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"he foeuas of this report is a recent interview with
Sister Constance Casey, a Sister of Mercy, who was one of the
founding religious Nursing Sisters of the Mater Misericordiae
HHospital which wasg ealablished at ¥Waralah in 1921, Questions
asked were desipgned Lo cover the first six years of the
hospilal's development and to supplement information on this
period already oblained from archival records preserved at the
Convent. '"he data thus gathered is presented within the
conlext of the higlory of Newcastle at that time.

At the beginning of the twentieth century "coalmining was
the sourece of all work in Newcaatle."l Hetail, railways and
construelion depended heavily ¢n it, so when the demand for coal
on a worldwide bapis was lowered, Newcastle became affecled as
it meant that Lhe miners often worked only a few days a week;
thig in fturn affecled all allied employment such as that of
waterside workers, railway workers and coal trimmers. TLater
there was an sblbempt by mine owners to lower!the .rice of coal
leading to confrontation with ‘he unions and subsequent
lockouts by Lthe mine ownera., HMines in the Newcaatle area began
1o cloae as their supply petered out and the town's population
declined as miners nnd their families moved further up the
Hunter Valley to Lhe towns of Kurri, Cessnock and Branxton
where new mines had opened.

As the depression in the coal industry worsened, the Broken
Hill Proprietary limited Company purchased land on the banks of
the Hunter River at Mayfield and began building an iron and steel
works in 19135, Newcastle had been chosen on account of the
proximity of coeal supply, abundant labour and a harbour, although
the harbour was always silting up and had 4o be dredged at regular
intervals fthen ng it has today. These steelworks were seen as
Lhe savionr for Lhe town and with the advent of World War 1 they
prospered as part of the War effort. Allied industries such as
Lvsaghta, Rylands and the Commonwealth Steel Company at Veratah
also commenced opermtiona.§

After the War, however, another problem presented itsell
to the new iron and steel industry., There was a lessening demand
for steel, resulting in high production costs and overseas dumping
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of iron and sleel supplies. Newcastle was again faecing a

recession as large numbers ol returned servicemen increased the
already larpge numlber of unemployed. i This was lewcastlé's
economic climale when Lhe Mater Hospital was established at
Taratah.

hg a suburb in bhe sarly 1900ts Waratah has been described
as a "Fovourile residential suburb for eity business people
and many fine orivale buildings are erected within itls bmunds."z
It has alresdy been mentioned that ‘he Commonwealth Stéel Company
Had chosen Yaralsh For the site of ila operalions in 1919. ‘“his
promoled the prowlh of the suburh as many of the workers settled
in the area. In 1920 a large home, 'linmore Hall' in Edith Streel,
Warathh, was advertised for sale and thus the story of the
Mater Misericordisae Hospital begins to unfold.

""he Uongrepation of Lhe Sisters of lMercy was eatablished in
Dublin, Treland, in 1831 by Catherine McAuley, a rich heiress who
nsed her fortune Lo build a Houge of Mercy in Baggott Gtreet where
the spiritual and corporal works of mercy could be carried out. In
the anti-Calholic almosphere of Ireland at that lime unemployment,
poverty and malnulrilion were facts of life; sanitation, medical
care, adeqnate housing and social conditions were immense problems.
Catherine had nol intended becoming a religious bul her House of
fercy and Lhe works carried out for the poor helped her to become one.
She remarked lLowards the end of her life: "All I wanted fto do was
to serve the r;nr'a_l.n'"3 (Gntherine was a woman of her lime, acting with
great prudence and foresipght. Her nuns became known aa the 'Walking
Nuns' because they wsre in the sireets and in the homes of the noor,
giving relief oubtside the oppressive Poor Law Svstem. 4 Indeed,
her 'Walking Nuns' distributing meals on foot were the"forerunners
of today's more sophislicnlbed Mealas on Wheels services., Her aystem
of visilation has developed into modern home nursing and the house
she opened in Baggol Street was at once a school, an orphanage,

a hostel, a night refuge...in short, a hospice for ‘therrworld-.”5

Following the traditions of Mercy established in Ireland, a
band of Sistera came from Bnnis to establish their Congregation in
dingleton in 1875 al the invitation of the Bishop of Maitland., For
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forty-five years they worked in the schools and lhe orphanage

whiech they set up hol bhe opportunity to eure for the sick did

not presenl itself until 1920 when the parish priest of Waratah,
Father H. O'Laverty, was being visited by a friend, Father Tighe,

a Jesuit priesl f'rom lorth Sydney. Father 'ighe had had contact
with the Sisters of Mercy at the Mater Hospital at North Sydney

and was aware of Lhe great work Peing carried out there. ©So he
sggested Lhat o hospital e commenced in Newcastle and that the
empty house in Edith Gtreet, at that time up for sale, would be a
good sile for Lhe project. Mother fiary Magdalen lMeaney was the
Superior teneral of Lhe ongregation at that time., O5he had herself
come from Ireland to join the Sisters of Merecy to nurse the gick,
but Mother Mary Htanislaus Kenny, who was the foundress of the
Singleton Sistera of Mercy, told her that one day there /would be a
hospital. So Molher Mary Nagdalen was delighted when approached by
Father O'laverty; her hope was at last to bhe fulfilled. ©he
personal ly inspected Lhe site before approaching Bishop Dwyer

fer the necesszary nnrmissinn.1

Bister Constance Casey, 9l years old in October this year, is
an alert old lady, who aa dedicated seventy-one years of her life
to the service of Lhe Lord in ihe Congregation of the Histers of
Merey. She has apenl aixty-five of those years nursing and caring
for the sick and since her retirement has visited the patients in
the wards helping ith any problems within her capacity. She still
lives at the Convent in the Mater Fospital complex and tfakes a
keen interest in all aspects of the hospital's life although she
is somewhat restricted by a severe hearing proklem.

Born on a dairy farm at Kayuga(just outside Muswellbrook), she
was the second eldest in a family of twelve., Prior to joining the
Gigters of Merey atl Hingleton in 1915 she spent two years nursing
at the Mater Hospital at llorth Sydney, so that when the six Sisters
were heing selected to eatablish the hospital at Waratah, her nursing
experience made her an obvious choice,

Memories of those early years are still very vivid: the Bheer
hard work and tLhe poveriy not only of the religious congregation to
which she belonged bhut alse of the patients in her care. HNursing
gixty-five years ago wans vastly different from what it is today.
None of the nuns had lrained as nurses so when the first patient
was admitted on December 8th, 1921, they commenced their training
vnder the watehful aeye of Malron Short, then of Sister Golden and

finally of Matron Gallagher, who was the administrator of the
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small hospilal wntil the Sicters' braining was completied and
negistration achisved,

Forty beds were available for patients: twenty three in the
General wards and sevenieen in eight smaller rooms, The other
hospitals which wore already functioning in Newcastle operated
nith the help of miners' co-operative avstems whereby people
paid into a cenbral Tund each week in return for medical and
hospital enre. UWhen questioned on this aspect, Sister Costance
gaid thal scheme did nobt onerate at the Mater; fees obtained from
the paving pehienta helped cover those who had no means of
payment., In the economie climate of the early 1920's poverty
was never very Tar from Lhe Hespital's doors hul no one seeking
help was turned anvay.

In thome days Lhe religious habits of the nuns were made of
black serge and also had a train., It was very dilficult for the
nursing nuns o hresk this long tradition and obtain permission
from their superiors to wear white habits while working in Gthe
lhospital. In facl, for some lLime they had to wear the white habit
over the black, making their physieal work very difficult., TFinally,
permigsion was given for the black hahits to be discarded and for
anly white ko be worn while nursing.

Food was in shorl supply. Sipter Constance tells of only
bread and jam for breakfast and tea, with some vegetables for dinner.
There was a sblrawherry priech near the Convent which apparently gave
the nuns a change in diet when in season. However, S5ister laughed
when rela'ing how one day, when invesiigaling the gradual mysterious
digapnearanes of bthe alrawberries, she discovered that a rabbit
was the culpritl For despite those hard times experienced there was
a greal spirit among the nuns and other staff and Sister Constance
cherishes wonderful memories of those early days.

The "aralah of that period still had a ruralsaspecl about it.
Gister Conatance lLalls of the oprration of the loeal Abathoir and
the Commonwealth Steel Company. The long association the HMater
Hospital has experienced wilth these and other industries in the
distriet commenced in those early days as men injured in

indusirial aeccidents were brought to Lhe hospital for treatment.

A Teature of Lhe hospital's policy from its beginning has

baen provision for lLhe spiritual needs of the patients through
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free access to mininlers of all religions.

It sesma Citling that at least one member of that
conrageons pioneer band of nuns has lived long enough to
witness ithe vasl expansion of the hospital's present buildings
and services, 'he seed sown in those early years has been
watered by the hard work of succeeding geuneralions of
Ginters of Mercyv, who have heen assisted by dedicated lay

ataff, voluntary workers and the general public of Newcastle,
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