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My Uncle 
(For Aung Myint)
My uncle was a man 
who took an alien wife, 
awaited his child, 
led a strike, 
was jailed for ten years, 
knew his wife gave birth 
and took her life, 
heard his daughter was farmed around 
and died, 
and, after seven years, 
worn down, 
was freed, 
and died.
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with love, respect, justice and joy, and 
by working to shape a more just and 
compassionate society.
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blesses the cup, the hand of love that offers 
the cup, and the hand of suffering that 
receives the cup.
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Poetry and prose

And that,  
you might think, 
was that.
But like a vine 
he tightens round my heart, 
recalling me 
to pools of loss, 
to home abandoned 
out of care, 
constraining me 
to answer  
to the name of man.
Andy Hamilton

The light of memory
On that inner eye 
The light of memory shines 
To brighten up the day 
As the days go by
Through the years 
Along the path of time 
We still remember them 
So brush away the tears
Yes some are gone 
And others older grown 
Still memory’s light shines on 
Friends we all 
Have known
Pat O’Dowd
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This is my last message to readers of The Record as I will have finished my 
five years of office when you read this. 

What am I to say on an occasion like this? It would be easy to be 
sentimental about all that the Society has meant to me; that would be embar-
rassing. 

I have given the Presidency my best shot and it has been a source of pleas-
ure that we as a Society are more national in perspective since setting up in 
Canberra. This has enabled us to more effectively advocate for those in need, 
provide a greater range of services to the States and Territories and to plan 
better for the future of our mission.

We must never forget that our Society is a spiritual organisation not a 
welfare organisation; although in living out our spirituality of love, we are the 
largest non-governmental provider of welfare to those in need in Australia.

The collective plight of the disadvantaged is still regrettably the most impor-
tant problem facing our nation. It is a problem which must be addressed by 
government. It must, however, also be faced by all. 

In my term of office I have visited the length and breadth of Australia and 
have always been overwhelmed by the work of the Society in addressing the 
plight of the disadvantaged in all parts of the country.

This includes the mentally ill; the homeless; the aged infirm; the unem-
ployed, particularly the young unemployed; the victims of drugs, direct and 
indirect; the Aborigines; the young persons subject to sexual and other abuse; 
the sole parents; the victims of gambling; and the isolated and lonely – to name 
a few of the categories of need.

Looking around Australia today, it would be very easy to believe that there is 
no real thing as poverty anymore; with all the evidence of expensive new cars 
and luxurious new homes, foreign holidays and holiday homes. The truth of 
the matter is, of course, that too many people in this wealthy country of ours 
are still living in absolute or relative poverty. 

Without the massive input of our 43,118 members and volunteers and 
our paid staff, the day-to-day work of the Society would not be possible. I 
would like to thank every single one of them for their hard work, dedication 
and commitment. I would also like to thank the Australian public for their 
continuous generous support for our work.

Long may it all continue.
John Meahan AM  
Outgoing National President  
St Vincent de Paul Society 
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Justice delayed is justice denied” – that’s 
a phrase that St Vincent de Paul Society 
Victorian State President Jim Grealish 

is a firm believer in.
Together with his wife Judith, Jim visits 

the Melbourne Remand Centre, where he 
sees the injustice those on remand suffer 
while waiting for a trial.

As part of this prison ministry, Jim 
and Judith attend Mass said by Victorian 
Centacare Chief Executive Fr Joe Caddy 
and together with prison chaplain Sr 
Mary O’Shannassy and other volunteers, 
they chat with remand inmates.

“I’m concerned about the length of time 
these people have to wait to get a fair trial,” 
Jim says. “One bloke has been there for 18 
months. I’ve raised it with Tony Dalton, 
(Social Justice Committee Chairman) and 
Fr Joe Caddy. I think it’s an issue that we, 
as Vincentians, need to look at.”

Born and raised in New Zealand to Irish 
immigrants, Jim and his family migrated 
‘across the ditch’ to Australia in 1988.

“I was working in investment man-
agement for Colonial Mutual, which is 
now part of the Commonwealth Bank, in 
shares and property,” Jim says.

He was offered a promotion by the New 
Zealand firm to work and live in Melbourne. 
The Grealish family arrived the day after 
the Australian bicentenary celebrations in 
1988 and have been here since.

Three of their four children live in 
Melbourne, with one son raising a family 

At the coal face
St Vincent de Paul Society Victorian State President Jim Grealish 
recognises the importance of confronting social justice issues face to 
face, writes Rebecca Comini.

in Wellington, New Zealand.
Jim was introduced to the Society 

through Judith. “My wife had been a 
member in New Zealand and she renewed 
her membership when we first arrived 
here,” he says. “I was pretty busy at the 
time with work, so I didn’t join.”

After retirement in 1995, Jim was 
approached by Vincentian Ted Waterman 
to become involved with the Centres. He 
joined the board and progressed to the 
role of State Council treasurer. He held 
that position for 10 years, until he was 
elected Victorian State President in 2006.

“I thoroughly enjoy it. It’s great getting 
out and meeting people in our regions, 
visiting different conferences through 
the state.

“It gives you a different perspective on 
things, particularly in the country areas. 
It forces you to look at things from dif-
ferent angles.”

While much of Jim’s Society work is 
done from an office, he understands the 
importance of pitching in “at the coal 
face”. He is attached to the Beaumaris 
Conference and the city-based St Francis 
Conference, and does visitations in St 
Kilda and Prahran.

“You have to understand what people 
are going through. Until you confront it 
face to face, you don’t understand it.”

Away from Vinnies, Jim plays lawn 
bowls and enjoys travelling. His favourite 
pastime? “Sitting with friends and enjoy-
ing a good red or a whisky.” 

Developing friendship with God

A book for ‘pray-ers’. A encouraging account of the way of prayer following the sequence 

of the Spiritual Exercises of St Ignatius. Written from many years of experience in an 

approachable and conversational style and with Pat’s beguiling and gentle humour. 

PrAyEr And rElAtIonShIPS  Patrick o’Sullivan sj  rrp $24.95 (incl GSt)

Available from your religious bookstore or direct from the publisher.

david lovell Publishing  Po Box 44  East Kew 3102 tel/fax 03 9859 0000

rayer
and

elationships

Patrick O’Sullivan sj

Staying connected –
an ignatian Perspective
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“You have to understand 
what people are going 
through. Until you confront 
it face to face, you don’t 
understand it.”

  –JIM GREALISH
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The Federal Government has made 
a commitment to tackling home-
lessness in Australia. The Rudd 

Government will build on its $150 million 
election commitment to construct new 
homes for Australians experiencing home-
lessness by developing a White Paper on 
how Australia can systematically reduce 
homelessness over the next decade.

The new approach to tackling home-
lessness was announced by Prime 
Minister Kevin Rudd and the Minister 
for Housing Tanya Plibersek on 27 
January at the launch of the St Vincent 
de Paul Society’s door knock appeal in 
Canberra.

The Prime Minister said it was clear the 
Australian Government must do more to 
prevent homelessness. He set priorities, 
stating: “We need a new approach that 
prevents homelessness, improves crisis 
services, helps people to get long term 
secure housing and stops the cycle of 
homelessness. One of our first priorities 
must be to dramatically reduce the number 
of Australians sleeping rough each night. It 
is estimated that around 14,000 Australians 
are in this terrible situation.”

Homelessness on agenda
A new approach for combating homelessness is on the horizon from 
the Federal Government, writes Jonathan Campton.

The Prime Minister has appointed 
Tony Nicholson, Executive Director of 
the Brotherhood of St Laurence, to lead 
a Steering Committee of experts to over-
see the formal process of creating the 
White Paper.

The first stage is the creation of a 
Green Paper to be considered by govern-
ment, tabled in Parliament and issued for 
formal consultation in May 2008. The 
Green Paper will take in ideas and views 
of the community. The Green Paper is 
then transformed into a White Paper 
containing a plan for action. The White 
Paper is expected by August 2008. 

The Prime Minister has not committed 
any further funding at this stage, prefer-
ring to first get the policy correct. He 
said: “Get the analysis right, get the policy 
right, and this Government will then get 
in there, putting its shoulder to the wheel 
when it comes to the public finance nec-
essary to make it work.”

As a major provider of homeless serv-
ices across Australia, the St Vincent 
de Paul Society will work with the 
Minister for Housing, the Department of 
Families, Housing, Community Services 

At its National Council Meeting in Canberra on 
Saturday 1 March the St Vincent de Paul Society 
elected Syd Tutton as the Society’s new National 

President. Syd takes over from John Meahan, who has 
finished his term.

Syd, who was born in Richmond, Victoria, is married with 
six children and seven grandchildren and has served the 
Society as National Secretary and formerly as State President 
of Victoria. An accountant by training, Syd has had 51 years 
in the electricity supply industry, including extensive experi-
ence representing Australia internationally.

He has been an active member of the St Vincent de 
Paul Society for 36 years and is passionately committed to 
continuing and strengthening the Society’s mission of social 

and Indigenous Affairs and the Steering 
Committee to ensure that the analysis 
is right.

We will then put our shoulder to the 
wheel with the Government to ensure 
that homeless people and low-income 
households gain affordable and appropri-
ate housing. 
Jonathan Campton is the St Vincent de Paul 
Society National Council’s Research Officer.

justice for marginalised people. 

“We must always be a strong and fearless voice for the 
poor,” Syd says.

Syd has also committed to a reinvigoration of the Society, 
especially with respect to the active involvement of young 
people. “We should nurture their idealism,” he says, “and 
ensure that their energy and innovation play a central role in 
the life of the Society.”

“The motto of St Ignatius, ‘All things for the greater glory 
of God’ is the challenge.  This is not easy as we sometimes 
mistake our own glory for God’s greater glory but I hope 
through my prayers, your prayers, and the guidance of the 
Holy Spirit, I would truly serve in the spirit of this motto.”

VINNIES ElECTS NEW NATIONAl PRESIDENT

Above: Prime Minister Kevin Rudd at the Society’s 
Doorknock Appeal launch in Canberra.
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clearly of looking after Society’s most 
vulnerable. In today’s cities this includes 
those addicted to drugs, the long-term 
unemployed, people with mental health 
issues, and of course, people experiencing 
homelessness.

Homelessness in the City of 
Melbourne

By definition, ‘A homeless person 
is someone who does not have access 
to safe, secure and adequate housing’ 
(Mission Australia 2004). We usually 
talk about three categories of homeless-
ness: primary (sleeping rough); second-
ary (emergency accommodation, friend’s 
homes); and tertiary (boarding houses). 
It affects people from all sections of the 
community. Anyone can become home-
less. The stereotype of a dirty, older 
male sleeping rough or squatting in 
derelict buildings is no longer the norm. 
The profile of Melbourne’s homeless 
population is male, aged between 15 
and 34 with complex mental health and 
substance abuse issues. 

On Census night in 2001 there were 
23,713 people recorded as homeless in 
Victoria, with 981 of them within the 
City of Melbourne boundaries. About 
10 per cent were sleeping rough, 35 
per cent were in secondary and 55 per 
cent in tertiary homelessness. Nearly 80 
per cent of the homeless in Melbourne 
were sleeping in the City of Melbourne 

suburbs of North Melbourne, Carlton, 
and Kensington.

People become homeless for many dif-
ferent reasons, usually involving such 
things as life accidents, trauma, abuse, 
disability, conflict, loss of employment, 
relationship breakdown, mental health 
problems, and out of control substance 
abuse.

Addressing the problem
How does the community begin to 

address this problem? We need to attack 
it on the levels of prevention, harm mini-
misation, and eradication.

Firstly, we can work at preventing the 
problem of long term and/or repeated 
chronic homelessness.

We can do this through family inter-
vention and support as increased family 
breakdown and family violence are major 
factors in the onset of homelessness. Crisis 
intervention and support is important as 
crises are cumulative and often create a 
sense of hopelessness. Intervention can 
occur at school, in youth clubs, through 
friendship networks or church groups.

If a person becomes homeless it is 
important to intervene as early as possible 
because the longer a person is homeless the 
more entrenched he/she is in the lifestyle 
and being homeless becomes a part of that 
person’s identity formation which is then a 
pathway into chronic homelessness. 

A framework for social justice 
in the city

Before we start talking about home-
lessness specifically it would be good to 
explore briefly a framework for social 
justice in the city. One such framework 
comes from Scripture and a good start-
ing point is from the Old Testament 
when God was preparing his people to 
move into the urbanised environment of 
Canaan. They had been desert nomads 
for 40 years and were now about to enter 
the “promised land”. God had the task 
of helping them understand what that 
would mean for them.

In this context the book of 
Deuteronomy deals with a number of 
themes that address social justice issues 
in the city. Moses tells the people that they 
are to make sure their cities are caring. 
In relation to the poor this means they 
should look after them for there will be 
enough to go around. He instructs them 
to be generous rather than selfish and to 
not use the poor to get rich themselves. 
We learn from passages in this book that 
the underpinnings of a godly city, a city 
that does what is right, are philanthropy, 
equal distribution of resources, and a 
right attitude to the poor.

In other passages in Deuteronomy, 
Moses talks about the need for justice, 
equity, inclusiveness, fair employment 
conditions, and other elements of social 
concern. It seems that the Scriptures speak 

SOCIAl JuStICe  
IN tHe CIty:  
Homelessness
A series of ‘Social Justice in the City’ lunch time talks were launched 
by the St Francis Conference in Melbourne last year. Melbourne City 
Councillor Dr David Wilson shared his views on how homelessness 
can be eradicated.
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Early intervention can also help with 
family reunification or a move to inde-
pendent living. Issues of mental health 
and/or substance abuse also need to be 
addressed as about half of the homeless 
population who are affected by these 
problems have them before becoming 
homeless.

Secondly, there is the need of harm mini-
misation. While people are experiencing 
homelessness in our society we are called 
to protect them from the extremes of 
harm that can come from this lifestyle. 
This will involve us in welfare such as the 
provision of food, clothing, and blankets. 
We will seek to provide short-term emer-
gency accommodation, mental health 
and substance abuse intervention and 
support. We will also be committed to 
treating homeless people with respect 
and dignity, fostering notions of inclu-
siveness and equality.

Thirdly, we will seek to eradicate 
homelessness. We don’t often talk about 
ending homelessness, but it can be 
done. It will take a whole of community 
approach and a paradigm shift to see 
this problem as a social problem that can 
be ended rather than as a fact of the city 
that must only be managed.

There are many ways to do this but 
the model that I am committed to seeing 
become a reality in Melbourne is an expan-
sion of the supported housing model that 
has been made known through the work 
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of Rosanne Haggerty of Common Ground 
in New York City. This is an exciting 
model that has proved successful in many 
cities around the world and could work in 
Melbourne as a major step toward ending 
the problem of homelessness.

How will this happen? It will take a 
whole of community approach. We will 
need to see an ongoing commitment by 
all levels of government, willing to get 
behind it with finances, policy, and a 
priority of social capital. It will involve 
service providers, churches, businesses, 
and neighbours willing to see this as a 
possibility and work together toward the 
ending of this problem.

Homelessness is a social problem that 
should not exist in our society. There is no 
need for its existence. There is enough to 
go around. Let’s commit ourselves to see-
ing this problem come to an end! 
Dr. David R. Wilson
Councillor, City of Melbourne
Chair: Community Services Committee

“Homelessness is 
a social problem 
that should not 
exist in our society. 
There is no need 
for its existence. 
There is enough to 
go around.”
– DR DAVID WILSON
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suffocated and oppressed the lives of my 
Indigenous sisters and brothers.

Many years later I would treasure the 
privilege of walking, with my wife and 
our two young children, across Sydney 
Harbour Bridge in the midst of thou-
sands of people who were longing for 
the first step to be taken on the road to 
reconciliation. A Maltese friend who we 
ran into on the Bridge was carrying a 
home-made placard that read: “Maltese 
Australians for Reconciliation”. When she 
offered to relieve us by pushing our pram, 
we reciprocated by offering to carry her 
placard. That night our little Maltese-
Australian contingent appeared on the 
evening news, much to the amusement of 
our extended families.

For many this was a deeply reflective 
time. For others it was a passionately vocal 
desire for justice. 

We knew that the first steps towards 
reconciliation could not happen if the 
leader of our nation refused to say sorry. 
For reconciliation to happen, there has to 
be a “sorry”. 

This is why so many of us, Indigenous 
and non-indigenous alike, wept openly as 
Kevin Rudd uttered the following words:

“To the stolen generations, I say the 
following: as Prime Minister of Australia, 
I am sorry. On behalf of the government 
of Australia, I am sorry. On behalf of the 
parliament of Australia, I am sorry. I offer 
you this apology without qualification. We 
apologise for the hurt, the pain and suffer-
ing that we, the parliament, have caused 
you by the laws that previous parliaments 
have enacted. We apologise for the indig-
nity, the degradation and the humiliation 
these laws embodied.”

“We offer this apology to the moth-
ers, the fathers, the brothers, the sisters, 
the families and the communities whose 
lives were ripped apart by the actions of 
successive governments under successive 
parliaments. In making this apology, I 
would also like to speak personally to 
the members of the stolen generations 
and their families: to those here today, so 
many of you; to those listening across the 
nation—from Yuendumu, in the central 
west of the Northern Territory, to Yabara, 
in North Queensland, and to Pitjantjatjara 
in South Australia.”

I feel very blessed to have been present 
with my family as this historic apology 
was spoken from the heart of the Prime 
Minister to the First Peoples of Australia. 
As Paulo Freire put it, we are indeed 
making the road by walking it. Human 
beings are profoundly personal in the way 
we relate to the world, at the same time as 
being profoundly symbolic and profoundly 
political. I know that there are many who 
baulk when I put things this way but this 
is a truth that must be spoken. The human 
being is indeed, as Aristotle phrased it, 
zoon politikon, a political animal. We do 
not exist in a limbo; we are both the prod-
uct of, and producers of, the social world. 
We are born into social relationships and 
we continue to live in the context of social 
relationships (family, friends, neighbours, 
faith-communities, associations, work, 
state, market, institutions) until we die.

Why am I dwelling on this point? For 
two very good reasons: 

1. Because being ‘political’, not in the 
sense of party-politics but in the sense of 
actively engaging in the struggle for social 
justice in the political arena, is at the very 
heart of our mission as Vincentians. It was 
absolutely central to Frederic Ozanam’s 

Today I am going to write to you 
personally. I am going to write 
from a place of collective pain… 

and enormous joy.
I am writing to you from that special 

place in my memory; the very recent 
memory of being with my family on the 
lawn of Parliament House as the Prime 
Minister of Australia said sorry to the 
Indigenous peoples of Australia, specifi-
cally for the terrible crime of stealing gen-
erations of their children.

As Judi Moylan, from the Federal 
Opposition, put it so poignantly:

“[this day] was atonement by all of us 
who have been guilty of forgetting, denying 
and delaying. Can anyone imagine having 
witnessed the outpouring of emotion by 
our Indigenous brothers and sisters that 
they could ever erase from their memories 
the cruel and intolerable circumstances, 
all of them legally sanctioned, that were 
visited upon them. In such circumstances, 
would we have forgotten?”

I migrated to this beautiful land when I 
was seven years old. I lived in the Blacktown 
area, on the outer-western fringe of Sydney. 
Blacktown was, as the name suggested, the 
former site of a “Native Institute”, set up by 
Governor Lachlan Macquarie to achieve 
“the civilisation of the Aborigines of both 
sexes”. Blacktown still has one of the highest 
populations of urban Indigenous people in 
Australia and, hence, is often referred to for 
its terrible statistics on Indigenous health, 
employment and welfare. As I was growing 
up there I recall the strong current of rac-
ism against Aboriginal people. I learned 
later of kids who hid their Aboriginality 
as a shameful secret. I thought I had it bad 
as a ‘wog’. I knew nothing about the kind 
of historical and structural racism that 

From little things  
big things grow
Wednesday 13 February 2008 will forever be noted as the day that 
Australia formally said sorry for past injustices to the Stolen Generations 
of Indigenous Australia, writes Dr John Falzon.
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passionate advocacy for the marginal-
ised. It is absolutely central now as well. 
It means addressing the structures that 
cause inequality and poverty because we 
care deeply about the human experience 
of this injustice. We see it in the faces 
of the people we assist and nothing will 
ever deter us from our strong sense of 
solidarity and compassion. The personal 
is indeed political.

2. Because the National Apology to 
the Stolen Generations is one of the most 
significant events in modern Australian 
history and it is clearly personal, symbolic, 
and political all at the same time. Why? 
Not just because many of us feel it to be so, 
although these strong feelings of sadness 
and joy are themselves the products of that 
intersection between the personal and the 
structural. No; the National Apology is 
significant because it awakens in all of us 
a sense that the most important contradic-
tion that lies at the heart of our relatively 
young nation is beginning to be acknowl-
edged, although it has a long way to being 
resolved. This central contradiction has 
officially lain hidden and obscured for 
far too long. It is this: Blood has been 
spilt on the wattle. This beautiful country 
has known a deep and pervasive vio-
lence against the First Peoples of this land. 
Invasion and colonisation have acted as the 
bedrock upon which massacres, systematic 
dispossession, the removal of children, the 
devastation of families, the desecration of 
the sacred, the dismantling of culture and 
the loss of language have been built. The 
current gap between Indigenous and non-
indigenous life-expectancy is a product of 
this history.

Unless we come to terms with this fun-
damental contradiction in our national 
story we will never be able to move for-

ward as a nation, leaving nobody behind!
I would love to see this time as a begin-

ning of a new politics in Australian society, 
a politics of inclusion and equality, rather 
than dispossession and degradation.

The St Vincent de Paul Society’s National 
Council has recently approved a Strategic 
Plan that includes the objective of improv-
ing its capacity for: “social justice activism 
to bring about revolutionary change to the 
structures that exclude, disempower and 
silence the poor.”

say sorry to all Indigenous people in the 
community that we have hurt in any way.

We achieve nothing by burying the 
truth. On the contrary, we in the Society 
have the capacity and the responsibility to 
be witnesses to the truth. 

As the Prime Minister said in his 
speech: 

“There are tens of thousands of stories 
of forced separation of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander children from their 
mums and dads over the better part of a 
century. Some of these stories are graphi-
cally told in Bringing Them Home, the 
report commissioned in 1995 by Prime 
Minister Keating and received in 1997 
by Prime Minister Howard. There is 
something terribly primal about these 
firsthand accounts. The pain is searing; 
it screams from the pages. The hurt, 
the humiliation, the degradation and the 
sheer brutality of the act of physically 
separating a mother from her children is 
a deep assault on our senses and on our 
most elemental humanity. 

“These stories cry out to be heard; they 
cry out for an apology. Instead, from the 
nation’s parliament there has been a stony, 
stubborn and deafening silence for more 
than a decade; a view that somehow we, 
the parliament, should suspend our most 
basic instincts of what is right and what 
is wrong; a view that, instead, we should 
look for any pretext to push this great 
wrong to one side…. But, as of today, the 
time for denial, the time for delay, has at 
last come to an end.” 
Dr John Falzon is the Chief Executive 
Officer of the St Vincent de Paul Society 
National Council.

Recently an Indigenous community 
leader, while speaking with great affection 
for Vinnies, shared with me the fact that 
some of the Indigenous families assisted by 
the Society felt humiliated by the behaviour 
of the Conference members visiting their 
homes. She spoke of some Vincentians 
acting in an imperious manner, marching 
into people’s kitchens and opening fridges 
and cupboards in a disrespectful manner, 
awakening some of the worst memories of 
the visits from “the Welfare” who would 
come in years past to take their children 
away. We must look seriously and humbly 
at our own practices in light of this.

On behalf of the St Vincent de Paul 
Society in Australia I personally wish to 
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“I would love to see this 
time as a beginning of a 
new politics in Australian 
society, a politics of 
inclusion and equality, 
rather than dispossession 
and degradation.”

Below: Australians gathered to watch the National Apology to the  
Stolen Generations on a big screen outside Parliament House in Canberra.
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In a few unloved boxes in the offices 
of St Vincent de Paul’s NSW State 
Council, some treasures lay hidden 

for more than 60 years. Pieces of the 
past which tell the story of St Vincent de 
Paul’s history and that of post-World War 
II Australia. These treasures are letters 
- correspondence between Australian 
Prime Minister Joseph Benedict (Ben) 
Chifley and the Society about the 
purchase of a property for the Matthew 
Talbot Hostel in 1947.

NSW State Council archivist John 
Campbell says he and fellow archivist 
John Moore stumbled upon the letters, 
bearing the former PM’s signature, after 
just a few weeks of sorting through the 
boxes. It was a lucky accident, he says.

“I just found them in the archives 
on ‘Society Properties’ as I was sorting 
through ... some of the boxes haven’t 
been loved all that much in recent years,” 
Campbell says. 

The letters contain the story of the 
Matthew Talbot Hostel, a service which 
offers overnight accommodation, medi-
cal help and counselling to the homeless 
in inner Sydney. The Hostel was origi-
nally located in Kent Street and following 
the end of World War II, the Society was 
looking to expand the homeless service, 
finding it had outgrown the building.

The Society purchased a building on 
George Street next door to the Haymarket 

Post Office. The building, an old hotel 
with apartment-like rooms, was to be 
used for a hostel with 60 beds and as 
the organisation’s official headquarters. 
“The building (post office) is still there,” 
Campbell says.

The Society was desperate to acco-
modate a growing number of homeless, 
including returned soldiers in “various 
stages of mental trouble,” and were looking 
forward to moving into bigger premises.

A letter to the Postmaster-General 
Senator Donald Cameron from The St 
Vincent de Paul Society’s then Council 
President J B Maher paints the picture:

“The (Kent Street) premises are most 
insuitable and unhygenic ... The need is 
urgent because winter is close upon us 
and men are sleeping in the parks because 
we cannot accomodate them.”

The Society wrote to Postmaster-General 
Cameron as the postal department wished 
to ‘resume’ the premises and expand to 
allow accomodation of postal workers and 
a new telephone exchange. This meant the 
Society could not buy the building.

A heartfelt letter to Mr Chifley fol-
lowed written pleas to Postmaster-
General Cameron:

“In our need we turn to you our Prime 
Minister to help our Society, and we trust 
you will regard our cause as deserving, 
and that you will be good enough to give 
it your personal consideration.”

Though the letters were not enough 
to win the Society the building, it wasn’t 
all bad news. 

“Providence was on our side - we didn’t 
need it,” Campbell says.

Matthew Talbot found a new home, 
one more suited to organisation’s needs 
before moving to its current home in 
Woolloomooloo. Ironically, the hostel is 
now undergoing an expansion to cater for 
a new generation of the homeless.

Finding the correspondence from 
a former Australian Prime Minister, 
Campbell says, is a rare one. He doesn’t 
expect he’ll find anything as significant in 
other archives.

“It just goes to show the Prime Minister 
didn’t have as much work to do as today,” 
Campbell jokes.

Campbell, Moore and other volunteers 
are now working on a long-term project 
to put the archives on computer. 

Desperate to expand its post World War II services in New South Wales, 
the St Vincent de Paul Society pleaded to the Prime Minister of the day,  
a series of archived letters has revealed. By Melissa Heagney.

A rare find

Below: George Street, Haymarket. The NSW St Vincent de Paul Society  
tried to purchase the second building from the right.
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role was confined to spiritual matters 
because I was convinced that the laity had 
to run their own organisations.

What a joy to read in Love and Politics 
that Ozanam, with an astonishingly 
mature judgement at the age of 20, under-
stood that the Society needed to be con-
trolled by its own lay members.

In any event I was happy to act on that 
principle by attending the meetings at the 
college, saying a few words when asked, 
and leaving the rest to the president and 
the members. It is probably fortuitous 
that I adopted such an attitude. The 
president was a teenaged, but even then 
formidable, George Pell. 

When launching a book I try to avoid 
dealing with its contents at any length. The 
reason is that my listeners might decide 
that they could go away thinking they 

John Molony, Professor 
Emeritus of History, Australian 
National University, launched 
Dr John Honnor’s book, Love 

and Politics. The following is an 
edited transcript of his speech.

Blessed Frederic  
Ozanam

In late 2005 the St Vincent de Paul Society in Victoria 
commissioned a book on Blessed Frederic Ozanam’s 
involvement in the politics of his day juxtaposed with 
contemporary Australian politics. 

The result, Love and Politics: The Revolutionary Frederic 
Ozanam by Dr John Honnor was officially launched late 2007. 
The Record explores the book, the historical background to 
Ozanam founding the Society and his pioneering role in the 
fight for social justice.

It is both a delight and a privilege to 
launch Dr John Honner’s admirable 
book Love and Politics. I have never 

been able to refuse a request from the 
St Vincent de Paul Society and I regard 
my compliance as in some small manner 
contributing to its noble work – the 
spiritual formation of its members and, as 
Ozanam put it, ‘climbing the stairs to the 
poor man’s garret.’

My only direct relationship with the 
Society was at my old school, St Patrick’s 
College, Ballarat, where I was the chaplain 
for a few years in the late 1950s. Naturally 
I was also chaplain to the conference 
of the Society that met in the college. 
In those times I knew little of Frederic 
Ozanam but, through my association with 
Joseph Cardijn and the Young Christian 
Workers, I had learned to accept that my 

A life devoted to truth
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knew enough about the subject already and 
thus not buy the book, even worse, buy it 
and not read it. Dr Honner surprised and 
delighted me, as I believe he will do also to 
you, because in dealing with great respect 
on Frederic’s life and work he concentrated 
on his thought and its application to soci-
ety in the age of capitalism and especially 
to Australian society.

Dr Honner places Ozanam’s thought 
in the world of our day. Because this is 
the meat of his book it is as well that I 
touch on it only lightly and leave you 
to think about it yourselves. I shall do 
so by giving you some further quotes 
from the book. The lapidary statement 
by Ozanam on the first page “I believe 
in authority as a means, in liberty as 
a means and in love as an end” is the 
leitmotif of all that follows. 

Dr Honner says that “Most charities 
in Australia are no longer charities as 
we used to know them… they are now 
largely funded by government” and that 
generally welfare reform has shifted ‘the 
burden’ of caring for the poor from gov-
ernments to the community.

He also quotes the wise words of Sr 
Rosalie Rendu who was a member of the 
Sisters of Charity founded by St Vincent 
de Paul himself. She met and spoke to 
Ozanam and the other young members 
of the fledgling Society in Paris and 
said: “the world says not to love them 
(the poor) …it is their fault that they 
are in desolation. And thus we avoid the 
responsibility of charity.”

This of course means that in Ozanam’s 
day, as well as in our own, there were 
those among the rich, the unfeeling and 
the unjust who were telling people that 
the poor were poor by their own choice 
and thus no one had any responsibility to 
help them, much less to love them. 

 Dr Honner equates neo-liberalism 
with economic rationalism which he sees 
as “a wonderfully rewarding system for 
the wealthy…(but) it is not such a good 
system for lower class workers and the 
poor”. Ozanam rejected the concept that 
the poor, the destitute and the needy 
can be served without love, he turned 
away from the use of authority in the 
service of the wealthy and he abhorred 
the perversion of liberty that uses fear 
and the promise of security to help those 
in power to retain it.

It is impossible not to be astonished 
at Ozanam’s modernity. In 1848 he was 
pleading for a progressive tax on super-
fluous wealth “which would wipe out the 
national debt and ensure the security of 
the new republic.” Long before Canon, 
later Cardinal, Joseph Cardijn, the Young 
Christian Worker movement and the 
worker priests in France turned to the 
workers to bring Europe back to Christ, 
Ozanam concluded that the workers of 
Paris “had enough faith and morality left 
to save a society whose higher classes are 
lost” and that it was fatal for the Church 
to become an ally of “the vanquished 
bourgeoisie” rather than of the people 
“who are as poor as she is.”

To Ozanam there was no such thing 
as secular truth or Catholic truth, there 
was only truth itself which is an absolute 
value. To its pursuit he was determined 
to devote his life because truth was 
worthless unless it led to action. At the 
same time he insisted that one had to 
be “respectful and sympathetic towards 
those who deny, who doubt or who are 
seeking the truth” and that, difficult as it 
may be, we must “love those who think 
differently than ourselves.” 

I could go on but I am happy to stop 
now. You must read the book and come 
to understand the mind and the motives 

of Ozanam for yourselves. It is not often 
that I have come away from a book with 
the feeling that practically every page 
has enriched me. In this case it is the 
simple truth.

I recognise my debt to you Dr Honner. 
In Love and Politics you have given 
us all the opportunity to come closer 
to an appreciation of the thought, the 
spirit and the mighty heart of Frederic 
Ozanam. As you say, “We’re humbled to 
be in his company.” 

Left: ‘Mgr Affre, Archbishop of Paris, mortally 
wounded on the barricades in Faubourg Saint-
Antoine Sunday 25 June 1848’.a
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BOOK ORDERS
Love and Politics: The Revolutionary 
Frederic Ozanam 
by John Honnor 
(David Lovell 
Publishing) is 
available from 
the St Vincent 
de Paul Society 
National Office 
and State Offices 
or by calling 03 
9895 5815.
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An historical background to Love and Politics by Fr Greg Cooney CM.

From ‘les misérables’ to love

The Paris which greeted Frederic 
Ozanam in 1831 was a socially 
sick and deeply flawed society. The 

Revolution of 1789 had not delivered 
much of the promised Liberté, Fraternité 
and Egalité, and the so-called ‘Glorious 
Three Days’ of the 1830 Revolution had 
produced little in the way of glory for 
anyone. The city, swelling in numbers, had 
spawned an underclass of angry, urban 
poor, living in fetid, squalid conditions 
on the brink of starvation.

The ruling elite was as fearful of these 
poor as it was of the Sorbonne students, 
dabbling as they were, in radical and 
irreligious socialism. Shortly after his 
arrival, Frederic was confronted person-
ally by the harsh, unpleasant reality. He 
wrote to his mother:

“The other day while returning home, 
I was threatened with death by a National 
Guard who recognised me as a student. 
Yet, you know very well that I never mix 
with those boisterous groups. But the 
government has started a new fashion of 
beating up young people.”

The cholera epidemic of early 1832 only 
worsened the situation, casting the city into 
the grip of panic. Once again, Ozanam 
came face to face with the ugliness of a 
deeply divided society. He wrote:

“Last Sunday I saw a revolutionary rab-
ble. Never was there seen so frightful a 
mob. Some carried sticks and bats, some 
nothing; many shouted and raised such 
a tumult that you would have said all the 
devils of hell were concentrated there. It 
was a great pity to see this race of accursed 
men of whom the tallest was not five feet, 
with weak and ugly bodies, pale faces, 
sunken eyes with shifty glances, and the 
women who followed crying like furies, 
nothing more hideous than those women!

…The conference to which I belong 

has voted a little preliminary fund of 15 
francs for the poor to pay their debts 
... It is indeed right, when one has a 
Frenchman’s heart, to offer even weak 
assistance to poverty; not only is it right 
but even necessary, for people complain: 
‘See, the cholera does not affect the rich, 
the rich depart and we are left alone in 
our misery’, and with that, if they see a 
mail coach for Paris passing by, they run 
after it with shouts, and if money is not 
given, it will be taken by force…”

The ruling class loathed the poor, les 
misérables, regarding them as barbarians 
and savages, and referring to them col-
lectively as the “dangerous classes”. Their 
plight was appalling.

“…wherever you go you will see men 
and women branded with the marks of 
vice and destitution, half-naked children 
rotting in filth and stifling in airless, light-
less dens. Here in the very home of civi-
lisation [Paris], you will encounter thou-
sands … reduced by sheer besottedness 
to a life of savagery; here you will perceive 
destitution in a guise so horrible…  that 
it inspires disgust and honor, for it assails 
all the senses at once... It will fill you with 
disgust rather than pity and you will be 
tempted to regard their state as a fitting 
punishment for crime.”

The response of government was 
facile: blame the poor for their own 
predicament. Rather than address the 
root causes of such misery, or to work 
towards improving the living conditions 
in the working class areas, it resorted to 
controlling and incarcerating the poor, 
speciously claiming that un-blameworthy 
poverty affected only a small percentage 
of the population.

The response from the Church to the 
problem was patchy and ambivalent. The 
Church was, in many respects, still try-
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ing to claw back what it had lost in the 
Revolution, and continued, in the mouths 
of some of the bishops, to espouse and 
preach a message counselling the poor to 
see their pitiful lot as the will of God.

After the socialist-inspired Revolution 
of 1848, in which the Archbishop of 
Paris was shot and killed for trying to 
mediate between the poor and rich, the 
Archbishop of Bourges, Jacques Celestin 
Du Pont, could still write this in his 
Lenten Pastoral message:

“The plans of Providence are mani-
festly different for each individual. Each 
person must march along the path which 
is traced out for him, without aspiring 
to enter into a rank which is above 
them. There will always be inequali-
ties of rank and fortune in society, or 
society itself would cease to exist. The 
contrary thesis, which is posed only by 
impudent dreamers and blind utopians, 
instead of inevitably contributing to the 
public wellbeing and general prosperity 
can only lead to ruins and a frighten-
ing chaos in society…Barbarism will 
reign, and the state of civilisation will be 
reduced to savagery…

“The unfortunate person who is with-
out resources must confide himself to 
the goodness of God…To the extent that 
this person is submissive and resigned 
he will find in the charitable readiness 
of his more affluent brothers all of the 
assistance and all of the care called for 
by his sad position.”

Not all agreed with him. The 
Dominican preacher, Lacordaire, flatly 
contradicted this conservative view, stat-
ing that misery is not God’s will. To 
consider it as such is not Christian, and 
all must work to eliminate it.

At another level, that of practical, face-
to-face assistance of the poor, it was 
a different picture. The Daughters of 
Charity increased from 1,600 in 1808 
to over 9,000 by 1878, and in the same 
period over 400 new congregations were 
founded in France to work in hospitals, 
schools, orphanages and many other 
charitable agencies.

It was in such a time that Frederic 
Ozanam and his companions who were 
well placed to join the ranks of the ruling 
elite, because of their education, chose 
otherwise. They chose to throw their lot 
in with the poor –  with the so-called 
‘barbarians’. In Ozanam’s own words, the 
choice was simple:

“The problem that divides men in our 
day is no longer a problem of political 
structure; it is a social problem. It has to 
do with what is to be preferred, the spirit 
of self-interest or the spirit of sacrifice; 
whether society will be only a monumen-
tal exploitation to the profit of the strong-
est, or a consecration of each individual 
for the good of all, and especially for the 
protection of the weak…

“Between these two classes of men, a 
confrontation is coming… on one side 
the power of gold, on the other, the 
power of despair. We must cast ourselves 
between these two enemy armies, if not to 
prevent, at least to deaden the shock. Our 
youth and our mediocrity do not make 
our role of mediators easier than our title 
of Christian makes us responsible. There 
is the possible usefulness of our Society of 
St Vincent de Paul…”

Lacordaire, in his panegyric on Frederic 
Ozanam agreed wholeheartedly:

“These [men] had the inspiration to 
prove once again that Christianity can 

accomplish in favour of those who are 
poor what no doctrine could do before 
or after it. While innovators wore them-
selves out with theories for changing the 
world, these [young men], who were 
more self-effacing, set about climbing up 
to the floor where the misery of the quar-
ter hid. These students of yore could be 
seen in the prime of their youth, visiting, 
without revulsion, the most abject hovels 
and bringing the vision of charity to the 
inhabitants who know only misery.”

In a society hallmarked by a politics 
of hatred and distrust, Ozanam and his 
companions stood as a beacon pointing 
toward a better, more humane, and more 
Christian solution: replace the hate in 
politics with love.

Dr John Honnor’s book Love and 
Politics masterfully, illustrates that the 
legacy of Frederic Ozanam has much 
to offer our present day society. The 
political ruse of blaming the poor, and of 
enacting coercive measures against them 
is not confined to 19th Century France. 

Ozanam’s message for us is simple yet 
challenging: only through love, born of 
self-sacrifice, put into practice and sup-
ported by adequate political and social 
structures can lasting betterment for all 
be brought to any society. 
Fr Greg Cooney CM is the Provincial 
of the Congregation of the Mission 
(Vincentians) and is the St Vincent de 
Paul Society’s spiritual director.

“It was in such a time that Frederic 
Ozanam and his companions who were 
well placed to join the ranks of the rul-
ing elite, because of their education, 
chose otherwise. ”– FR GREG COONEY
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Frederic Ozanam was an outstanding 
pioneer in the renewed stress on social 
justice in the Church. Many Church 

statements today reflect his views insisting 
that work for social justice is an essential 
aspect of evangelisation. As John Paul II 
reiterated after the 1998 Synod of Bishops 
of Oceania: “It is certain that commitment 
to justice and peace is an integral part 
of the Church’s mission…” (Ecclesia in 
Oceania, 26). Ozanam clearly saw the duty 
of Christians being to transform society 
so that it might embody the values and 
aspirations of the Gospels. 

A man of profound belief, Ozanam 
urged his contemporaries boldly to address 
the critical social issues of his day, not to 
be silent or, even worse, to allow religious 
beliefs to be used as a conservative politi-
cal ideology allied to injustice and social 
inequality. Ozanam strongly articulated 
what in recent times the Church terms the 
‘option for the poor’.

Basic to his belief was the conviction 
that God in Christ identified intensely 
with the poor, the distressed, the suffer-
ing and oppressed of the earth, and God 
expected his followers to do so also. Hence 
Ozanam rejected displays of religious piety 
that ignored or obscured this concern for 
the ‘poor’, the Bible’s code word for disad-
vantage in all its forms. 

The whole point of the Last Judgement 
scene in Matthew’s Gospel, “When did 
we see you poor, hungry, naked…”, was 
that God vehemently rejects displays of 
piety that neglect genuine concern for 
the poor. Jesus’ extremely strong words 
must have come as a great shock to his 
original listeners. 

We are familiar enough with Ozanam’s 
role as founder of the Society of St Vincent 
de Paul to bring practical and personal 
relief to the poor. From its early days, the 

Ozanam:  
A pioneer in social justice

Society also had an international dimen-
sion, sending relief to the famine victims 
in Ireland in the 1840s. 

But it would be a mistake to think that 
Ozanam thought such charitable work was 
enough to bring about the transformation 
of society he advocated. He saw the Society 
also as a way to bring young middle class 
Catholics of his day into practical contact 
with the social distress of other classes, 
to expose them to social realities and 
energise them to draw on their skills and 
resources to reshape society. He aimed to 
build a wider constituency of opinion and 
activism for social reform.

The St Vincent de Paul Society was one 
element in his vision for the transforma-
tion of European society so that it truly 
embodied the Gospel imperatives of social 
equity, freedom and solidarity. As a young 
academic, he had studied the writings of 
Dante closely, and traced the efforts of ear-
lier generations to develop medieval civili-
sation on the basis of Christian values. He 
was clearly aware of the many failures and 
tragedies along the way, but was convinced 
that this was the task of the Church and of 
believers in every age. 

He saw parallels between the barbar-
ian invasions at the close of the Roman 
Empire and the social, cultural and politi-
cal upheavals of his time. In response he 
urged Catholics in France to engage more 
intelligently and forcefully in the struggle 
to reshape their country and society. He 
laboured to reform civil institutions and 
culture more adequately to meet the 
needs of all citizens. His ideas firmly 
supported the development of the mod-
ern welfare state.

Ozanam was advanced in his social 
and political views. Against many 
Catholics of his day who continued to 
support the monarchy, Ozanam viewed 

Contemporary Catholic social teaching has its foundations in the work of 
Frederic Ozanam and his companions, explains Fr Bruce Duncan CSsR.
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democracy as providential, allowing for 
wider participation of the masses. Long 
before Pope Leo XIII in 1891 issued his 
great social encyclical, Rerum Novarum, 
Ozanam wrote passionately about what 
‘Christian democracy’ entailed: justice in 
wage contracts; a more just distribution 
of wealth; humane working hours; leg-
islation to protect children and women 
in the workplace; progressive taxation; 
extension of co-operative marketing and 
ownership; the right to form trade unions; 
income support for the sick and aged; 
adequate regulation of finance and the 
economy etc. 

He strove to draw French Catholics 
of his time beyond partisan political 
disputes to fresh visions of a renewed 
nation, more firmly incorporating the 
principles of human rights, equity, soli-
darity and social justice. 

Ozanam firmly rejected as unjust and 
inhumane the doctrines of ‘economic 
liberalism’, that the market alone should 
determine wage levels and living stand-
ards. He warned his readers: “Do not be 
afraid if wicked men of wealth treat you 
as communists.” He aimed to heighten 
the social conscience of his generation, 
and especially by uniting intelligence, 
science and religious belief in the task of 
social betterment.

The work of Ozanam and his com-
panions helped lay the foundations for 
the social teaching of the contemporary 
Church, and has inspired generations 
of Catholics in their struggles for social 

justice. It is intriguing how relevant 
Ozanam’s concerns are to debates about 
public policy in Australia today.

In Ozanam’s day, hostile political forces 
greatly constrained the work of his col-
leagues. Today he would be delighted at 
the wider opportunities the Society of St 
Vincent de Paul has to improve the life 
opportunities of the disadvantaged, not 
just with immediate material help, but 
drawing on its experience and expertise 
to alert public opinion to better ways of 
doing things, and suggesting to govern-
ments how to improve social policies and 
service delivery. 

He did not see charitable work as 
opposed to advocacy on behalf of the 
poor, but where possible as inform-
ing advocacy. He knew well that pri-
vate charity was limited. More effective 
social institutions and policies were also 
needed, and only governments could 
develop these. In our day particularly, 
the Society has an important role to play 
in the development of social policy, as 
a voice and advocate on behalf of the 
disadvantaged.

Ozanam would undoubtedly be greatly 
enthused by the possibilities today of 
greatly reducing world hunger through 
programs like the UN Millennium 
Development Goals, making unprec-
edented efforts to enhance social justice 
and peace in every country. He would 
also share our concern about the growing 
threat from global warming.

The Society of St Vincent de Paul, of 
course, cannot do everything. But it can 
encourage its members and associates on 
their own initiative as citizens to become 
better informed about these problems, 
and to do what they can in their work, 
professions and associations to tackle 
them. This is essential to the mission of 
lay people in the world.

Like the Church itself, the Society 
avoids partisan involvement in politics, 
but it seeks to influence the political proc-
ess by being a ferment in society, insisting 
that we can do better in the way we 
develop our world and societies, especially 
by looking to the key Gospel criterion: 
how fare the poor and distressed? 
Fr Bruce Duncan is a Redemptorist priest 
who co-ordinates the program in social 
justice studies at Yarra Theological Union 
in Melbourne.
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The year 2008 will be significant 
in more ways than one for the St 
Vincent de Paul Society across 

Australia and New Zealand. In April, in 
the lead up to World Youth Day 2008, 
Australian independent book publisher 
Allen and Unwin will release Captain 
Charles, Engineer of Charity, – charting 
the remarkable life of Charles Gordon 
O’Neill (1828-1900).

It was Charles who, in addition to 
Fr Gerald Ward of Melbourne, did so 
much to help establish the Society in the 
Australian colonies and in New Zealand 
during the 19th Century.

 The saga of Charles is a colourful 
one, beginning in 1850s Glasgow, the 
industrial hub of Victorian Britain. It 
was the time of the Irish potato fam-
ine, of religious bigotry, the intrigues of 
freemasonry and social upheaval in the 
wake of the industrial revolution. 

Charles O’Neill was a flawed genius, 
Captain in the 3rd Lanarkshire Rifles, 
and one of the earliest volunteers in the 
Society in Scotland. He was torn between 
his religious ideals of serving the Christ of 
the poor, and of following his ambitions in 
the age of gold, technology and the birth 
of democratic politics. In New Zealand, 
he became one of the first members of 
the New Zealand goldfields, an esteemed 
inventor and one of the early voices speak-
ing out against the destruction of forests.

After consolidating the Society in 
Wellington, New Zealand in 1877, he 
set out on a ‘sacred quest’ to re-establish 
the Society in the Australian colonies in 
1880, after the Melbourne Conference 
had disappeared. He succeeded in New 
South Wales in the notorious Rocks 
district of Sydney in July 1881, with the 
support the Marist Fathers.

The biography is a powerful resource 
for Society members, as it tells of growth 

and development of the Society from the 
death of the Blessed Frederic Ozanam to 
the proclamation of the Commonwealth 
of Australia in 1900. It includes reproduc-
tions of rare photographs, maps and other 
materials published for the first time.

On the trail of Captain Charles
The recovery of the saga of Charles 

O’Neill is due the dedication of many 
past Society volunteers and other sup-
porters over 40 years. Those who have 
passed on include Ted Bacon OBE (a 
former National President), Cec Foley, 
and Chief Justice John McClemens.  
Among those still with us, Sydney jour-
nalist Cliff Baxter did some useful pre-
liminary research work and campaigned 
to keep the story alive.

Two people deserve special mention 
in the recovery of the story.  

One is Vince Dever, a retired pro-
fessional engineer, who worked on this 
project consistently since 1999.  He 
comments: “What drew me to research 
Charles Gordon O’Neill’s life was that it 
presented an interesting puzzle. When I 
was invited to work on research towards 
this biography, little was known of many 
facets of this great man’s life.  Where 
and how did he qualify as a professional 
engineer and architect? What projects 
was he involved in, what inventions were 
his, what were his interests, what did he 
achieve in nine years in the New Zealand 
Parliament, how many siblings he had 
and so on?

“We have answered most of these 
questions, but some are still unanswered. 
I found that his life had been full and 
challenging with many professional and 
personal obstacles.  I felt Charles gladly 
and courageously accepted every chal-
lenge head on, both for himself and the 
less fortunate he assisted as a compas-
sionate member of the St Vincent de 
Paul Society.

A new biography on the founder 
of the St Vincent de Paul Society 
in NSW will be launched in April. 
Author Stephen Utick explores 
the Captain Charles O’Neill story.

Introducing Captain 
Charles Gordon O’Neill
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“My nine-year journey as principal 
researcher has been an enjoyable one. 
Through the veils of time, I feel those 
years are somewhat akin to Charles’ 115 
day voyage in the sailing ship Brechin 
Castle from Scotland to Otago in 1863-
64, skirting the ‘Atlantic Doldrums’, and 
riding with the ‘Roaring Forties’ winds 
to a safe harbour in New Zealand.

Another special person is Paul 
Hennessy, who coordinated a ceaseless 
flow of emails and correspondence from 
the Society’s Sydney headquarters.

He says: “The remarkable life of Charles 
O’Neill tells the story of the St Vincent de 
Paul Society evolving in three different 
countries… Like the founders, Blessed 
Frederic Ozanam and Sr Rosalie Rendu, 
Charles demonstrated that he was man of 
faith in action, not just words, going out 
and giving witness to his faith by doing 
good works of charity.

“This, for a person like me, is very 
inspiring. Charles realised that to help 
people, you have to set up an army-like 
structure and mobilise it to go out and 
serve the poor. Charles understood this 

SOME KEy EVENTS IN 2008
Charles O’Neill: pilgrimages Of sydNey’s rOCks aNd Other 
plaCes 
Time: 9am - 4pm, Wednesday 16 April and Saturday 19 April 
Location: Bus leaves SVDP Headquarters, West St Lewisham, NSW. 
Bookings essential (free but places limited): Mary Hadchiti on 02 9568 0220 
email: mary.hadchiti@vinnies.org.au

CaptaiN Charles BOOk eveNt 
Presentation by author and researchers. 
Time: 2pm - 3.30pm, Sunday 27 April  
Location: Auditorium, Catholic Institute of Sydney, 99 Albert Rd, Strathfield NSW. 
Cost: $2 per head donation for refreshments
Bookings essential: Mary Hadchiti on 02 9568 0220 
email: mary.hadchiti@vinnies.org.au

CaptaiN Charles Charity diNNer 
Dinner, presentation by author, and entertainment 
Time: 7pm, Friday 6 June 
Location: Top of the Cross, Southern Cross Club, Woden, ACT. 
Proceeds to SVDP Night Patrol Canberra
Booking inquiries: Jane Rosewarne, ACT Council, on 02 6121 2990 
email: jane.rosewarne@stvincab.com.au 

“What drew me to research 
Charles Gordon O’Neill’s life 

was that it 
presented an 
interesting 
puzzle.
– VINCE DEVER 
   RESEARCHER

and he sought the help of his political 
friends to promote the Society’s work.

“Charles lived a life in changing world 
with the industrial revolution in full 
swing. Many a man of his talents made 
great fortunes. Through all of this Charles 
was held in high regard, yet his faith was 
always there and he never struggled 
with it. He chose to live a simple life of 
few personal possessions such as that of 
the Franciscans. When you read about 
Charles O’Neill, it reminds us of our 
duty as Catholics to go and help the poor 
and reap the rewards in heaven.” 

The manuscript has been critically 
examined and positively reviewed by top 
historians in Australia and New Zealand, 
including Professor Emeritus John 
Molony from the Australian National 
University, and Associate Professor 
Hugh Laracy from the University of 
Auckland. It has been awarded a City 
of Sydney History Publication worth 
$10,000, helping the New South Wales 
Society with the costs of publication.

MEMBER DISCOUNT
Society members 
can order at a 
discount price of 
$29.95. 

Net royalties go 
to the Society’s work 
for the homeless 
in NSW and New 
Zealand. Members 
are encouraged to 
present copies to schools, public librar-
ies, parishes and special works. 

Mail your order ($29.95 per copy for 
Society members only): 
St Vincent de Paul Society Resource 
Centre, 66-72 Salisbury Road, Stanmore 
NSW 2048. Fax to: 02 9519 2452.  
Email: resourcecentre@vinnies.org.au

Charles demonstrated that he 
was man of faith in action not 

just words 
but going out 
and giving 
witness to his 
faith
– PAUL HENNESSY 
   RESEARCHER
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It happened in the early 1970s, during the 
Vietnam War, when $10 would buy a 
good bundle of groceries. We were living 

in our first house on a new estate in an outer 
suburb of Melbourne. This is my journal of 
the events, the story as it unfolded, day by 
day, over a couple of weeks.

Saturday
I know they are in the parish – at least 

she is and the kids – because they are on 
my list for distributing ticket books for 
the parish raffle. I was round at their place 
last weekend. Old Carl Muller looked at 
me squarely with transparent Teutonic 
blue eyes – indifferent and independent 
– and declined to accept a book; but he did 
volunteer a dollar to buy one ticket, which 
was generous enough. That’s how I have a 
name to apply to their small brick home 
at the corner of Rosella Road and Falcon 
Street. We pass it at least twice a day in the 
car. On dark winter evenings we could see 
right into the lighted kitchen.

“Gosh,” says Betty. “Those people 
must be hard up if they can’t afford even 
curtains.”

Hard luck all right, but nothing for me 
to dwell on. Then, this week, we saw the 
police cars parked outside. We never did 
find out what it was all about. Some said 
Clara had tried to commit suicide; that’s 
why the policewoman was there. Now 
I see that the place is empty with a few 

sticks of furniture piled outside. I must 
admit that it made me miserable, those 
pieces of furniture, but what can you 
do? You don’t know the story, you don’t 
know the people.

Betty did say, “You know I reckon 
that’s something your welfare group 
could look into.” I nodded; but, well, 
I seem to have enough on my plate. 
Anyway we aren’t really organised for 
this sort of welfare.

Now Janet Hillson (next door but one) 
has got into the act. I met her in the 
street and she raised the subject of ‘the 
people in the house on the corner’. Had I 
noticed? Did I know anything? We eyed 
each other uneasily and finally I shifted 
the onus. “Look,” I said, “if you find out 
anything and you want to do something 
about it, let me know.”

That was two days ago. Now it is 
Saturday afternoon. Betty comes out on 
the patio and calls me in from the garden. 
Janet follows, gesturing in that fervent 
manner she is wont to assume when 
declaiming on behalf of left-wing Labor. 
Betty listens closely, serious.

“It’s about that family,” says Janet. “We 
know what it’s all about. Some of it, any-
way. He’s in jail and Paul’s gone to get him 
out. A debt of $80 – that’s what they jailed 
him for! (Jailed, more likely for contempt 
of court, for not turning up).

In the early 1970s, Vincentian Frank Colyer kept a diary of how, 
spurred on by his charitable neighbours, a small group rallied 
together to help a family facing eviction. This is his story.

the Good Samaritan
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“Oh, it’s a mess,” Janet goes on. 
“They’ve been evicted. She’s with the 
people next door and six kids are with 
the Salvation Army home. Paul got it 
from the local police last night. They 
were very decent about it.

“But that’s not all. On Tuesday the kids 
are in court for a decision on whether the 
kids should be taken off the parents and 
made wards of the State. I think that’s 
what they call it.

“We’ve been onto the ALP branch. He 
came to a couple of meetings, you know. 
We don’t know much about the mortgage, 
but the big thing now is to get a home for 
them before Tuesday because they’ve got 
no hope of getting the kids back unless 
they’ve got a roof over their heads.”

Janet doesn’t wait for my question.

“So what I’m going to do now,” she 
says, “is to go around the houses on this 
estate and ask for donations to get enough 
money to put up a bond and maybe pay a 
couple of week’s rent in advance.”

By this time guilt is stirring. After all, 
Paul and Janet are agnostics; well, Paul, 
anyway. The point is they have no use for 
churchgoing and praying and all that. Not 
that they are opposed to it or intolerant or 
bigoted. In fact, they seem to imply that 
their inabilility to believe is just another 
form of under privilege. If God exists, 
he is a right-wing conservative; even a 
reactionary.

As I say, I am beginning to be moved; 
so I make this offer.

“Would you like me to come with you, 
around the estate?”

“Oh, Frank,” says Janet, “that would be 
marvellous.”

Actually, she doesn’t need much moral 
support; rather it is the other way around. 
She’s for splitting up, but I prefer to have 

her with me as I stand on the porches, 
nervous and embarrassed, waiting for 
the front door to open, speculating about 
the next strange face, wondering how it 
would react.

Soon we fall into a routine, chipping 
in to complement the other’s spiel, as 
we explain our mission. They, too, have 
observed events at the house on the cor-
ner and are troubled in varying degrees. 
Nearly everybody is donating. Single 
paper dollars are most common, but a 
few ask, “Would two dollars be all right?” 
We also score a couple of tens and one 
donation of $20.

We are frank about not knowing all 
the facts. Even so, Carl’s shortcomings 
are assumed. In fact, we tell people he 
is an arrogant Teutonic fellow who has 
brought it all on himself. At one house, a 
German one, the lady nods in agreement 
and smiles a quiet, brittle smile.

“Not for him,” she says, handing over 
a dollar in silver. “We know that man. I 
give it for the kids.”

“That’s just it,” we say, “it’s tough on 
the woman and the children.” We keep it 
up until after dark, visiting more than 20 
homes. Tonight I ring the presbytery and 
Fr Andrews agrees to recommend our 
appeal to the congregation next morning.

Sunday
Actually, it is the curate, Fr Todd, who 

says the Mass and he makes a good fist of 
the announcement, mentioning that the 
father (he didn’t name names) was not 
a no-hoper, but a good worker, a drain-
age contractor, who had been caught by 
people not paying him. Well, that’s the 
story Carl told when Paul brought him 
back from the lock-up. Fr Todd puts col-
lection boxes at both doors and we garner 
another $27 for the cause as people file 
out of the church.

Meanwhile, Janet continues her slog 
around the estate while I work on the 
home-renting problem. I ring Ackerley, a 
local estate agent. And he seems sympa-
thetic when I tell him the story.

“What’s their home like?” he asks.

“Well, it’s only a small place...”

“No; I mean, how did they leave it 
– is it clean?”

“Actually, I don’t know, but I assume 
they are clean orderly people and the 
place looks all right from the outside

“I always ask that,” he says. “We have to 
look after our clients’ interests, you know.”

“No worry there,” I say. “We’ve already 
collected more than $80, so we’ll be able 
to put up $50 or so for bond.”

“A bond I isn’t really much use, I prefer 
to find out what the tenant’s last place was 
like. If you’d seen what people can do to a 
house, particularly with kids.”

Even so, he says: “It so happens I may 
be able to help you. There’s a place at the 
crossroads. You know, where the develop-
ers are going to put up an arcade of shops. 
Eventually this house will be pulled down. 
It’s been empty for several weeks because 
the owners want too much. I won’t say 
anything about the background of these 
people. I’ll just tell the owners I’ve let it. 
Can’t do anything today but ring me first 
thing tomorrow morning.”

Terrific news for Janet. I find her at the 
home of the Welsh people, next door to 
the Muller’s house - the people who took 
Clara in after the eviction. Janet has almost 
$100 in her purse and is obviously pleased 
to hear my news; yet she eyes me sadly.

“You wouldn’t believe it,” she says. 
“There’s people around here nearly as 
badly off as the Mullers. Two homes 
had the power cut off. You don’t realise 
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it until you start inquiring. One woman 
looked terrible. She offered me two shil-
lings and said, ‘Will that be any use?’ But 
I told her, ‘No; you keep it and buy some 
lollies for the kids’.”

She dampens not my good cheer, 
though I nod soberly. Consider: some 
$120 in the kitty and a house. A happy 
ending is in sight and we, let’s face it, are 
off the hook.

Monday
This morning, at the office, I am on the 

phone to home and very relieved when 
Betty tells me they’d got the place at the 
crossroads. I feel good. With pleasure and 
pride I relate the story to my colleague, 
Keith Orchard.

Shortly afterwards, Betty rings back.

“You’d better get busy ringing agents,” she 
said. “We didn’t get the place after all.”

“But I thought...”

“Yes, well, Ackerley is very sorry, but 
he says the owner has let the place unbe-
known to him.”

Pointless, I know, but I go through the 
motions of ringing agents just to satisfy 
myself I have not neglected any avenue. 
I ring Janet.

“I hope I’ve done the right thing,” she 
says. “I’ve hired a caravan. They wanted $30 
a week and three weeks in advance so I’ve 
splashed most of the cash. And we have it 
only until the holiday season starts.”

Tuesday
In the Children’s Court, Janet’s strategy 

bears fruit. The magistrate sees that the 
children are not neglected. He learns 
that neighbours have rallied. After scant 
deliberation, he releases the children.

Tonight they are installed. We stop by on 
the way home from the rail station, after 
work. And there it is. Janet has begged 

the use of a slushy, vacant building lot and 
there the caravan sits, solitary. Neighbours 
have offered the use of their toilet until 
a builder’s portable arrives. We offer our 
bathroom. Already Carl has a duckboard 
path across the mud. The kids are bright 
with excitement about their new caravan 
home. Clara is smiling and Carl is beam-
ing with confidence, entirely undismayed 
by the possibility that the respite might be 
brief. He has a second reason for confi-
dence - he has found work.

Three weeks’ grace. We have to make 
the most of it. So I’m sitting down at the 
typewriter writing a human interest story 
that I hope the newspapers will print.

Wednesday
No luck with the Sun News-Pictorial 

but The Age has it on an inside page with 
a two-column heading saying ‘In out of 
the cold’ and there’s a picture of the happy 
family taken inside the caravan.

Friday
No doubt; this time we are over the 

hump. The local branch of the ALP has 
chipped in some cash; also the local 
Uniting Church; and Janet is badgering 
the Social Welfare Department and the 
shire welfare officers for a home.

Monday
Council welfare officers have found a 

home for the Mullers in the district. It is an 
old timber home, big and solid, ideal for a 
family with six kids. Everything is going 
well and they make me welcome when I 
stop by. Carl is a supervisor for a small 
building firm and doing fine; indeed, his 
boss regards him as invaluable.

Like many European migrants, muted 
by language and ethnic barriers, Carl is 
glad to have some one to talk to. “Tell 
me,” he says, “what do you think about 
the Vietnam War?”

He doesn’t give me a chance to reply.
“I tell you what I think. I think the 

Americans will lose. I know these 
Vietnam Communists. I know because I 
have fought against them.”

He grins happily at my surprise.
“Sure I have. With the French Foreign 

Legion.”
Of course, my interest is aroused.
He talks about his Vietnam service 

with animation and vexation over his 
small stock of English and turns fre-
quently for help from Clara, who sits 
silent and smiling. The story has a sur-
prise ending. He was bitten by a snake, 
temporarily paralysed from waist down 
and invalided home. 

Clara? She was a pen friend. He wrote 
to her in Germany from his hospital in 
France.

That’s where the journal ends.

Postscript
I haven’t seen Carl since then and we 

lost track of the Hillsons after we moved 
away two years on. I did pass Janet many 
years later in Swanston Street. She still 
had that set, crusading look. I was run-
ning for the train home so I didn’t stop. 
Just as well probably. For years I had car-
ried a message that I wanted to unburden. 
But in peak hour? In Swanston Street? 
She’d think I was nuts.

“Janet,” I wanted to say apropos of 
nothing, “Consider this: God may not be 
a Tory!” 
Frank Colyer is a longtime member of 
the Leopold Conference, Victoria. He was 
a former journalist with The Argus in 
Melbourne (which folded in the 1950s), 
and The Courier Mail, Brisbane.
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Penalty woes
I have just finished reading ‘Vinnies 

contributes to improved legislation’ (The 
Record, Summer 2007-2008).

Regarding penalty fees imposed by banks, 
I wonder if you’re aware of another penalty 
fee. My daughter recently paid off her car a 
little before time. Her penalty: $75.

Previously, she had made a late pay-
ment. Her penalty: $35. 

Late, we pay. Pay it off early, we still pay. 
Banks cannot have it both ways.
Connie Caruso, Fairy Meadow, NSW

Greetings from India
We have been receiving your beautiful 

magazine, The Record, for the last 10 years. 
Our Central Council members and confer-
ence members enjoy and are inspired by 
your activities. Your great spirit  encourages 
us to follow and give good service to the 
poor and needy, it is our God’s grace.

Every month, we visit the prisoners in 
our towns doing ‘jail ministry’, offering 
bread and butter and encouraging spiritual-
ity. We have observed a great change in 
their attitude and their lives too.

We have an old age home sponsored 
by the Netherlands National Council. We 
feel proud to say 35 residents, both men 
and women, are present. We have been 
providing food, clothes, medicine and 
whatever they need and make them to 
good spiritual life.

Thanks a lot for offering your valuable 
magazine, The Record.
N Rangaiah, Central Council Eluru, India.

Climate change solutions, not 
platitudes

Fr Sean McDonagh’s excellent article 
(The Record, Summer 2007-2008) raises, 
but does not answer, the question ‘what 
should the Australian Catholic Church be 
doing to show leadership in the struggle 
against climate change/global warming?’ 
It’s all very well for books on the subject to 
be written and for the bishops to issue an 
“excellent document” on our responsibili-
ties, but how many Catholics have heard of 
these let alone read them? 

What should we all be doing about it? 
The Church should be letting its members 
know what they can do. Not by preaching 
platitudes and clichés but setting out and 
communicating actual actions we can 
take at the personal level. Surely, with a 
matter so vital, we should be saturating 
the media with clear statements of what 
should be done by individuals. Surely, the 
cost of such a communication exercise 
should not deter us. Little things done by 
many add up to big solutions.

If we consider big solutions as within 
the reach of our wealthy Church, here’s 
some ‘what if ’s’ for you. What if the 
Church undertook to supply solar elec-
tricity generators and water tanks to eve-
ryone in the cities? What if the Church 
undertook to compensate workers in the 
Latrobe Valley for loss of earnings if the 
coal-fired power stations were closed 
down? What if the Church actively sup-
ported the commissioning of wind-pow-
ered generators? 

The solutions are only restricted by the 
limits of our imagination.
Terry Callaghan, Foster, Vic

Disappointment expressed
I have not been able to shake the 

feeling, or what I believe to be the prod-
ding of my Guardian Angel, to voice my 
disappointment in the name change I 
have seen on the Southport Centre, Gold 
Coast, Queensland.

As much as it is slang among many 
to call the Society “Vinnies”, I am most 
disenchanted that the name change has 
now become a permanent fixture on a sign, 
without even the honour of a capital V.

St Vincent de Paul is the patron Saint 
renowned for charity amongst the poor. 
In an ever becoming Godless world, each 
notch taken away to remind us of God is 
just another excuse to forget Him.
Name and address supplied, QLD

letters to the editor

The Record welcomes letters but we 
reserve the right to edit them for legal 
reasons, space or clarity. Articles will be 
published only if full name and address 
and telephone numbers are provided, 
although the address will be withheld 
from publication if so requested. 

Post to The Record, PO Box 243, 
Deakin West ACT 2600 or email to 
julies@svdpnatcl.org.au. 

Everyone whose letter is published will 
receive a free book courtesy of David 
lovell Publishing.
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Vincentians are privileged to foster signs of the presence 
of the Risen Christ in the poor and among themselves” 
(Rule 1.11)

The religious, pastoral and social situation of the poor that he 
witnessed made St Vincent de Paul question himself. As a result 
of his experience he dedicated himself to the poor because, in 
their poverty, they were revealed to him as God’s chosen ones. 
They were the “sacrament” of Jesus.

So St Vincent suggested that his followers look at the poor with 
the eyes of faith and not to look at them superficially, seeing only 
their physical appearance. He wrote:

“We should not judge the poor by their exterior appearance, 
nor by their mental capacities, because frequently they do not 
have the mind of educated people, but rather are vulgar and 
gross.

“But if we turn the coin over, then, through faith, we will see 
clearly that they are representatives of the Son of God who came 
into this world as a poor person.

“There were times when Jesus did not appear to be a human 
person: to the non-believer he seemed insane, to the Jewish 
people he was a stumbling block, and yet he presented himself 
as the evangeliser of the poor: ‘he sent me to proclaim the Good 
News to the poor.’ Oh my God, how beautiful are the poor if we 
consider them as children of God and esteem them in the same 
way as Jesus esteemed them.”

Blessed Frederic Ozanam, in a letter written to his friend 
Louis Janmot in 1836, expressed this Vincentian insight even 
more strongly:

“…it seems to be necessary to see in order to love, and we see 
God only with the eyes of faith, and our faith is so weak. 

“Both men, and the poor, we see with the eyes of the flesh. 
Yet they are there, and we can put finger and hand in their 
wounds, and the scars of the crown of thorns are visible on 
their foreheads. 

“At this point, lack of faith no longer has place, and we should 
fall at their feet, and say with the Apostle Thomas, ‘my Lord and 
my God’. You are our masters, and we will be your servants. You 
are for us the sacred images of that God whom we do not see, 
and not knowing how to love him otherwise, shall we not love 
him in your persons?” 
Fr Greg Cooney CM is the Provincial of the Congregation of the 
Mission (Vincentians) and is the St Vincent de Paul Society’s 
spiritual director.

the eyes of faith
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This insurance product is issued by Catholic Church Insurances Limited 
ABN 76 000 005 210 AFSL 235415. The Product Disclosure Statement is available
from our website or by phoning us. You should read and consider the Product
Disclosure Statement before deciding to buy or renew this insurance product. 

If you’re looking for a genuinely different kind of insurance
company, one that cares for you and shares its profits with
the community, you’ve found it. Call us today for an
obligation free Building and Contents Insurance quote and
affordable Personal Accident Insurance.

Community.
What an insurance company should be about.

1300 655 003
www.ccinsurances.com.au
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Proud supporters of the St Vincent 
de Paul Society’s World Youth Day 
efforts.
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