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SISTERS OF ST JOHN OF GOD — DEED OF APPRECIATION 

Statement by Minister for Heritage 

MR G.M. CASTRILLI (Bunbury — Minister for Heritage) [10.06 am]: I seek leave to make a ministerial 
statement and to move the following motion — 

Several members interjected. 

The SPEAKER: Thank you, members! The minister has sought leave to make a statement. Is leave granted? 

Leave granted. 

Mr G.M. CASTRILLI: I move — 

That this house endorses a certificate of appreciation being presented to the Sisters of St John of God in 
recognition of their enormous contribution to the pastoral care, education and health of our communities 
since 1895 and that special acknowledgement is made to the Sisters’ selfless devotion to the people of 
Western Australia for the greater good of humanity. 

On behalf of the government and the Western Australian community, I wish to formally acknowledge the Sisters 
of St John of God for their outstanding contribution to the health, education and pastoral care of communities 
within the state since 1895. This statement is made to ensure that the recognition and appreciation of the sisters 
is recorded in Hansard to remain forever as an important part of Western Australia’s history. I wish to welcome 
to the gallery, and make this statement in the presence of, the much loved Sisters of St John of God. I 
acknowledge in this place today the congregational leader, formerly known as mother general, Sister Brid Ryan. 
I also wish to acknowledge the Australian regional leader, Sister Pauline O’Connor; however, I understand that, 
unfortunately, ill health has prevented Sister Pauline from attending today. 

The congregation of the Sisters of St John of God was established in 1871 in Wexford, Ireland, at a time when 
there was much suffering following the great famine. Some of the first members were nurses, and they began to 
nurse the sick, both rich and poor, in their homes. The congregation branched out in 1895 when eight sisters 
responded to the call for help to address the urgent health needs of the people of Western Australia. Members of 
the chamber will be aware that the 1890s were years of extraordinary growth and development in the Swan River 
Colony, and the discovery of gold in Kalgoorlie and Coolgardie saw a rapid influx of people.  

With little or no infrastructure in place, the lack of hygiene and harsh living conditions led to disease and ill 
health. The Bishop of Perth, an Irishman named Matthew Gibney, was a visionary man who looked for practical 
solutions. It was his letter to the mother superior of the Sisters of St John of God in Wexford that led to the 
sisters’ decision to come to Western Australia and to ultimately play such a major role in the future of health and 
education in our state. The sisters endured a 34-day journey by sea and arrived in Albany on 23 November 1895. 
They then travelled by train for two days to Perth. The eight sisters, with an average age of 28, set up residence 
at 227 Adelaide Terrace. The 15 rooms in which they lived were to become their home and hospital until they 
moved to Subiaco in 1898. Not long after their arrival in Perth a call for help came from Kalgoorlie, where there 
had been an outbreak of typhoid fever. Two of the sisters answered the call by nursing and caring for the ill 
while living in tents in the Goldfields. They were later relieved by other sisters, who were relieved by yet others. 
Their sacrifice was the greatest, as some of the sisters themselves succumbed to the disease. Despite the 
harshness of the conditions and the losses, the sisters remained and continued to serve the people in whatever 
capacity they could. The Sisters of St John of God Hospital was established in Kalgoorlie in 1897, which was the 
beginning of 80 years of service by the sisters in that region. Schools followed in Kalgoorlie in 1900, 1903 and 
1904. 

While we sit here today in relative comfort surrounded by modern-day infrastructure and modes of transport, it is 
difficult to comprehend the life experiences and living and working conditions of the pioneer sisters and those 
who were to follow. It is difficult also to comprehend the courage and endeavours of these young women who 
left their families and homes to travel to the unknown on the other side of the world. It is difficult to comprehend 
the selflessness that enabled them to endure those hardships for the benefit of the people of our state, who, to the 
Irish sisters, were people from a foreign world. The sisters continued to not only endure, but also come to 
Western Australia as well as answer the call in the eastern states and other countries. They established healthcare 
services in Ballarat and Warrnambool in Victoria, and in Goulburn in New South Wales, but it was in Western 
Australia that the sisters’ influence was so immense. They opened hospitals and schools from the Kimberley to 
the south west and east of the Goldfields. The sisters established the Kimberley mission at Beagle Bay in 1907, a 
school in Broome in 1912 and a leprosarium in Derby in 1936. The sisters were multiskilled and undertook 
whatever tasks were necessary to provide the appropriate care for their patients; there were no prejudices or 
barriers. Since 1907, more than 130 sisters have served in the Kimberley, 50 of whom spent their entire religious 
life in the Kimberley establishing and working in infant health clinics, primary education, pastoral care and the 
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leprosarium that operated for 50 years until it closed in 1986. Once again, it is difficult to comprehend the 
hardships the women endured in an extreme and hostile country and the isolation that they would have felt more 
than 100 years ago when they chose to walk with the people of the Kimberley. 

The sisters opened Bunbury Hospital in a house in Bury Hill in 1927, and established St John of God Hospital in 
Belmont in 1934, the St John of God Hospital in Geraldton in 1935, the Mosman Park convalescent home in 
1937 and the hospital in Northam in 1947. Perhaps we can all take some lessons from the sisters on how to get 
things done. The sisters had a great vision. In a book penned for the sisters’ centenary celebration in 1995 called 
The Love of Christ Urges Us, author Sister Eugenia Brennan outlines the journey of the sisters and of their great 
vision. This is exemplified by the sisters’ identifying and purchasing land in the then emerging municipality of 
Subiaco on which today stands the current hospital. Sister Brennan writes that today’s 10 St John of God 
hospitals are an even greater testimony to the foresight, wisdom and organisational abilities of successive 
generations of the sisters. She writes that the unbroken, undiminished commitment to the heritage initiated by 
these women who first established the St John of God hospitals in Australia is their most powerful memorial. I 
could not agree more. 

My personal involvement with the sisters has been mostly with the sisters from St John of God Hospital in 
Bunbury. I ask the other sisters to forgive me if I single out a couple of those sisters who are special to me. Sister 
Killian aided the birth of my two daughters, who were born at St John of God Hospital in Bunbury, making a 
special time even more special. Sister Killian aided in the delivery of a sizeable portion of the Bunbury 
population. She is now 94 years old. When she was 18, she left her family to come to Western Australia. She, 
like many others, sacrificed her own family and homeland to serve our people. As well as Sister Killian, Sister 
Leonie, who has a gentle serenity; Sister Bridie, who has given much pastoral care within our prisons; and Sister 
Romanus, whose special qualities brought peace to the dying as she ministered them in the early days of 
palliative care, have each had a big impact on my life. The impact that these four sisters of St John of God have 
had on me has been mirrored by the experiences of countless other individuals throughout the length and breadth 
of Western Australia. Central to the existence of the sisters is the spirituality that has influenced, empowered and 
sustained these women in everything that they did and continue to do. The sisters do not just engage in nursing, 
education and pastoral care; they administer to the body, the mind and the soul, and they give peace and dignity 
during the darkest moments and give joy and hope for those who will recover. Now, as so many of these much-
loved sisters are in their senior years, I pay tribute to the Sisters of St John of God. I offer my acknowledgement 
and gratitude to the families of the sisters who too sacrificed the loss of their loved ones to a faraway country so 
that the people of Western Australia could benefit from their services. I invite my parliamentary colleagues to 
join me in formally acknowledging the enormous contribution the Sisters of St John of God have made to 
Western Australia 

[Applause.] 

Mr G.M. CASTRILLI: I ask the house to acknowledge a deed of appreciation to be presented to the Sisters of 
St John of God in recognition of their enormous contribution to the pastoral care, education and health of our 
community since 1895, with special acknowledgement of the sisters’ selfless devotion to the people of Western 
Australia for the greater good of humanity. 

The SPEAKER: Before I give the member for Pilbara the call, I will clarify that this is a statement before the 
house. It is not a motion; it is simply a statement. 

MR T.G. STEPHENS (Pilbara) [10.17 am]: Members on this side of the house welcome the opportunity to 
formally acknowledge in the Parliament the enormous and ongoing contribution to Western Australia of the 
Sisters of St John of God. I acknowledge their contribution on behalf of all the members of my team in the 
opposition, especially the Leader of the Opposition and those members, including the members for Midland, 
Girrawheen and Kimberley, who have been falling over themselves to make a statement on this issue. An 
enormous range of members on this side of the house would like to have been able to stand in support of the 
Sisters of St John of God and make a statement expressing our formal support and appreciation for their work 
and their lasting and living legacy. Members on this side of the chamber can scarcely see the sisters in the public 
gallery who are tucked away modestly in the corners. They are surrounded by their leadership and are supported 
by their friends and co-workers. The Auxiliary Bishop of Perth, Bishop Sproxton, is here with Bishop Holohan, 
the Bishop of Bunbury. That team has delivered to the people of Western Australia extraordinary gifts that have 
been brought to our state since 1895. They have dedicated their lives to the service of providing health, 
education and pastoral care to the communities across this state and beyond. We join in welcoming to the house 
the sisters and representatives of their congregation past, present and future.  

Last week, in the National Museum of Australia, in Canberra, a new exhibition was launched. That exhibition 
attempts to detail the contribution of the Irish in Australia. Significant to us here is that a highlight of this 
exhibition is a tropical religious habit: a long white dress, once worn by the Sisters of St John of God in the 
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Kimberley. We are reminded by this exhibit that on 6 June 1907, an amazing sight was to be seen at Beagle Bay, 
on the Dampier Peninsula north of Broome, because wading ashore, in black habits, through waters over one 
metre deep, were six Irish nuns, Sisters of St John of God, who, with their wet clothes and bare feet, then walked 
the 11 kilometres to their new home at Beagle Bay Mission, where they worked with the Pallottine fathers and 
brothers in the service of that community. That has been immortalised in many ways, not least of which in the 
lyrics of Jimmy Chi in the musical Bran Nue Dae, in which the people remember the old days, the old ways, the 
fathers, the brothers and the old Irish nuns, in their beloved town by the bay. 

These first sisters were part of a group of nine, almost all of whom came direct from the order’s motherhouse in 
County Wexford, Ireland. Fortunately, after their early years in the Kimberley, the St John of God sisters 
gradually adopted the lighter, white habits more suitable for their lives and work in the tropics, and currently on 
display in Canberra. However, more important than just a curio, a relic of a bygone time, the habit in this 
National Museum exhibit reminds us all that, still today, the sisters continue their work in the Kimberley region, 
and beyond. 

The Minister for Local Government has kindly detailed the work of the sisters, with particular focus, 
understandably, on their activities around Perth and the south west, and specifically Bunbury. But it is also right 
and proper that we pay some attention to the lives and work of the sisters in the Kimberley—people will, I hope, 
understand my wanting to do that as well—work of which my colleague the Member for Kimberley and I are 
especially conscious and deeply appreciative. 

Significantly, the sisters in the Kimberley are still working actively in various ways for reconciliation. Indeed, 
the Kimberley sisters were among the first to apologise for their own part in the stolen generation chapter of our 
shared history, in which they became, in some ways, the instrument of parliamentary and government policy of 
the time. However, many of that stolen generation of children in the Kimberley, educated by the nuns and 
boarded in their institutions, continue to speak out loudly and very favourably of the Irish sisters, recalling how 
genuine was the sisters’ love and care for them, and how powerful was their example. These sisters have had the 
good sense to record some of their relatively short history as a congregation. However, I think there is still a 
place—a space—for a book yet to be commissioned to more fully document the special history of the Sisters of 
St John of God in the Kimberley, in what was known for a time as the Province of St Francis Xavier. 

Let us be blunt. With the distance of history, we can now call a spade a spade. The needs, the rights and the 
interests of Aboriginal people did not loom large in the local landscape here in Western Australia. Indeed, there 
was lingering open hostility from the early settlers to the interest that the church showed in the wellbeing of the 
Aboriginal community. It was Bishop Gibney who was quick to enlist the support of the Sisters of St John of 
God in this work of responding to those needs. Into that space, led by Mother Mary Antonio O’Brien, a famed 
leader of that congregation, walked her colleagues Sister Benedict Courtney and Sister Mary Bernadine Greene. 
Sister Greene was the first of five Greene sisters from the one family who came out from Ireland to work as St 
John of God sisters in the Kimberley. They were joined there in that first batch by six other young postulants. 
That included the very famed and long-living sister, Margaret Carmondy, and postulants Power, O’Neill, Walker 
and McCaffrey. 

Although in Western Australia generally the role of the St John of God sisters has been significant, in the 
Kimberley their influence has been immense. In 1907, the sisters were the first female religious group to enter 
that region and to embark upon what was to become a shared journey of working with the Aboriginal peoples of 
the region. After they went to Beagle Bay, they came to Broome, where they started a school after just two 
weeks in the town, in 1908. They nursed in the Japanese hospital and in the Broome government hospital, 
providing in those public government hospitals health care for the entire community—services that were unique 
for Catholic religious sisters at that time. They went to Lombadina in 1913, and then to Derby, where their work 
is well recorded and long remembered. The sisters are famed for the extraordinary work that Sister Alphonse 
Daley and her colleagues did in the leprosarium from 1936 until its closure in 1986. The sisters expanded their 
work to Bidyadanga and La Grange, and in 1956 to Balgo, where to this very day Sister Alice Dempsey 
continues with the extraordinary work of her congregation in adult education.  

Since 1907, approximately 130 women from this congregation have lived and worked with the peoples of this 
region. Fifty of these sisters spent their entire religious life in the Kimberley. At their peak, the St John of God 
sisters numbered around 43 women, spread around the Kimberley, a significant voting block by any standard, 
but, more importantly, a small army of loving, goodwill and service for the community in which they worked. 

The sisters came to the Kimberley initially to respond to the needs of Aboriginal women and children. They did 
this extraordinarily well, expanding their work to the many mixed race people of the Dampier Peninsula and 
beyond. However, it was with the Aboriginal and Asian and mixed peoples of this region that the sisters have the 
most special of bonds. These sisters were, as we have been told, multiskilled. For over 100 years now in this 
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region, they have undertaken enduring work and have lived extraordinary, dedicated lives of service in 
education, nursing and pastoral care. 

In 2007, after a good part of 67 years at Beagle Bay, my old friend Sister Bernadette O’Connor was asked 
whether she wanted to go home to Ireland. She said, “Now why would I want to do that? These are my people! 
This is where my home is!” She died and was buried in Beagle Bay.  

The Kimberley has been blessed with the lives and work and by the example of so many. They include Sister 
Alphonse Daley for her service in the leprosarium, and Sisters Ignatius Murnane, Francis Dunne, Cabrini 
Gleeson, Antoinette Kelly—I think she is still with us; she might even be in the gallery; no—Germanus Kent, 
Stella Bryant, Marcella Morris, Mary Reilly and many more. As well as the ongoing work of Sister Alice 
Dempsey in Balgo, the St John of God sisters continue to be active to this day in the Kimberley, with the social 
work and counselling services of Sister Dolores Tunnecliffe, and Sister Leone Collins—I think I have spotted 
her in the gallery; yes—with the ongoing pastoral care and presence of Sisters Philomena Hockings, Veronica 
McCarthy and Joan Mansfield, and up until very recently in Derby, Sisters Camille Poidevin and Sheila Murphy. 

This house I hope will understand my paying particular attention and tribute to one of the sisters, Sister Pat 
Rhatigan. She was the daughter of a long-term Kimberley Labor member of the Legislative Assembly for that 
region, Jack Rhatigan, whose family lived and worked for many years in the East Kimberley at Turkey Creek. 
Sister Pat Rhatigan is a one-eyed Kimberley girl if ever there was one! As just one example of the sisters’ 
ongoing contribution, in Sister Pat we have seen a lifetime of dedication to education, through preschool, 
primary and secondary, and finally tertiary education. She was involved in enlisting the support of the Sisters of 
St John of God in the establishment of the Broome Campus of the University of Notre Dame, which has 
provided a university education for the Aboriginal community, and of which she was the first director. 

Sister Pat is currently involved in an active partnership with the Aboriginal community in archiving their shared 
history of work of the Sisters of St John of God. This continues to be work that is empowering local people with 
the knowledge of their personal and shared family histories, foundation stones upon which they can continue to 
build secure lives into the future. 

The St John of God sisters, in the Kimberley and beyond, embodied and modelled and encouraged all, but 
especially the Aboriginal women and the Asian and mixed race people with whom they worked, to have 
confidence in themselves in the knowledge that they were as good as and as capable as anyone of achieving 
absolutely anything. They modelled leadership and they led those leadership skills in the women of the region.  

We take the opportunity of acknowledging the presence of the congregational leader, Sister Brid Ryan, and the 
absence because of ill-health of Australian regional leader, Sister Pauline O’Connor. We acknowledge the other 
sisters, not only those present today in the gallery, but their sisters in religion, living in various parts of Western 
Australia and beyond, including those still in the Kimberley. 

We know that in response to great need and suffering in Ireland, this group of women came into being, taking up 
the work of nursing the sick, especially the poor, in their homes. The first eight sisters of St John of God came 
out from Ireland in 1895 to respond to the call for help and the pressing health needs of the people of Western 
Australia. The sisters settled into their first home and convent at 227 Adelaide Terrace, at a site that is now 
known as the Novotel Hotel, and perhaps more significantly, and not altogether inappropriately, is also the site 
of a very busy Fenian pub! 

Certainly better known is the St John of God Foundation at Subiaco where they have been active since 1898 and 
from where they have spread out to Coolgardie, Kalgoorlie and the Goldfields; Bunbury; Geraldton; and 
beyond—to Ballarat, Warrnambool, Brighton, Geelong, and Lower Hutt in New Zealand, and to Pakistan in 
1980. The order’s official history has been published and details in its title the sisters’ motivation: The Love of 
Christ Urges Us. 

In the popular mind of many, the sisters are most closely identified with the 12 St John of God hospitals—their 
lasting physical, tangible legacy. However, the sisters’ legacy also actively plays out in many other ways, such as 
through their work in St John of God’s health care social justice program, which assists people experiencing 
disadvantage, especially in its commitment to regional Western Australia. Services under this program are aimed 
at filling gaps in health care, primarily in regional areas. As well as housing programs for homeless youth in 
places such as Bunbury and Geraldton, the program includes specialist post-natal depression, mental health, and 
drug and alcohol services. They have ongoing work in maternal health and parenting programs in 13 Aboriginal 
communities in the Kimberley, Pilbara, Mid West and Gascoyne regions.  

The pioneering spirit of the Sisters of St John of God continues to be displayed with a strong focus on 
developing female leadership. We note that this congregation of women is not just an important part of our 
state’s history. For many of us, for our families, for our communities, for our constituents, the sisters and their 
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dedicated lives of service have touched us and continue to touch the lives of so many in times of sickness and in 
health, in times of birth and in death. With their nursing care and their palliative care, the sisters and their co-
workers have been there. 

I say to the sisters that you and your colleagues have, like the seeds spilling out from the open fruit of the 
pomegranate, which is your emblem, flooded our state with your values that you have lived and championed. 
You have helped to shape our past, your foundations continue to contribute to the quality of life we share, and 
you have gifted us all a lasting legacy, a loving legacy, of care that goes on in different ways, in enduring shape, 
into the future, well beyond all of us. Thank you. 

[Applause.] 
 


