
“A glorious future for the infant diocese of Armidale”: The emerging Church in New England 
Historical Oration on the 150th Anniversary of the Installation of the First Bishop 

Cathedral of Sts Mary & Joseph, Armidale, 9 March 2021 
 

My Lord Bishop, Reverend Fathers, fellow religious, brothers and sisters in Christ: it is a 
great honour to take part in your sesquicentenary celebrations and let me say that I 
think you are all looking very good for 150-year-olds! 
 
 
1. Before Armidale was… 

 
Fr Therry 

 

32 years they had waited for a priest. Sure, a convict priest (Fr James Dixon) had been 
permitted to celebrate Mass for ten months in 1803;1 a renegade priest (Fr Jeremiah 
O’Flynn) conducted a semi-public ministry for six months in 1818;2 and other convict 
priests and passing ships’ chaplains engaged in clandestine ministry from time to time. 
But it was only with the arrival of Frs Philip Conolly3 and John Joseph Therry4 in 1820, 
as official Catholic chaplains to the colony, that the Catholics of Australia were 
guaranteed the sacraments and pastoral leadership going forward.5 
 
The faith and pastoral achievements of Fr Therry and the other clergy who came after 
him were remarkable. But many of them were also what we used to call ‘characters’. 
When Australia’s first Dominican, Christopher Dowling OP, arrived in 1831 to take over 
as official chaplain, Therry locked him out of the presbytery. On one occasion Therry 
dragged Dowling from the sanctuary before coming to his senses and apologizing. On 
another there was a public tug-o-war over the collection box! It was also alleged he had 
three heavies beat Dowling up in front of St Mary’s and steal his hat and watch! The 
meek Dominican then retreated to the relative safety of Western Sydney. When the first 
bishop arrived in 1835 he rewarded Dowling’s patience by giving him care of everything 
North of the Hawkesbury – including the region we now call New England!  
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2. John Bede Polding, first bishop of everywhere 
 

   
 
Orphaned as a boy, John Bede Polding OSB6 was raised by Benedictine monks. He was a 
quick learner and natural leader, and held various offices in his monastery, congregation 
and school. He was known for his love of the faith, drama, cricket, England and the Irish. 
Nothing united those loves so well as the colony of New South Wales, in which he was 
romantically interested from childhood. So he was just the man in 1834 to appoint as 
‘Vicar-Apostolic of New Holland, Van Diemen’s Land and the adjoining Isles’. If Dowling 
was, in a sense, the first pastor of this region – and everywhere North to Cape York – 
Polding was the first bishop of New England – and everything West to the Indian Ocean! 
Underlining this, in 1842 he was named Archbishop of Sydney and Metropolitan of what 
we call today Australia, New Zealand and French Polynesia. 
 
‘The bishop of Botany Bay’ was a man of deep piety and generous heart, a born missioner 
who scorned personal hardship to bring the faith to his far-scattered and disadvantaged 
flock. He laboured incessantly to build up the Church – its buildings, clergy, nascent 
hierarchy and, above all, its people. Within a few years he had personally instructed 
seven thousand convicts before receiving the sacraments! He established parishes and 
missions, was an advocate for the Indigenous peoples, founded schools and a religious 
order, and invited other religious institutes to Australia.  
 
Polding also engaged with the politics and culture of this fast-growing nation. He 
presided over provincial synods, founded St John’s College in the University of Sydney, 
consecrated Old St Mary’s Cathedral and commissioned a new one after the first burnt 
down. Not all his dreams came true: the idea of an English monastic-cathedral from 
which monkish missionaries would minister to a far-flung, largely Irish-Catholic 
population was always fantastical. His efforts to heal rifts between the monks and the 
seculars, between factions in the Catholic community, between English and Irish, 
convicts and free, Anglicans and Catholics, were less than successful. But as one 
contemporary put it: “His labours are incessant, his zeal unbounded, Protestants as well 
as Catholics revere him as a saint.”7 
 
To achieve all he did, Polding criss-crossed the country, mostly on horseback, covering up 
to 1500 km each month, often in searing heat, catechizing, dispensing sacraments and 
attending pastorally to his people. But no one can sustain such distances indefinitely,  
even one with his herculean strength and dedication. So, after seven years of care for the 
whole continent, Polding proposed subdividing his diocese. In 1842 Hobart and Adelaide 
were split off, followed by Perth in 1845, East Maitland in 1847, Melbourne, Darwin, 
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Wellington and Auckland in 1848, Brisbane in 1859 and Goulburn in 1862. These 
erection of these new dioceses reflected the spread of settlers across Australia and each 
new bishop brought priests, religious and/or seminarians with him, mostly from Ireland, 
to cover the newly declared territory – and cutting down on Polding’s commuting time! 
On 9th November 1862 Pius IX created the new Diocese of Armidale. 
 
 
3. Birth of the Diocese of Armidale8 

 
Thus the early history of the Church in Australia was marked by: 
 a lay-led Church to begin with, then a gradual introduction of priests, bishops and 

religious; 
 members mostly poor and Irish but some English and/or well to do, and gradually 

including Indigenous and other ethnicities; 
 a shortage of human and financial resources for establishing an infrastructure of 

churches, presbyteries, schools and convents; 
 a strong official connection with the Church in Europe (Rome, England, Ireland, 

Spain…); 
 uneven but often strained relations with the state, the Protestant majority and the 

culture; 
 a Church united over many issues but divided over some. 

 

     
Fr Tim McCarthy Diocesan Arms Second Cathedral of Sts Mary & Joseph 

 
If Australia had to wait 32 years for a priest and 47 for a bishop, the patience of the 
Catholics of New England would also be tried. Priests visited sporadically in the 1840s, 
including Fr James Hanley from Morton Bay (= Brisbane) and Fr John Rigney from 
Singleton. Dean John Lynch had the pastoral care of all Catholics north of Maitland to 
the border, including the New Englanders. He visited Armidale from time to time before 
it was a diocese, became its leading priest, and laid the foundation stone for the first 
cathedral in 1870. Clergy were eventually stationed permanently in the district, the first 
being Fr Timothy McCarthy, who was ordained in Ireland in 1852, aged 23, sailed soon 
after for Sydney Town and was appointed while still a boy-priest to the New England 
district (1853-6). Following in the footsteps of Therry and Polding, the legendary ‘Father 
Tim’ traversed his territory on horseback, baptising, catechising, absolving, Massing, 
comforting the sick and confronting bush rangers.9 In 1865 he returned to Sydney, where 
he was rewarded with the deanship of St Mary’s Cathedral. 
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By 1862, when Armidale became a diocese, it had three or four priests10 and as yet no 
religious to cover a territory half as big again as the whole of Ireland.11 There were 
perhaps 10,000 Catholics, many of whom were poorly catechised and sacrament-alised.12 
There was as yet no railway and limited roads between the few chapels and schools.13 
There was much to be done! 
 
The new Diocese was to make the unusual claim to fame of having three first bishops! On 
11th June 1865 Fr James Bernard Hayes OSA,14 an Augustinian priest long associated 
with Bishop James Goold OSA15 of Melbourne and by then Dean of Bendigo, was named 
as the first Bishop of Armidale. He refused, the Augustinians claim due to humility, but 
his death soon after in Dublin might suggest he was unwell.16 On 10th October 1866 Fr 
John Crookall, an English priest, philosopher and composer with a doctorate in divinity, 
who knew John Henry Newman and was then Vicar General of Southwark Diocese, was 
named as Bishop of Armidale. He, too, refused, despite the efforts of Abbott Gregory to 
“humbug him over”.17 So a third candidate had to be found. 
 
 
4. Timothy O’Mahony before his great adventure… 
 
Born in 1825 in County Cork, Timothy O’Mahony18 was educated at the Irish College in 
Rome. He held four parish appointments, the last for 14 years as parish priest of St 
Finbar’s South in Cork, chaplain to the workhouse and director of the Society for the 
Propagation of the Faith. He established night schools for working boys and a Sick Poor 
Society. A much-loved priest, he was described by parishioners as “holy, learned, 
prudent; eloquent in word, indefatigable in work; unselfish, unpretending, unswerving; 
rich in the resources of scholarship, richer in the blessings of the poor; with a hand every 
ready to help, and a heart ever gentle to feel.”19 In other words, he was rather like your 
present bishop! 
 
O’Mahony’s nomination as an Australian bishop on 1st October 1869 would not have been 
a complete surprise, as Cardinal Paul Cullen20 of Dublin had already engineered the 
appointments of three of O’Mahony’s cousins as bishops in Australia: James Quinn21 of 
Brisbane, Matthew Quinn22 of Bathurst, and James Murray23 of Maitland; in due course 
he’d get his nephew Patrick Moran appointed also.24 O’Mahony was consecrated by 
Bishop William Delany (with Bishop Whelan of Bombay and Bishop Lynch of Kildare 
assisting) in Cork Cathedral on 30th November 1869.  
 
Eight days later he was present in Rome for the opening of the First Vatican Council 
which Pope Pius IX had convoked to address issues like rationalism, liberalism and 
materialism. O’Mahony appointed Dean Lynch as his Vicar General with authority to 
begin the construction of a cathedral in the meantime. Polding, now 75, could not make 
the arduous journey and so Cullen caucused with the Australians on various matters.25 
O’Mahony spoke strongly in favour of papal infallibility and wrote to the diocese to tell 
them the good news of its definition.26  
 
After the Council was adjourned in the summer of 1870, O’Mahony returned to Ireland to 
fish for priests and seminarians for his new diocese. He netted four priests,27 and two 
seminarians: Patrick O’Connor – destined to be the third Bishop of Armidale – and 
Jeremiah Doyle – later the first Bishop of Lismore. In the meantime Rome had been 
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occupied, Pius IX had become ‘a prisoner in the Vatican’, and the Council was suspended 
indefinitely – allowing O’Mahony to head down under. 
 
 
5. Bishop O’Mahony in Armidale 
 

   
Cardinal Cullen  Bishop O’Mahony   Bishop Torreggiani 

 
Arriving in Sydney in March 1871, O’Mahony made a quick progress to Armidale, 
accompanied by Polding who, despite advancing years, was determined to install him on 
the Feast of the Annunciation, 150 years ago this month. So impressed was Polding by 
him that some thought he’d make him his coadjutor.28 (A detailed account of the 
ceremony and the speeches is extracted in the excellent sesquicentenary souvenir.) 
Polding preached a “most affecting sermon” and “shed tears whilst bidding farewell to 
this beloved portion of his flock” which he was now handing over to O’Mahony.29 He also 
sang the new bishop’s praises to the local faithful, which would soon prove deserved. 
Though he didn’t travel as far as Polding, O’Mahony soon traversed the new diocese, 
visiting all the settlements. At a priestly ordination the Vicar-General “drew a glowing 
picture of the great fruits already resulting from the labours of the Bishop and his 
priests, and predicted in the spirit of confidence in God, a glorious future for the infant 
diocese of Armidale.”  
 
Amongst those fruits one was that, by the end of his short tenure, Armidale’s priests had 
grown from 3 to 17.30 O’Mahony confirmed many adults in the diocese who had waited for 
years for this sacrament, and fundraiser, commissioned and dedicated many new 
churches and schools, and offered Mass in the meantime in court houses, homesteads or 
wherever. He published a pastoral letter running to ten pages of small-print, promoting 
Catholic education and announced that he would seek some religious sisters from Ireland 
for this purpose. He held a diocesan synod (November 1873). He opened the first 
cathedral on 2nd February 1872, with frail Polding again presiding, assisted by the 
Bishops of Hobart Town, Bathurst and Goulburn.31  
 
O’Mahony was a jovial, hospitable man, who’d kissed the Blarney Stone and was a great 
conversationalist and controversialist. Polding’s coadjutor and eventual successor, Roger 
Bede Vaughan OSB, preferred him to the other Irish bishops and the two were initially 
allies. The friendship was strained, however, when it emerged that O’Mahony was a 
staunch Irish nationalist and, like many Catholics of his time, regarded Australian 
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Catholicism as a sub-branch of the Irish Church – a view not easily shared by the 
English archbishops. Drawn into colonial church politics, he joined his fellow Irish 
suffragans in protesting Vaughan’s appointment as Polding’s co-adjutor with right of 
succession; this earned a firm rebuke from Rome.32 
 
The rift with Vaughan was to have tragic consequences. The following year, O’Mahony 
was maliciously accused of habitual drunkenness and fathering a child by a girl named 
Ellen. Vaughan was appointed to investigate. The Irish bishops regarded the Englishman 
as biased in his selection of witnesses and too inclined to believe the worst of their 
cousin.33 In fact Vaughan did not believe the allegations, nor did most of the clergy or 
even the accuser’s own brother, but the scandal grew and the diocese divided for and 
against. Some saw it as emblematic of the struggle between the English and Irish for the 
soul of the Australian Church.34 Eventually O’Mahony’s accuser confessed that she’d 
fabricated the story and it emerged that the authors of the whole business were the girl’s 
mother and a priest O’Mahony had trusted (Fr Martin Kelly). But by then the damage 
had been done. In terms that resonate with Cardinal Pell’s recently published prison 
diaries,35 O’Mahony wrote that he harboured no ill-will towards his accusers and prayed 
God would forgive them.36 But in the view of Vaughan and the Roman authorities his 
continued governance of the Diocese had become untenable, and so in August 1878 he 
submitted his resignation and returned to Rome hoping to vindicate himself.  
 
Waiting for him there was Patrick Moran, destined to be Vaughan’s successor and 
delegated to tell O’Mahony that, cleared or not, he would not be returning to Australia.37 
Moran had assessed the file and reported that the accusations were exaggerated, the 
evidence flimsy, the complainants hostile, and the investigation unhelpful; he told Cullen 
he thought O’Mahony should be reinstated.38 But by then Rome had concluded that the 
Irish-Australian bishops were a disreputable bunch and the English-Irish tensions 
needed to be short-circuited: so Rome next appointed two Italianbishoos to Australia, 
Giovanni Cani for North Queensland and Elzear Torreggiani to Armidale, the latter 
serving here as Bishop for the next 25 years.39 
 
O’Mahony’s name having been cleared, he was soon after appointed auxiliary bishop of 
Toronto, Canada, pastor of a parish, and for a time Administrator of the Diocese of 
Hamilton. He remained in Toronto for the next 14 years till his death, “after a long and 
painful illness”, aged only 66, and is buried there. So beloved was he of his parishioners 
and final diocese that I suspect you will never get his remains back to this cathedral’s 
cemetery where they belong. 
 

  
O’Mahony’s grave in Toronto 



7 | A r m i d a l e  1 5 0 t h   0 9 . 0 3 . 2 1  

 
 
6. Some lessons for today 
  
The Church today is no stranger to scandal, much of it brought on ourselves by the 
shameful actions of some clergy and lay people and the shameful inactions of some 
leaders. Nor is the Church stranger to undeserved attacks: three Australian bishops have 
been wrongly charged with abuse or cover-up in the last few years alone. But the Church 
carries on. As we have seen tonight, the last 200 years in Australia and 150 years in the 
Diocese of Armidale have seen the lay faithful in Australia overcome grave adversity, 
including a lack of pastoral leadership, and then work energetically with their pastors 
once they came. The Church in Australia has been graced with many strengths, from 
which we can and should draw courage and inspiration today: 
 in the fidelity of the vast majority of the laity and clergy;  
 in the courage of those missionaries like O’Mahony and those young priests and 

seminarians who accompanied him to this strange land, serving generously in harsh 
circumstances;  

 in the extraordinary network of dioceses and cathedrals (like this beautiful one!), and 
of parishes and parish churches, schools, universities, hospitals, aged care facilities 
and welfare services that pastors and people have built up in this country, making the 
Catholic Church the biggest single contributor to this nation’s social and spiritual 
capital; and 

 in the contribution to all that of Armidale’s now 25 parishes, 46 priests, 18 religious 
and 42,000 lay faithful, now 24 schools educating over 6,000 children, and other 
Church agencies, associations and ministries. 
 

 
 
The Plenary Council for Australia has an extraordinary history to build upon as it 
discerns what the Spirit is saying to the Church in Australia today. We can have great 
confidence that the Church will once more renew herself and address the gifts and 
challenges to family, parish and school life, the need to re-evangelise our own people and 
the wider culture, and the opportunities to ensure that the sacramental and pastoral life 
of the Church is extended far and wide – as the mothers and fathers of the Armidale 
diocese were so determined to ensure. Whatever challenges we have faced in the past, 
face now, or will face in future, anniversaries like this one are reminders that rather 
than acquiescing to the spirit of the age or our own negative emotions, we can and must 
redouble our efforts to be faithful to the Lord’s command to love and breathe the Holy 
Spirit of quiet and humble confidence. 
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After my first day at school at St Therese Lakemba, in Sydney, I was in a class one 70 
children and one Josephite sister. When I came home I announced “Mummy, my teacher 
is so old!” “Really,” she asked, “how old dear?” I looked up at her and said, “I think she’s 
older than you!” Well, my mother was then 26 years old at that time and my teacher, 
then known as Sr Paul Michael, now Sr Judy Ellis RSJ, was only 28. She’s retired here in 
Armidale and a member of this parish, and to my delight has joined us tonight. She 
stands as a monument to a Church ever ancient and ever new. We pray tonight in 
thanksgiving for all those like her who have laboured in this vineyard of the Lord this 
century and a half past, and in whose missionary footsteps we walk today. We pray 
especially for this diocese, its bishop my dear brother Michael, successor of O’Mahony 
and 10th bishop of this diocese, its splendid clergy in the line of Dean Lynch and Fr Tim, 
and other leaders, who from this cathedral church of Sts Mary and Joseph, seek to build 
up a Holy Family in New England.  
 
With St Paul I ask that God grant that you be “God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved”, 
dressed in “compassion, kindness, humility and patience”, demonstrating forbearance, 
forgiveness and above all love, with Christ’s peace in your hearts, His word in your 
minds, and spiritual songs on your lips, so that whatever the Church in Armidale does, it 
will do “in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through Him.” 
(Col 3:12-17)  
 
Happy 150th birthday Armidale Diocese and God bless the next century! In the spirit of 
confidence in God, I predict a glorious future for the not-so-infant diocese of Armidale! 
 

Anthony Fisher OP 
Metropolitan Archbishop of Sydney 
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