the Children of Mary meant dedicating oneself to a virtuous life under the guidance of Mary, the mother of Jesus.

A Sodality my mother was a member of was the Sacred Heart Sodality, which was basically about volunteering for service within the parish. Though my mother was a bad asthmatic and very ill most of her life, she still did what she could to help the parish. I remember on one occasion the parish priest asking her if she would sew a dress for a little girl to wear on her first communion day. This child had no mother to do the task. Sewing clothes was a common practice and skill back then that most women engaged in. I learnt sewing at school and we had sewing machines in our classroom. Mum did what was asked of her by the parish priest even though she was very busy caring for six of her own children and made a lovely dress for the little girl.

A role in the Church that my older brother, John took on, was an altar boy. The altar boy helps the priest during the Mass with tasks like holding the missal as the priest reads from it. They also assist in other devotional services apart from Mass, such as Benediction. Benediction is where the priest blesses the congregation with the holy Eucharist as he makes the sign of the cross with an ornate vessel called the monstrance, which holds the consecrated host. 

My father’s role was being a member of the St Vincent de Paul Society. The Society is primarily recognized for its charity and compassion for the poor and giving comfort to those grieving the loss of a family member. He was also in the Holy Name Society which did more work in helping those in need in the parish. Dad also counted the collection plate money that was collected during Mass.

Our involvement in the Church sometimes had some unexpected consequences. Once we had to race around madly when we received an unexpected visitor to our house in Ayr. As our family was regarded a good Catholic family, there were occasions where the parish priest would bring visiting clergy to our place as a way of meeting some of the parishioners. This was often unannounced. 

On this occasion I remember the Bishop was visiting from Townsville and he turned up with the parish priest at our place. One of my siblings had to quickly run through the house looking for Mum’s shoes. Mum had tinea and had to constantly bathe her feet in Condy’s crystals, so she had been caught out barefoot. Another sibling had to run to the corner store and buy a packet of orange slice biscuits to have with a cup of tea. We each went out to the front yard to greet the Bishop. There was a protocol to follow. We genuflected and kissed the ring on his finger. The ring was a symbol of his authority and we did this out of respect.

There were other roles in the Church that I took on from about the age of twelve. These were assisting the Parish priest and they were to stand me in good stead here in the Convent. For instance, every weekend I had cleaned the brass candlesticks that were positioned on either end of the altar during Mass. I also filled vases with flowers that parishioners sent along for Sunday Mass and placed them on pedestals near the altar. At the age of fifteen I taught Sunday school to the Catholic children who didn’t go to Catholic schools. They would remain after Mass and I would teach them the Catechism, which is basically the beliefs of the Church in question-and-answer form. 

From the age of ten I began to attend Mass every morning, six thirty, before school, hardly ever missed. It was something I chose to do. I got to know the regulars; the priest of course, the brothers who taught in the nearby Catholic boys’ school and the elderly lady who lived across the road from our house. I continued attending daily Mass even after I left school. Many of the rituals that had become part of my life were to continue on here in the Convent.

You could say my involvement in the Church was pretty intense 








