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'.L1 he foc1HJ of ·I.his report is a. recent i n terview with 

8i~1ter Con s l.fl. li t!A G<111ey, a. Sinter of Merc,y, who was one of the 

foundi.ng 1·e I j giona l'l u rsin15 Sisters of t he l,later M.isericordia.e 

Hosp i tal which 1•1 .-i.rs es ha.bl i.f;hed ~t 'Ja.ra·Lah in 1921. Ques·tions 

askerl we~e rl eR i ~ned t o co ve r the fi rst six yAa.rs of tbe 

hos plLn1 ' s dnv~ l npment u nd to supplement i nformation on this 

peri.od ti.1.ren<l,y obLai.nad f t' om a rchival ·racorrls p!'eserved at ·the 

Convent . 'l'IH~ dat11. thus gat ll er ed :i. s presented within ·the 

context of "l.he his·l;ory of "1ewca.stle at that time . 

At ·t.h e l1P.g:L nning- ()f the twen-tieth ct-intur_y 11 coalmining was 

the soitr ce of al I v1ot•k in Newcastl e . 11 1 He tail, rail ways a nd 

construction <\ !• 1irrnded beavi l.y e n it , so when t he demand f or coal 

on ll •:ior·lrlwirle lmi:d.s w~rn lowered, Newcastle became affected a s 

it meant t hnt the miner s often worked onl y a few days a week ; 

this in t urn affected al l al.lied employment such as that of 

wate rs lde 1"or·lrnrs, rail -:;ay worker s a nd coal trimmers. Later 

t h0rfl ·,.,as nn ;i l;l;empl; ll v mi ne owners to lower I· the .1rice of coal 

leadi tl€t ~o confron l;n ~'lon with , he unions n.nd subsequent 

l ockouts h.v "I.he mine owners. Mi nes in the Newca.stle area. ber,an 

·1, 0 c;l ose 11.s l;hci. r eu nply pe t e re rl out and the town's population 

(]ecline<l 11n miners 11 nd the i r f a mili es moved fur ther up the 

Hunt e r ·Valley ·1.0 I.he !:owns of Ku.[·ri, Cessnock and Bra.nxton 
2 

where ne w mines had o;iened . 

~ s the d Apren si.o n in the coal industry wor sened , th e Broken 

Hi ll Proprie t~1: ,y lr imH,n rl C:o mpa.ny purchas ed land on the banks of 

t.he Hunter River i::d Mayfi <.'lld a nd began building an iron and s·l;eel 

works in 1913 . NewcastJe h a d been chosen on account of the 

proximity of coal supply , abundant labour and a harbour; although 

the h;.i.rbour ·:u1.s a.lwa,ys silting up and had· . .to be ·dredged at regular 

l n"l."11.•vri l s bhen : i s i.'I: h;•s tod ay . 'l' hese ste elwor ks were seen as 

the sa v iour fo!' t h e t o \vn a.nd with the advent of World War 1 they 

prospered ~s pnrt of the War ef fort . Allied industries such as 

LysRRh ts, RyJnnrls anrl t he Co mmon Deal t h 5teel Company nt Wnratah 
'l. 

] 1 t . ) n so commencer opAra.1ons . 

After t hA 1ar, howav ~r, a nother prohlem presAnted its e lf 

to the rie w iron ~n~ steel industr y . Thare was a les s ening demand 

fo r steel , rr:in11l ting in hi(Jh produc ·tion costs a nd ovAr.seas dumping 
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of iron ;:i n<l ~1-br-10.l. fH.l pp.Ii rH-1, Newcastle Vias agc:ii n facing a 

rec;iess],on a.a L 1t•ge nnmhin·s of retnrned serv:i.oFi men increased the 
1 

al r~ndy large numher of unemployed . This was Newcastl& 1 s 

economic cl.im~1 Li:i wll e n 1.hfl Ma ~er HoAl?i tal wa.s l'!S Ln.blished at 

!\s a. 8ulJurb ln ·hhe ~ar .ly 1900 1 s 1ilaratah hlil.S been described 

a.s I). 11 fnvo11d:l. r~ 1"<-1si. r! c-rntinl suburb for ci t ,y business people 

a.nd mr~n .Y fine p r :lvf1.te buildings a re ot·eo ·ted within its bounds.
112 

Tt h;:i.s ;i lrn;irl,y iln ~ n lllHtrU,nned that •. he Comrnonvraal th Stsel Compa.ny 

h~.<l eho sf! n Wnrnl.ci.1'1 l'\lr I.he. site of its oper8.-~ions in 1919. '.i.1his 

promo ·hecl I.he growl.h of the Auburb as rni'!.ny o f 't.ti e workers set l, led 

in the a.t·e;i . t n 1920 n. large home , ' Enmore Ha.ll 1 in Edi th Street, 

Warathh, was advnr l, i~ed for sale and thus the story of the 

M;:i ter Mi ::>P.rioonLi n.<!? Hos pj 'l;a..l bngins to un:fiold. 

='he Gonr,T~r-::t I; i on of i;he SistArs of Mercy was estn.bli shed in 

Dub.l:).n. Tr e .l ~1nr], jn 1831 l:ly Ca.tberine ~,fcAuley, a rich heir·er>s who 

1 1sed hor fo1·-tu11 c? 1;:1 build a llouse of t.Pero,y in B!).ggott Street \I/he.re 

·l;l'!e ~i p.l.r-i'l.1~n .. L nnrl corpGra) works of merc;v could be carried out. In 

the ant.] -i::i. l:hoJ ·in 13.tmos plrnre o'f rrela.nd at t hat tirne unempl oyment, 

p n vert.v a.ncl 11111] 111l'~ri -Lion were facts of life ; sanitation, medical 

c1u:·e, .':lrlt:lq t11l.tc hous:in[.; :111cl soc·ial conditions were immense pro blf-Jms. 

Catherine harl 110·1, J ni:enrled becoming a . .religi ous but her flo trne of 

Mercy and ·~he wo rks cnrr l ed out for the poor helped her to become one. 

Sh'e r t:'l rna.rlrnd l. <)•ti\-J.rd~ U10 end of her li f e: "A 11 I wanted ·to do was 
3 to serve ~Ile 11nnr. 1; U <1l.ru~ri11e ;•1a.s a. worn~rn of her time1 <i.cting wi t h 

1~ 1~ (!11. t fH'llcl!'l:n<:~ ; 111d f'lrnHif-rht. Her nuns h r-wame known tl::i thA 1 1.Vn ll~ :i.ng 

Nuns ' k~cause tlHiy W" re in the s t r eets a.nd in the homes of the poor, 

clving r(:11ief 0111.a ; de t,i;e oppl'es sive Poor Law S~: st0m . 4 I ndeed, 

her ' Wa.l.ki ng Nuns' dis·bri buting meals on foot were t he 11 forerunners 

of iiocla,v 1 Fl mol" P. sonhis1.ic r·L '~ed Meals on Wheels services . He t' Sj'stem 

of visJ. tntion lrn.s rlevn l.opecl into modern home nursing ancl the house 

she opr.:nerl i.n Bllg p;o·b Stce ~~t wa.s at once a school, an orphana.ge, 

n hofl"te I., (I. ndiP;h l: i:(.'.! Cue;a , •• i n shot't, a hospice for the ;.:world. 11 5 

Follow).n .i; l: h ~ l; racli I.ions of tAeccy establ ished in Ireland, a 

h::i.ncl of ~~) i nters cci.mA from gnnts to P.stablish their Con11,regn:tion :in 

~·iinp;J P.'1io11 i n 1875 rd; thc.i j nvi tat i on of the Bishop of t1fai +,land. ~~or 
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t orty-t'1 ve ,y Aars 1.1i n,y i"OL'trnd L n tl10 schools a.nr1 ·tile orphe.naee 

which ·l,h o.Y :01 ~ 1; up 1111 I. l~llu op portun .i ty t o cnre for. the sick did 

no"ti rc· e s P. n t i tsP. If 1111t i I 1920 when ·t.he parish r .riest of 'l/a.ratah, 

FathAr JI. O'L~verty , was be1.ng visited by a frie nd, Father Tighe, 

a. Jesuit pries-Ii f 1· n111 Hor.th ~.lydney. D'a ·hher r1•ighe had had coritact 

wHh Lhe S:i. s t ers cJ .I.' fol eJ~ C.Y a. I; the Jo.1ater Hospital a·b North Sydney 

a nd wa s n.w::i..r.e o f l.ftP. g r cHt work i.ei ng card.ad owt there . So he 

s :ggested Llw.t !1 i'l onnJ. t al · e commenced in Newcastle and that the 

empty ho usf! j n gd:i. ·l,h U LreAt 1 A. t that uime up foi: sale, would be a 

good si t e for: ·l,h e pro :jnc-li. r·:othe r l lar:v Mngdalen Meaney wa.s the 

Superlcr r: 1-•11eraJ o r l".ltE'J : one-1~egaticrn at that time. She had herself 

come from lrAlanrl l: o ,; o·i.n '-t; he Sisters of Mercy to nurse the sick, 

but Mother Ji1r1r.v ~j 'Lftn.l sJnug Kenng, who was ·the foundress of the 

S:ingJ. e i;nn ~Hs t era n f Mercy, t old her that one day ·t;b.~:ce . ·.would be a 

hos pi tfl.l. S o Mo l.hm• M.'H' ,V t.11-l.gdalen \Vii s delighted when approached b,y 

Fa t '1 Ar 0 ' f,{wert.,y; h!: r.· 110 pe was at la.st to be fulfilled, She 

p ersonal '.I .v ins pec ·bed th e Bi ·te before~ approaching Bishop Dwyer 

f '' h . . l · rr '11 e nAc ns na.r;1 iH!rm:u-1 s 1on . 

S.i. ::l'l~ e r.' Con s t ~u1 :; e Cn se,y 1 91 ,years old in 0ctober ·this ,year, is 

an R.l eri• o :I rl I ;-1.d .v , who :, CJ. s dedicated seventy-one year s of her life 

to t h e s<>H0 11 i r.a o f l,he 1,ord j n ·1.he Cong i•ega·b,)n of the Sis ·liers of 

lfo rc,y. Sh e ha s :; pe n t s i. xt,y-f i VP. of !~ hose years nursing and car i ng 

f. o r t 11e sic]{ ;i.ncl rd nee her r P. t i remr,mt has vis i ted ·~he pa.tient s in 

t h P. wn. r<l s hP-.lping Hh a ny problnms •;d t hin her c apac ity, She stil.1 

live;, n'I; l.he Convn n'li ·i n i;he Mn. tf!r ~ospita.l (; 0C!1plex and takes a 

keen in ·~erest Ln 11..L I as pects of the hoer pital' s li.fe ul't;hough she 

is s omf!whe t rc' s t riclied by a sev 1're hearing p rol··l e m. 

Born on a <l a iry f Ar.m a t Kayuga(just outside Muswellbrook), she 

was the Recond elrl es t in a family of twelve. Prior to joining the 

f>istP. rs of l ·~et'c,y at fi inc;l. e-ton in 1915 s 110 spent ·two years nui·sing 

Cit the Ma:hr'1r llospi l;al a t ·:or ·th Sydney, so that when t he six Sis ·ters 

were b u in ~ selected t o e st~hlish the hospital at Waratah, her nuraing 

experienc e mM1 e l1r.i r rin ob vi oits choice . 

Memories 1i f t hose earl y y e nr s are still very vivid: the ~hner 

ha.r.d work and I.h e poverty not onl.v of the religious cong r egn ti o n to 

which Rhe belon~ed hut nlso of the patients in her care. Nur~ing 

six t y- f j ve years DRO 1ms vastly different from what it is today . 

None of th e nuns hnd ~rained as nurses so when the first pati ent 

was ~drn 'i L'ted on De c n rnb l\l r. Bth, J. 921, ·~hey commenced their training 

undr-.ir the wa t c hful r.>.y e c1f t.1ati;•on Short, then C>f Sis ·ter Golden and 

f inall~ of Matr on OnlJagher, who WR S the ndmini~ trator of t he 
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snm 11 ho$ pi l,;:i.] 1111 I. i. I tile H.l .; ~ers 1 tr.ai 11ing wns complP-ted and 

i\ egi s ·r.r ;:i.1:ion fl. ch i c-: v r~ cl , 

Ji' or"b.Y lie d ~ \'10 r c1 ~1vt.1.iJ a hl e f or pa t :ien-ts: t wenty three i n the 

Cenera l wA r·d ~; u.nd r; e •1P. n Lee n l. n e i gh t smaller roorns. 'l'he other 

hosp:i ·La.l s wll:i.ch W!~ l"l..J a I r e;.1cl ,y functioning in Newc astle operated 

i·fi th t h o !101 p nf m.i ne r s ' co-o pera l;i ve s ,vstAms \'thereby people 

paid i n1; o a c en Lr11 L 1'11nd P. 'l.c:h week in r eturn for medical and 

hospi bo.J e111·0. '1/h e n que ai;i. r'J ned on t·,h ·i.s aspect, Si s ter Co• n7.ance 

sai~ t hab scheme did not o~erute at the Mater; fees obtai ned from 

th e paying p4 ti e nts helned oover those who bad no means of 

-payment , In I.he~ ocon nmic climn.te of t he earl ,y 1920 ' s poverty 

wa.s nev 0 .r• vn r .v fn.r r r.·0 111 LllA Hospital's doors rJll I, no one seeking 

help we. ::; t urner! n rt,y . 

I n l:hnse rl<i.:VS L!t e t' fl U gi ous habits of t he nuns were made of 

black Aerge Rnd a loo ha~ a train . It was very dtCf icult for the 

nu.rsj nf{ nuns l.o l>r nfl.k t hiu Long -J.radi ti on and ob·bain r>ermission 

from l;he i r supAd ocs l.o 1·1e a r white ha.l~ its \'1J1ile working i n Lhe 

liospi. tal. In f' <.H; t , ra r somP. l, ime they had 1;o wear the wh i te had t 

over Lim b :l ack., mu ki ng ·J.J1e1 r 1:ib,vsica.l •JO:i;'k ver.v difficult, l!,inally, 

nR rmissi on ~as gJvon ~ i r the black hnhits to be discarded and f or 

.lnl y \'1 h:i. t~ I.a bn ·:1 0 1'11 ·r.h:i '. o nur.sine; . 

li'ood \'lfl. H ·in r-; ho1·l. s uppl ,y. ~-J i :r~nr Conata.nee t e lls of only 

b r ead n tHI .J~un r ri r hre:akfn st a.nd tea. 1:i i th some Veffetu hles f'.or rli nner . 

'l'h 13 "e wn.r-: ri. r; l; r :1 wlie re :v ill' Leh n ear the Convent which a ppa rently gave 

I.he nun s n r.lrnn trn in rlie L when in s ea.son. However, ~5 i !->te r laughed 

wh r-:n n-ilri ' in r: hr)\'{ one d<i,y , v1hen inves i. igatin~ ·bhe gra.clunl rn,y s·beri.otrn 

·iisapr;oarD nc A o f i;l!e s 'L r~ wb orries, she discovered t hat a r a bbit 

was ·hhe c11L p ri'i'. ! li'or cl e:-1rlta those ha.rd times experienced there ·:1as 

.:i. g r·ea I; s rii r.i ·L anion/; I.he nuns and oth e r staff and ~H s ·ber Constance 

c lrnri.sh P. S ·-'.'f'll'Hi. P. r r n l 1ne nio r l. ea of those early days . 

'flh e '!ri.ra.l:ah or '1.h:J- t. pr.: riod still :-tad a, rural·~.asµect about it. 

Si s t.er r:o n ~d; a nce Lr-d.l s of I.he npr·rntlon of the local /\ bat l;oir ;i.ncl 

t he Com111n n wea.J th :_: t e el Co mpany. 'l'he long- asf!ocia.tion ·l;he Mater 

Hos pi 1,a l has P.Xpo r.i.enc ed \'d.th these f1 nil other industries in the 

dis ~ric:t r, orn tnf!n ced in thos P. earl,y da.:ys as men in ,jured in 

intlus 1r iaJ ~nci dents were brought to Lhe ho~pital for Lraatment. 

A fn~turR af LhR h ospi tnl's pol i cy from its beginning has 

b8P.n m· o v)~»ion fr1r 1.h~~ s 1rlritual neflrls of the patien·ts throu gh 
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fl'.'ec~ anc:01:n; l.o mininl.nrn 0r R.ll re.U.fi:ions . 

l I·, 1'<:!,... rnfl f.Lt l.i nr; ~h;d-, a t least one member of tha.t 

co11ra.geo11s niorw r; L· hand of nuns has lived loni; enough to 

witness ,he vu s I; <=npan s i o n of the hospital's present buildings 

a.nd services. '~ e a~ed sown in those early years has been 

·Ht1:ere<l by the hn L•rl wOI.'J< 11f s110c•~eding r;enerations of 

Sif:ters of ~Jfer(: .v 1 who ha.ve been assisted by dedica·ted .lay 

staff, vn l unh~ry wo~kcrs a nd the general publ i c of Newcastle . 
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