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Catholic Education as experienced around my time  

at St. Canice’s, Elizabeth Bay. 

 

Colleen Noon RSC - 7th April 2021 

Colleen writes of a period in our Irish Catholic history in 
Australia that shines a light on life at the time she chose her 
vocation and joined the Sisters of Charity.  

 

For a short time, Colleen taught at St Canice’s School. Her 
religious name was Sr Mary Bernetta RSC. 

 

This is her story. 
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Catholic Education as experienced around my time at St. Canice’s, Elizabeth Bay. 

 

I was born at the beginning of the Second World War to parents with strong Irish 
heritage. My mother was a Dempsey, whose ancestors had come as convicts and 
my great-grandfather had been a stone mason, who helped in the building of St. 
Patrick’s Seminary at Manly, with stone from his quarry. 

As a child I attend school in the church at St. Raphael’s, South Hurstville, where a 
rolling door was raised up across the sanctuary for the services on Sunday and 
came down again on Monday, when the building became part of the school. 
Friday afternoon was a busy time as we cleared all the pews of schoolbooks. The 
pews had a wooden flap, which could be raised to serve as a desk during the 
week. 

On Saturdays, I had the task of collecting the “Silver Circle” money of two shillings 
a week from the Catholic families in the area. This was a fund-raising effort for the 
new school, which opened the year after I completed Primary Education. After 
first term in Year 6, the class moved to join the class at St Mary’s, Hurstville or St 
Joseph’s Kogarah, so that space could be found for the school building at South 
Hurstville.  I went to Hurstville, and at the end of my Intermediate Class at 
Hurstville, I was awarded a scholarship to go to St. Vincent’s, Pott’s Point. Only 
two from my class went on to further their education as there was no possibility 
in our area, although a couple of girls did commercial courses. Not long after, 
following the Wyndham report and increased government finance, the school at 
Hurstville extended its classes. 

There was always a close relationship between St. Vincent’s and St Canice’s as 
both were staffed by the Sisters of Charity. Often the priests from the Cathedral 
would say Mass in both places. The Sisters lived in the convent previously known 
as Tarmons at Pott’s Point and taught in many of the nearby schools.  As the 
Sisters of Charity were the first order to come to Australia in 1838 many of their 
early foundations were within the main city area of Sydney, Woolloomooloo, 
Darlinghurst, to mention just a few. Before the North Sydney Teachers’ College 
opened various Religious orders had their own training college. The Sisters of 
Charity’s one was at Bethania in Challis Ave. Pott’s Point. Students did their 
practical teaching at St. Canice’s, Elizabeth Bay, Sacred Heart School Darlinghurst 
and St. Mary’ Cathedral, (Sr. Leonore). Then they did a three-week practice at 
schools further away (e.g. St Thomas’ Lewisham, St. Mary’s Liverpool.) 

In 1957, my last year at Potts Point, I decided to enter the Sisters of Charity. At 
the same time, I was awarded a scholarship to the newly established Catholic 
Teachers’ College at North Sydney. As I planned to join the Sisters in July,1958 and 
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they wanted me to have some teaching experience, I did not take up the 
scholarship but was offered a position teaching 50 Kindergarten children at 
Concord West or 90 children at Auburn. (These were both Sisters of Charity 
Schools). I opted for Concord West, although the travel was difficult from 
Blakehurst, where I was living at the time. 

After completing my Novitiate training, I came to Bethania, where we engaged in 
some degree of teacher training under Sr. Margaret Donovan and Sr. Leonore 
Murphy. However, I must admit that most of the time, I was supplying for sick 
sisters or for people who had other tasks e.g. I went for three months to Ashfield, 
while Sr. Catherine Tierney was organizing the combined sports event for the 
Sisters of Charity schools. In the meantime, the students at the Catholic Teachers’ 
College were making progress and preparing to take positions. St. Canice’s at 
Elizabeth Bay had Sr. Margaret Galvin as the Principal and she had been trained as 
a teacher in government schools before entering so it became “a demonstration 
school”. 

The numbers though were decreasing in the city schools and rapidly increasing in 
areas like Cabramatta and Liverpool, so I was surprised when my first 
appointment in 1961 was to St. Canice’s at Elizabeth Bay. One of the parents used 
to bring us to school by car after dropping her daughter at Pott’s Point and 
sometimes we got a lift home too.  

My classroom was on the lower level (now the hall?). By this time only the Infant 
Classes remained in the school. Sr. Margaret taught Gr. 1 and Gr.2. I taught 
Kindergarten. I must admit I cannot remember a lot about that time, except they 
were lovely children.  I do remember one day, a gentleman walked through the 
yard with a radio under his arm. I thought it looked a bit like my classroom one, 
but I could not leave the children to check. Sadly, it was, and it was missed greatly 
as the music was used for dancing and “physical education”.  

Towards the end of the first term, I was transferred within four hours to 
Cabramatta, where a teacher had sadly had a breakdown. Cabramatta was 
bursting at the seams with children from the Villawood Migrant Centre, (mainly 
Polish and British families.) Meanwhile back at St. Canice’s, Sr. Margaret included 
the Kinder children in with her other classes supported by students. When I 
walked into the classroom at Cabramatta, the only equipment was a bead frame 
for counting and a “Jesus and I” chart with pictures of biblical stories. This was a 
great shock for me compared to the comparatively well-equipped school at 
Elizabeth Bay. I became very skilled at using cornflake packets as the basis for 
jigsaws, number games etc.  
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You may wonder why I have included some of these events, but I did it because 
everything needs to be placed in some context. As areas change so do needs 
change.  At the time of St. Canice’s school closing, there was a Catholic school at 
Edgecliff, a Catholic school at Darlinghurst and a Catholic school at Paddington, all 
with comparatively low numbers. Edgecliff Convent served particularly for 
orphaned or neglected children and included a residential home for them. Later 
after the school closed, these children came to Paddington to school as did some 
of those from Darlinghurst and Woolloomooloo. The convent I now live in at 
Paddington was once a Musician’s residence, then a Secondary school, a centre 
for the deaf, Congregational Offices, a Commercial College, Franciscan Offices etc. 
just to mention a few of the changes over the years. 

 

t. Canice’s too has adapted over the years to the 
multitude of needs including the homeless and 
supporting the people of East Timor…. what are 

the greatest needs of today’s world……how can space, 
gifts and talents be used effectively for continuing the 
Gospel work of bringing the Good News?  

What are the needs of the people of this area?  

How can the divide between rich and poor be lessened, 
how can we learn to listen to those who are different in 
faith, sexuality, nationality or skin colour?  

How can we pass on a sense of God to the young people 
of today, who are feeling alone and that no one listens?  

How can we prevent violence against women and 
provide a place of safety… Lord, to whom do we go???  

Is it St. Canice’s? 

 

Colleen Noonan RSC 
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