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AUSTRALIAN HERITAGE | The ‘Caravan’ Sisters,
Tasmania’s Missionary Sisters of Service

ABOVE Cecilia Bailey MSS, in outback Queensland. Image courtesy
MSS Archives.

Out of the heart shaped island off the mainland, in the 1940s,
God brought to fruition a religious congregation with a big heart
for those living on the margins. The Missionary Sisters of Service
who will celebrate their 75th anniversary in 2019 are intrepid,
pioneering women who once travelled around Australia to support
and assist Australians who were not within cooee of major cities.
Today the 26 Missionary Sisters of Service are based in
Melbourne, Toowoomba, Hobart, Mackay, Bribie Island and
Whyalla who, although a little less mobile, continue to live out
their vocation and charism. The Sisters engaged Fiona Basile to
capture their stories so they will always be remembered.
5.

A Flicker of Faith on Bruny Island Ignited Hearts of Many

ABOVE Margaret Windsham MSS and Monica Franklin MSS in the
early 1960s. Image courtesy MSS Archives.
By FIONA BASILE

When Fr John Corcoran
Wallis a fledgling newly
ordained priest aged 23 from
Yea, Victoria was visiting
parishioners on Bruny Island
off the coast of Tasmania in
1933, little did he know what
would come.

From a mother, Mrs Kit
Hawkins, he learned that it
had been some time since a
priest
had
visited
the
Catholics on the island. Mrs
Hawkins asked Fr Wallis,
“Who is looking after us and
our
children’s
spiritual
6.

needs?” This got Fr Wallis
thinking. Six years later, in
1939, a fellow priest in
Tasmania handed Fr John
an
article
from
The
Advocate. It was titled
‘Where a convent that runs
on wheels,’ in the 16
February edition of 1939.

sign-ups
mission.

for

this

new

Gwen Morse resigned from
her Burnie bank job, Kath
Moore who had been a
mother-craft nurse in Hobart
did the same; as did Joyce
O’Brien who had been an
acting paymaster with the
Commonwealth Sub-Treasury
in Hobart, and Alice Carroll
who had been a supervisor
with
the
Telephone
Department in Hobart.

It was the story about a
Canadian Religious Order –
the Sisters of Service – who
had been founded in 1922.
Their mission was to assist
the many migrants then
fleeing to Canada.

The Sisters were initially
known
as
the
Home
Missionary Sisters of Our
Lady, then The Rosary
Sisters,
because
their
houses were called ‘Rosary
House’. In 1971, after much
prayer,
discussion
and
consultation, they changed
their name to the one we
know them by now, the
Missionary
Sisters
of
Service.

Fr John wrote to the Sisters
in Canada and started
solidifying the idea to form a
group of women who would
specifically go into ‘the
highways and byways’ – the
rural, remote and isolated
areas of Tasmania and ‘the
mainland’ – to be present to
people, to help form them in
the faith, and to be a part of
their lives in whatever way
was needed.

The Sisters travelled to
remote areas of Australia
often in pairs, but sometimes
alone.

Then Archbishop Ernest
Tweedy of Hobart held a
meeting in January 1944,
which inspired a number of
7.

For a time they had a
caravan, which acted as a
moving chapel or classroom.
They would have a car full of
books, which they shared
with the families they met on
the road.
They went out for weeks,
staying in homes, in shearing
sheds, in vacant halls or
church buildings, hotels or
sheds. They established a
correspondence school - first
in Tasmania, and later on the
mainland. While the initial
purpose was to provide
spiritual
education
and
support,
their
mission
adapted to the needs of the
people they encountered.
They
were
constantly
challenged to develop deep,
inner resources, to live

creatively, and to respond to
situations
and
make
decisions. Over the years,
the Missionary Sisters of
Service
encountered
kangaroos,
emus
and
snakes, plagues of locusts
and mice. In the outback,
they revived their spirits at
swimming holes, and weren’t
afraid of an outhouse.
In their many years and
across many miles, they
dealt with water shortages,
floods and droughts; the heat
and humidity; storms and
cyclones; the dust, the rivers
and billabongs; and the
beauty of sunsets and
sunrises.
They flew in small planes
across properties; would
drive through a
herd of cattle and
could handle
getting lost or
breaking down on
the road far from
anywhere.
LEFT Margaret
Rogers MSS giving a
class in the bush.
Image courtesy MSS
Archives.

Profile | Bernadette Wallis MSS
Twenty-one
years
after the MSS were
established,
in
January
1965,
Bernadette Wallis left
her home and family
in Berrigan NSW,
headed for Hobart to
join the MSS, the
congregation founded
by her uncle Fr John
Wallis.
RIGHT Bernadette
(centre) with her
parents Don and
Kathleen at Essendon
Airport on the day she was to enter the MSS.

After completing her novitiate
and
ministry
formation,
Bernadette
commenced
working in catechetical and
pastoral service, initially in
parish missions in rural and
remote areas of Tasmania
and NSW. She worked with
youth. In the early 1980s,
Bernadette
moved
to
Melbourne, where she was
formation director in the
Congregation, and served for
a time as co-chaplain to
students and staff at Yarra

Theological Union. Much of
Bernadette’s vocation to the
MSS has been one of
leadership; Bernadette was
on the Leadership Team of
the MSS Congregation, and
for eight of those years she
was Congregational Leader.
Both Bernadette’s parents
were profoundly deaf; which
ultimately opened up a new
outreach opportunity.
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“I was working on a mission
in
the
Wilcannia-Forbes
Diocese down on the Murray
River. My parents came to
see me. We sat by the river
and my father, signing to me,
asked what I was actually
doing in the parish.
“I told him about the
Women’s Retreat day we’d
just had; about it being a
time of reflection, a time to
look at our lives and what
was important to us, to let go
of the pressures of the day,
to find some space to think
and feel and notice what was
going on within us, to wait for
a response within us, a God
moment.
“My father asked me ‘why
don’t you do that for us? Give
us some of that, in Sign, so
we can understand and have
a time of retreat too. Give us
that opportunity.”

Those comments reverberated
within
Bernadette
some

years later after her father
had died. When another
Sister suggested she work
with the Deaf community,
Bernadette remembered the
conversation she’d had with
her parents that day by the
river.
Not
long
after
that,
Bernadette
moved
into
pastoral care and counselling
in the Deaf community, a
decision that she cherishes
to this day.
Bernadette
has
recently
published a book called The
Silent Book: A Deaf Family
and
the
Disappearing
Australian-Irish
Sign
Language. Deeply personal
and historical, she wrote
about
the
disappearing
Australian-Irish
sign
language, as told through the
experience of her own Deaf
family.

For more information on the MSS, visit www.missionarysisters.org.au or
www.highwaysandbyways.org.au or www.jwf.org.au. For further reading, see
Around the Kitchen Table with the Missionary Sisters of Service, by Penelope
th
Edman published in 2008. To celebrate their 75 anniversary, the MSS will
hold various events in 2019 to mark the occasion, including releasing a
commemorative cookbook with their stories and recipes.

Profile | Pat Quinn MSS

ABOVE Missionary Sisters of Service on the highways and byways in
the 1950s. Image courtesy MSS Archives.

Pat Quinn from Melbourne
was 17 when she joined the
MSS. When visiting the
Victorian
Catholic
Life
exhibition in Melbourne, she
came across the MSS who
had a caravan on display.

Tasmania. The trip to
Tasman Island was made in
a fishing boat called Serena.
Seven years prior to her trip,
Sr de Lourdes MSS and Sr
Xavier MSS had attempted
the trip but because of the
rough seas they had to turn
back.

Pat was drawn to the
mission. Pat remembers a
visit she made to a
correspondence
school
student living on Tasman
Island; a rugged and lonely
lighthouse outpost, a huge
chunk of jagged rock rising
900 feet out of the sea, off
the
southern
coast
of

“Before the trip my only
qualms were about the
weather and seasickness. I
soon learnt that these were
the least of our worries. As
we got closer to the island
we saw something dangling
11.

over the waves; it looked like
a basket. ‘It’s a flying fox’
they told us. We had to get
into that basket and be
hauled up to the landing, and
then somehow we had to get
to the top of the island.

water below. Someone was
waiting at the landing stage
with a trolley to haul us up
the cliff face with a cable.
“We just got on the trolley
and hung on. We were going
head first at an angle of 45
degrees. Then it seemed we
were almost vertical –
literally standing up or lying
down vertically, our feet
planted on one piece of wood
at the end. Way down below
the fishing boat was tossing
like a toy on the water. One
lean forward and let go and
we would have fallen 900
feet. It’s the closest thing I’ve
ever felt to being in the next
world.

“To get into the basket we
had to climb from the fishing
boat into a dinghy, then from
the dinghy into the basket.
Easy enough to say but the
basket itself was swinging
and the dinghy was bobbing
up and down with the waves.
“We had to wait till the
basket swung close enough
and the wave was right, and
then jump! Safe in the
basket, we were hauled up
the next 80 feet from the

But the trip was worth every
bit of it. I’d take the trip
again tomorrow if it
meant contacting one of
our
really
isolated
families; and the families
on Tasman Island sure
are isolated.”
LEFT Betty McManus MSS
and Marcia McMahon MSS
prepare lessons for the
Correspondence School.
Image courtesy MSS.
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Profile | Corrie van den Bosch MSS

RIGHT Corrie van
den Bosch MSS as
she nears her
Diamond Jubilee.
Image by FIONA
BASILE

“We would have only been in
Tasmania for a few months
at this stage, so we didn’t
speak English that well. We
welcomed them in and they
were just so relaxed and at
home; they had a cup of tea
with us, or coffee or whatever
we had; and between the
odd words and the gestures,
we managed to
communicate. When we first
moved to the parish, the
parish priest had enrolled us
in correspondence courses
for Religious Education.

Corrie van den Bosch MSS
was the first past pupil of the
correspondence school to
become an MSS. Corrie was
born in the Netherlands, the
second of 10 children. In
1951, aged 11, her family
migrated to Australia. Her
father was a market
gardener and settled on a
farm in Tulendeena, in the
northeast of Tasmania.
Corrie remembers the first
time she met the Sisters.
“I was just home from school
and outside behind the
house washing the breakfast
dishes when I heard some
unfamiliar voices. I looked
around and saw two figures
in grey.

“We didn’t quite know how it
worked, but these Sisters
were from the group that sent
them out so the visit started
to make sense.
13.

“The Sisters used to come to
the parish 2-3 times a year,
spend some 2-3 weeks there
and teach the children every
day before or after school,
and on the weekends; and
then they ran a Summer
School at Derby for all of us
as well.

Corrie. In August 1959, when
she was only 19, Corrie
joined the MSS, despite her
parish priest’s frequent
encouragement to consider
the Presentations.
“I felt a natural affinity with
the Missionary Sisters. They
were just so easy to be with.
And, of course, I loved the
bush; I knew the isolation of
the bush. I felt if I was going
to spend my life as a
Religious of any kind, I
wanted to be able to serve
and visit people where they
lived, rather than be in a
school or a hospital or any
other kind of institution.”

“Every day we had Mass and
classes and then we’d walk
down to the swimming pool,
swim and walk back again. If
you think of it now, you’d be
a bit hesitant about taking a
tribe of wild bush kids to a
swimming pool. We got to
know a lot of children from
the wider parish there.”
These experiences were
inspirational for the young

In the early years of her
missionary work, Corrie was
based in Parkes,
in the WilcanniaForbes Diocese in
NSW.
LEFT Maria
Kavanagh MSS
teaching a religious
education class.
Image courtesy
MSS Archives.
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Corrie recalls travelling for
hours at a stretch in the car.
Much of it was on unsealed
roads and without air
conditioning; stifling hot in
summer, and freezing in
winter. “But we never took
any notice of it. We just got
rugged up,” she said.

and had their equipment and
machinery for working the
land on the other,” she said.
“They’d always invite us in
for a cup of coffee or tea, or
for meals. I really came to
love those people. They were
strugglers, but warm and
hospitable,” she said.

“The mainland was a very
different country and a very
different population from
what I was used to in
Tasmania. Along the Murray
River, the communities were
mostly Italian, who had
migrated after WWII. They
had fruit blocks with grapes,
oranges and tomatoes. They
worked very hard but many
of them lived in very poor
housing and were
struggling,” Corrie recalls.
“One particular family
had a big shed, with a
section curtained off with
hessian. They lived on
one side of the hessian,

Corrie said the Congregation
was unique in that they were
able to go out and serve
people in their times of real
need.
“Our very ministries kept us
so close to the coalface of
people’s lives. We knew
what their issues were, what
their challenges were, both
as people in the world, but
also as church,” she said.

RIGHT Monica Franklin
MSS with children in
Barham, NSW.
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Profile | Frances McShane MSS

LEFT Frances
McShane MSS
Image: FIONA
BASILE

Frances McShane from
Broadmarsh, 20 miles north
of Hobart, is the eighth of
nine children. She grew up
on the family farm before
moving to Adelaide to work
as a draftsman’s assistant at
a town planner’s office.

As well as this, Frances ran
a bookshop in Parkes and
Hobart.
“We had a bookshelf in the
little room at the back of the
house in Parkes. I’d load up
the car with all of the books
that I thought might be of
interest or help to the people
out bush.”

While at boarding school in
Hobart, Frances met the
MSS through various
meetings and their events.

In Hobart, Frances was
manager of the Catholic
Book Shop for 28 years. As
well as keeping the book
shop stocked, the Sisters
would take books to
conferences, schools, and
events to support the
mission.

Sensing there was more to
life than work, she left
Adelaide for Tasmania at 25
to join the Missionary Sisters.
Periodically, Frances
travelled out to various
parishes, staying two, three,
four or five weeks at a time in
Tasmania, NSW and SA.
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“We used to say that I wasn’t
there to sell books. I often
used to talk people out of
buying a book than talking
them into buying one. They
would be looking at
something and I’d think, No,
that’s not for you; or I’d see it
was too expensive for their
needs. So I’d talk them out of
it and then maybe just let
them talk. I was once talking
to a man about suicide. I had
a little book there called
Stop. He was looking at it, so
I said, “Take it away and
have a little read. Think
about it.”

The book shop was a great
apostolate.”
When Frances was 70, she
moved to the Beaconsfield
parish to work as a pastoral
associate and was there for
10 years. Frances was there
in 2006 to support those
affected by the Beaconsfield
Mine disaster.
“Fortunately I was able to be
with the people when they
needed support most. I
wasn’t the person in front of
the cameras, but I was able
to spend time with the
families. When the media
caught hold of me and said,
‘Now, you have seen the
families. What are they
doing?’ I said, ‘I’m just not
going to say. Because those
families trust me and I’m not
going to be talking about
them, full stop.’ They didn’t
ask me anything after that.
I’ve kept in touch with Jackie
who had lost her husband in
the mine, and the other two
families of the survivors.
They trusted me.”

“This is the most
extraordinary book that you
could have offered to me,” he
said, “because the last time I
was here and we were
talking, I didn’t tell you then,
but I was actually on my way
to top myself.”
“That touched me very
deeply, to think that I
wouldn’t have had any idea
where our conversation had
gone, but obviously the Lord
had touched him in the
words that He had put into
my mouth to say at that time.
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For Frances, the Missionary Sisters of Service were able to be
truly pastoral. “It’s about being one with the people in their needs,
and just being present to them so they weren’t alone. It’s about
having an understanding of the world’s problems, the reality of
life, the reality of the home situation, and being able to stop and
just listen to people.”
From the 1970s, the MSS also began working in the urban areas
of Australia diversifying their work into such areas as Chaplaincy
(industrial and hospitals), refugee and asylum seeker
communities, and personal and spiritual development.
In their 75-year history in Australia, the Missionary Sisters of
Service have been part of the lives of many; the immigrants of the
hydro villages and opal fields; isolated farmers, orchardists,
miners, community hotel licensees, restaurant holders, shop
keepers; and Indigenous communities.
They travelled to and lived in some of Australia’s most remote
locations – Weipa, Normanton, Julia Creek, Richmond,
Longreach, Birdsville, Thargomindah and Toowoomba in
Queensland.
They
travelled to
Tibooburra,
Bourke,
Ivanhoe and
Parkes in
New South
Wales;
Oodnadatta,
Coober
Pedy, Cook,
Woomera,
Ceduna and
Whyalla in
18.

South Australia; Uluru in the Northern Territory; and across
Tasmania including to Flinders Island, King Island, and Bruny
Island.
There are vast numbers of families who have shared their homes
and lives with the Sisters, allowing them to walk with them in the
joys and hopes, the grief and anxieties of their everyday life.
Those they served in turn are so grateful for their presence and
assistance.
“It’s hard to think of too many other groups of people who would
have been as close as they were to the hardships and the joys of
outback life in Australia. I was simply blown away by what they
had set out to do and had achieved,”
Brian Lennon, when working in Tannum Sands, Queensland.
“The Missionary Sisters of Service came to Bundaberg [in 1984]
like a breath of fresh air. They were females of ‘reality’ style who
reached out to other females. They were women who could see a
need and were prepared to help in any way possible,”
Myrl Naske, Bundaberg, Queensland.
“After taking possession of our garden hoe, Sister, who was not a
big woman, used every ounce of her energy and that seven-foot
snake had no chance of harming our family,”
Doreen McGahan, Emu Vale, Queensland.
“Over the years the Sisters became educators, spiritual advisors,
comforters and especially friends of the people in the Catholic
communities and beyond. They immersed themselves into
everyday life, living out their mission; the trials and tribulations of
living in the country with drought, flood, bushfires and all the
economic worries of farming life were recognised,”
Kevin and Carmel Baxter, Cleve, South Australia.
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The MSS Today: The Highways and Byways Movement
The Missionary Sisters of Service
are currently looking at new ways
that their charism may be carried on
in the future. A charism of walking
with people in friendship and
compassion, of building
communities of meaning and
belonging, wherever they are, in
whatever they do.
In 2010, the Sisters established the
John Wallis Foundation whose
mission is primarily to seek and fund initiatives that develop the
spiritual and human potential of people and communities living on
the margins. The Foundation has branches across Australia in
Tasmania, Victoria, South Australia and Queensland. They are
also establishing the ‘Highways and Byways Movement’.
Later this year in November, a plaque will be unveiled at the
parish on Bruny Island, where Mrs Hawkins first posed the
question to Fr Wallis (pictured above right).
BELOW Rosaryknoll, Penna, Tasmania, which was for many years the
MSS retreat and holiday home. Image FIONA BASILE.

