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CAROLINE CHISHOLM 

MARY HOBAN 

CAUSE FOR CANONIZATION OF CAROLINE CHISHOLM 

In April 1976 delegates to the Australian Conference of Catholic Laity, held in 
Sydney, asked the Bishops of Australia to consider the cause for canonization of Caroline 
Chisholm. 

The Bishops' Conference has authorized a prayer which may he said for the 
furtherance of the cause. 

PRAYER 

Heavenly Father, in your boundless love, you provide for your people. 

In the person of Caroline Chisholm you cared for the women of this growing 
nation and implanted here a concern for the dignity of womanhood. 

Let her life of selflessness and social concern be a model and an inspiration to 
Christian people today. We ask this through Christ Our Lord. 

INTRODUCTION 

When Caroline Chisholm was about to leave Australia in 1846 the Governor bade 
her farewell. The often acid-tongued Robert Lowe declared that she had achieved what 
the powerful British Empire had failed in - the real settlement of Australia. The leading 
landholders and legislators expressed their praise and gratitude in a formal address. Bui 
Mrs Chisholm may have been just as pleased with the reported remark of an old convict. 
"Mrs Chisholm", he said, ''should come back, for she belongs to us". And he added, "She 
was the only one wounded in our service." He probably referred to the time when she 
had used crutches after a road accident in which a gig and a bullock dray were involved, 
but perhaps some scriptural phrase also mingled in his mind with the military one. Long 
used to a world of harsh discipline, of military stripes on the uniform, and floggers 
stripes on the back, he was still able to recognise the law of love. 

In another sense it would be fitting now for Mrs Chisholm to 'come back' now, for 
she certainly belongs to us. After over a century in which she and indeed much of our 
history was almost forgotten, our founding mother does seem to be coming into her 
own. Down the century her memory lingered on in places like Kyneton and Goulburn, in 
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the reminiscences of 'old colonists', and in the occasional newspaper article. The 
Melbourne Age (26 October 1907) wrote: 

Australia has been blessed with a heroine without a peer among all the 
heroines of history, a woman in whom all the tenderest and most helpful 
attributes of womanhood shone resplendent and serene . . . and whose 
mother-care for all mankind framed this continent within an aureole of human 
kindness. Australia owes her more than man can say. 

The secular world has always been freer with its praise than the church. Maybe this 
is due to the existence of religious stereotypes and of institutionalised charity, but 
Vatican II with its call to lay people to use their gifts in their own particular life-situations 
invites us all to reassess our lives, and in the same light we may reassess some lives of 
the past. The Document on the Laity sets a new ideal before us. It is interesting to find 
this ideal realised in the pioneer woman whose face appeared on the first Australian $5 
note. 

1. EARLY DAYS 

Caroline Chisholm began life as Caroline Jones in the English country town of 
Northampton in 1808. Her father was a landowner and pig dealer, and an upright man. 
Her mother was of a kind and cheerful disposition, and neither of them knew the 
meaning of meanness either materially or spiritually. 

Caroline was christened and married in the Anglican Church, but mentions that she 
owed something to Leigh Richmond, a non-Conformist minister. Her father's true 
liberality was shown when he sheltered in his home a French refugee priest, an old man 
who left a lasting impression on the little girl. When she was playing a game of 
'colonization' she put a Catholic priest and a Wesleyan minister in the same 
boat-strange shipmates for the decade before Catholic Emancipation, but no doubt she 
'managed' them. Later in life her ability to influence people was often noted. 

Part at least of her education was received from a governess whom she shared with 
her cousins. Whatever the standard in this little group, Caroline became a fluent writer 
of English, with a good 'head' for figures, and able to speak French. From her mother 
she had obviously learnt household management, as well as practical charity, and both 
parents encouraged interest in public questions of the day. 

Her Marriage 

She was the last child of a large family, and her father died when she was still 
young. After a happy girlhood she met and married Archibald Chisholm. He was a 
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Scottish soldier, in the East India Company's Army. It is not clear how they met, but 
certain aspects of the courtship are known to us. One is that Lieutenant Chisholm was 
not very highly regarded as a catch because he had little private means beyond his 
salary and because he was a Catholic. While these aspects did not weigh against him 
with Caroline, she had some thinking to do along other lines of her own. From her 
parents' example, her Christian motivation, and the inclinations of her own nature, she 
felt she could never abandon her ideal of holding out a helping hand to those who 
needed it. Would Army life mean social conformism and absorption in trivialities? 
Would her husband understand? He said he would; that he would stand by her and help 
her to be truly 28 herself; but she insisted that he not see her and take a month to think 
it over first. 

They were married at the end of 1830 in the Anglican Church of the Holy Sepulchre 
at Northampton. Archibald Chisholm was a member of a Scottish family which had held 
fast to 'the auld religion', and numbered priests and a bishop. No doubt it was through 
her husband that Caroline became a Catholic, but that this was no mere gesture can be 
seen from her lifelong commitment to the faith, often in hostile surroundings. She 
probably did not become a Catholic until after her marriage. In any case marriage before 
a minister was allowed at that time. 

Work in India 

After their marriage the Chisholms lived for two years at Brighton, and then were 
posted to Madras. In India their first two sons, Archibald and William, were born and 
Caroline began her first social work. 

She founded a school for the soldier's daughters whom she found to be without 
education or training, moral or practical. That official help was given to the 'newcomer' 
wife of a junior officer is proof of the charm and ability that helped her all her life. At 
this school the girls learnt the three Rs, and domestic skills in a practical way. Mrs 
Chisholm had ways of making education a living experience that we have not quite 
caught up with even yet. The girls had committees to allot tasks and make some 
decisions on the routine, and they were encouraged, when their mothers were ill, to 
bring their little brothers and sisters to school, and learn how to care for them. Babies 
were also received a few hours daily from the Regiment Hospital, so that the girls were 
well prepared for their future lives. Of course there was discipline, with clearly stated 
punishments, but Caroline told her teachers to remember that "children learn more 
from example than precept"; and to the children she said - "think if your mother should 
be ill, how happy it would make you to nurse her and make her nice jellies and light 
puddings!" A little reflection will show how useful skills, a sense of responsibility, and 
natural motivation through family love were all woven into the school day. 
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The school, which included children of mixed race, and of one-parent families, was a 
great success, but in 1838 its foundress had to say goodbye to it. Her husband had been 
given sick leave, and they decided to spend it in Australia's healthy climate. 

2. ARRIVAL IN AUSTRALIA 

They reached Sydney in September 1838, to find a very stratified society in process 
of change. The convict era was nearing its end in New South Wales and a period of 
prosperity was giving way to the depression of the 'hungry forties'. 

The squatters had taken their flocks and herds far inland and needed a constant 
supply of labour, which convicts could not now fill. Two systems (the Government and 
the Bounty) of bringing in free settlers had been tried. Annoyed at constant complaints 
about their number and suitability, the Governor had agreed to a large influx of Bounty 
migrants. In the time lag between his approval and their arrival the depression had set 
in, and so large numbers of bewildered people were 'tipped out' on to Australia's shores 
to fend for themselves. Single men fared best. Married men whose families would have 
to be fed were at a strong disadvantage, but were lent Government tents. 

Unfortunate Girls 

Most unfortunate were the single girls who had been sent out to balance the sexes 
in Australia. No doubt they did this, but more often as prostitutes than as wives. No 
concern was shown for their welfare as, young and penniless in a strange land, often in 
poor health and bedraggled clothing after the long voyage, they fell prey to exploiters, 
male and female. Many, perhaps from necessity, perhaps with a virtue unappreciated by 
Sydney citizens, who branded all with the one brush, tried to exist in groups in the 
public domain. 

Mrs Chisholm was now living at Windsor. Her third son Henry had been born in 
1839, and in 1840 when her husband had to return to his Regiment she remained with 
her children in Australia. In his usual generous way he had assisted a group of 
unemployed fellow-Highlanders. He had noted his wife's concern for migrant girls and 
pointed out the whole migration situation as a field for her energies. How prophetic this 
was he may not have realised, but ten years later, at the height of her fame, she recalled 
it in a speech she made at Cork. 

Small Beginnings 

She began by befriending two girls. One was a Catholic and one a Protestant and 
she took them home with her. Two characteristics of her work stand out at once - 'no 
discrimination', and 'family-care'. She found work for as many girls as she could and 
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took up to ten into her home, but their number increased to 600. One girl, fainting with 
hunger, was put in the stocks when she could not pay the fine for her alleged 
drunkenness. Another, who had been abandoned by her 'gentleman' friend was saved 
from committing suicide by Caroline, who felt this incident to be something of a 
'pointer' for her. Her own sensitiveness to public opinion faded before "Flora's 
desperation," she said, "Fear left me". 

Clearly some large-scale plan was needed, and now came the moment of decision. 
Whether to turn from a time-consuming charitable sideline to a complete commitment 
of all the time and energy consistent with care of her children - knowing from her Indian 
years that she was capable of caring for girls, and knowing without pride, that there was 
no one else in New South Wales able and willing to do so? 

Men of state were seemingly unconcerned, though subsequent events showed that 
many Christian consciences were not dead but only dormant and glad to be awakened. 
The ladies of the colony were unprepared for any public step, afraid of impropriety, and 
very conscious of religious divisions. 

A group of them, among whom was Lady O'Connell, wife of the military 
commander, and daughter of Bligh of 'Bounty' fame, did give her moral and financial 
support, but no friend could be found to accompany her to the newspaper office, where 
she sought to publicise the sad state of migrant girls. Clearly she had to go it alone. 

She wrote: 

I was impressed with the idea, that God had, in a peculiar manner, fitted me 
for this work; and yet I hesitated. . . . My delay pressed on my mind as a sin; and 
when I heard of a poor girl suffering distress and losing her reputation in 
consequence, I felt that I was not clear of her sin, for I did not do all I could to 
prevent it.  

The year was 1841. 

During the season of Lent of that year, I suffered much; but on the Easter 
Sunday, I was enabled, at the altar of our Lord, to make an offering of my talents 
to the God who gave them. 

I promised to know neither country nor creed, but to try and serve all justly 
and impartially. I asked only to be enabled to keep these poor girls from being 
tempted, by their need, to mortal sin; and resolved that to accomplish this, I 
would in every way sacrifice my feelings - surrender all comfort - nor, in fact, 
consider my own wishes or feelings, but wholly devote myself to the work I had in 
hand. 
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I felt my offering was accepted, and that God's blessing was on my work. 

3. HER GREAT WORK 

With a new sense of vocation she plunged into the work that was eventually to 
make her famous, and an inspiration to all who try to follow the commandment of love. 

Shelter and Settlement of Migrant Girls 

Its beginning was in a rat-infested old building which the Governor grudgingly 
allowed her to use. Here she established a registry office and a temporary shelter for 
girls. She called it a 'Home', a term which even some of her supporters found a little 
affected and sentimental. 'Asylum', 'Refuge' or 'Barracks' would have been more usual, 
but her choice was deliberate. She meant to give motherly protection to her girls. They 
are seen around her on our first $5 note, against a backdrop of the wharves and sailing 
ships of early Sydney. 

Work, she had discovered in her inquiries, was available in the country. Having 
arranged by letter to send her first party of girls to carefully selected homes, and having 
arranged travel for them in the drays that were returning to the country after bringing 
down the wool, she was dismayed when the girls refused at the last moment to go. 

They were too afraid of the bush, of the bunyips, the snakes, the bushrangers! She 
decided that she must go with them, and so began her famous bush journeys. She 
followed her Indian habit of early rising and afternoon rest. 

Judge Roger Therry, abroad on legal business, met her on the track one morning. 

I remember as though it were yesterday, meeting her on the Goulburn road, 
as early as 5 o'clock in the morning, when the first burst of an Australian spring 
loads the air with perfume . . . 

This was the scene I encountered. Mrs Chisholm herself, wrapped in a loose 
cloak, was seated on the top of a dray, laden with casks and bales of goods - 
provisions for a settler, at Goulburn. Beside her and around her were seated 12 or 
14 young girls. 

Alongside of the dray walked about 30 others. They travelled on 'the ride and 
walk plan,' the walking girls taking their seats on the dray in turns, after a walk of 
four or five miles - the perched-up ones descending to take their place on the 
road. 
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These girls Mrs Chisholm was taking to distribute to the interior, where she 
had previously procured employment for them in families whose good reputation 
she had carefully ascertained. 

As might be expected many of these girls were very soon married, but they had not 
married hastily for some sort of security, or been 'grabbed' at the ship's side. They had 
made their own choice from the security of a good home and with a little money of their 
own. No doubt the good woman to whom each girl had been entrusted, watched over 
her choice, and arranged the wedding feast, complete with poultry and cake. How 
different from what these girls might have experienced in the cruel poverty of the old 
world, or from the moral heartlessness of the migration system! 

The Irish Orphans 

Many were Irish orphans, and in his book 'The Irish in Australia' (1887) J. F. Hogan 
says that in fitting the girls to preside over happy homes of their own: 

Mrs Chisholm conferred an amount of good on our race that is simply 
incalculable . . . There are thousands of homesteads on Australian soil today that 
in all human probability would never have been erected but for her loving and 
practical philanthropy. 

Caroline's care for the Irish girls brought her a certain amount of criticism, but true 
to her principle of no discrimination, and her self-confessed love of justice, she stood by 
them when they were rejected for positions. Some were very hurt; others were equal to 
the situation. She noted: 

. . . The Irish feel these things keenly. One poor girl called on me to tell me she 
must leave her place. 'Why?' 'From the morning till the night, my mistress is 
flinging at my country; and it's the country to love, ma'am - ah! you have never 
seen it, or you would see I could not stay;' and this warm-hearted lover of her 
country cried as though her heart would break. The poor have feelings - the rich 
should respect them. 

I had a strong Irish party in the office, when a lady came for a servant - none but 
English would suit her. 

I was astonished to see a merry, laughing-eyed lass, from Tipperary, go to her and 
make her curtsey. "Are you from England?" "Sure, 'tis from Liverpool I come.': The 
engagement was made in a few minutes. I called the girl into my own room to 
speak to her regarding the deception. "Oh, sure, ma'am, you'll not take the bread 
out of my mouth; don't you see the lady don't know the difference; it's only that 
she wants to be in the fashion; I'll make her a good servant never fear." I did not 
choose to be a party to this deception; but the girl had stated that she came from 



CANISIUS PRESS - CAROLINE CHISHOLM  

 

WWW.STMARYSWESTMELBOURNE.ORG   Page 8 of 23 

Liverpool; and, though I explained to her mistress she had only been there ten 
days; the lady was satisfied - so was I. 

Gratitude came not only from the Irish girls but from all. In the seven months during 
which she lived at the 'Home' Caroline noted down that she had received 51 pieces of 
wedding cake and 47 bridal favours (keepsakes). Esther Morley had walked seven miles 
to present her with a bunch of wildflowers; Widow - had brought in a 41b. jar of butter; 
A. E. twelve eggs; E. N. four oranges, and so on. 

Provision for Her Own Family 

At this stage some people may ask what sort of a mother this woman, so engrossed 
in the care of others, was to her own children. She began by having all three children 
with her in Sydney, but found she could not care adequately for them at the Home, so 
she parted with them one by one and sent them back to Windsor where she knew they 
would be 'kindly treated' by her friend Miss Galvin. She said this was the hardest 
sacrifice God asked of her, and she parted with her two year old only when a poor 
Scottish mother camped in one of the tents came to ask for a clean gown 'to make my 
dead bairn decent'. There was an epidemic among the children and Caroline was forced 
to realise that her own baby would be safer in the country. 

She closed the Home as soon as the crisis was over, and with her children, moved 
into Sydney (Petersham) from which she kept the registry office open. 

Assistance for Thousands 

During these years (1841-4) she assisted the amazing total of 14,000 people. Over 
11,000 were newcomers, the rest ‘old hands’ in the colony. She had soon extended her 
care to family people, especially those with large numbers of young children, whom she 
called 'the heavy families'. (Children of 10 years or more were considered able to work 
in some capacity.) She found work for them by appealing to the spirit of liberality, of 
manliness, among the better landholders. She knew she could expect nothing from 
those whom she called the 'grinders'. She also managed to help single men, whether 
emancipists, Ticket of Leave men, or newly arrived weavers or unemployed graduates. 
One of her most remarkable feats must have been placing forty tailors around the 
country - at all sorts of work initially, but most soon got sewing to do. The work 
contracts were made out in triplicate, with a copy each for employer, employee and Mrs 
Chisholm. 

This down-to-earth practicality of Mrs Chisholm balances the romantic, but equally 
true picture of her as a good-looking redhead riding a fine white horse through the 
bush, and, if not actually righting wrongs, certainly preventing them from happening. 
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A Series of "Firsts" 

Some of her achievements of these years constitute 'firsts' in Australia. 

With the help of a printed questionnaire she attempted the first non-government 
social survey. 

In 1842 she published our first woman's book, Female Immigration, in which a very 
personal and humorous account of her experiences is used as an introduction to some 
hard hitting criticism of bounty migration. 

This book was dedicated to the clergy of Australia - all of them together. Certainly 
an unusual gesture for 1842, but all had assisted her. Clergy of all denominations made 
donations. The Rev. Robert Allwood of St James audited her accounts, and, with Fr 
Murphy, gave religious instruction at the little school she had established for the 
children of migrants. The two visited their flocks at the Home twice a week. 

Caroline Chisholm was the first woman to assist Government in Australia (as far as 
was possible, for one with no vote) by appearing before three Enquiries into 
Immigration. Her printed evidence provides much accurate information. 

When the 1844 enquiry wanted to ascertain the numbers of un-employed, she was 
able to state that 83 single and 489 married men (totaling with their dependants 2,034 
persons distressed) had registered at her office. If migrants were wanted, she could tell 
of the poor shepherd on his Ticket of Leave who wanted to have his family brought out. 

When the poor man spoke of his wife and children, trickling proofs gave evidence 
of his affectionate feelings, and in the most earnest manner he entreated me that 
I would spare no trouble to get his wife and children sent out to him. I promised to 
see them and do all I could. 

Her clients included 'lifers' and men coming back to NSW after serving a sentence 
on Norfolk Island. These, she said, were reluctant to talk, and one can guess that such a 
tactful person did not press them. 

Her determined love of justice led her to instigate the prosecution of the Captain 
and mate of the 'Carthaginian', on which a migrant girl, Margaret Bolton, had been 
badly treated. To the general, surprise each received a sentence of six months and a fine 
of £50. This case had wide effects. 

It may also be claimed that Caroline Chisholm, always the friend of the working 
man, was the first to set down clearly a minimum family wage. She calculated that a 
man with a wife and three children (each child to have a half-ration and no tea!) would 
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need £21 2s 6d a year for food alone. Obviously such a man could not take a job in the 
bush for less. 

She was honourably mentioned in despatches, from the Governor, Sir George 
Gipps, to the Home Government, and was officially thanked in return for her help in the 
emergency situation. 

Written Submissions 

While so busy with practical work she had found time to clarify her principles, and 
put into writing her plans for the good of Australia. It was nation building in theory and 
in practice and she often reiterated - the good of the whole is my object'. She pointed 
out that Australia could well do without single 'hands' and needed well-chosen girls, and 
families who should be advised to work for wages for a few years and then be enabled 
to get their own land. She wrote: 

The moralist, as he views with painful concern the monstrous disparity of the 
sexes in this Colony, will take into mature consideration the best, the speediest 
and most legitimate mode of removing this fearful anomaly, by introducing that 
equalization which has been ordained by an all wise Providence; he will estimate 
the weight of the objection which exists against employing married couples, who 
have children, and show how far this crying shame affects our population, and is 
gradually demoralizing a virtuous people . . . 

. . . Australia can boast of her high-spirited sons - her virtuous daughters - her 
sunny clime - her rich pastures - her ships laden with her wool - her cattle wild and 
countless on her mountains - her sheep crowd her hills, and seek shelter of her 
valleys; she can grow her own sugar - make her own wine - press her own oil - 
spin her own cotton - weave her own wool - grow her own corn - but, until 
Australia can prove that she can rear her own children - that God's blessings are 
not considered 'ENCUMBRANCES', she will never be able to sustain her proud 
position, or be competent to defend the noble harbour which Providence has 
given her. 

To improve the moral condition of these people is my object; to break up the 
Bachelor Stations, my design, - happy homes my reward. To give the shepherd a 
good wife is to make a gloomy miserable hut a cheerful and contented home; to 
introduce married families into the interior is to make Squatters' Stations fit 
abodes for Christian men. 

She added, emphatically. 

. . . If the happiness of her own children does not induce England to adopt prompt 
measures to secure this blessing to the Colony, the gradual destruction and 
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extermination of the Aborigines DEMAND it from her justice!! 

She addressed a letter on the Australian situation to the Colonial Secretary in 
England, saying firmly 'You must not despise my information merely because a Lady 
gives it', but she felt that someone was needed to promote better migration at the point 
of embarkation; and this she decided to do herself 

4. RETURN TO ENGLAND 

Archibald Chisholm returned in 1845 to find his wife known and loved throughout 
New South Wales. He brought gifts from India for people such as Dr, Nicholson who had 
been so helpful to her. He had now retired from the Army and had turned down the 
offer of a good commercial job in Calcutta because of his wife's involvement in 
Australia. From then on they lived on his military pension. He helped her collect some of 
the answers to her questionnaire, (the 'short and simple annals of 'the poor' as one 
writer called them), which Statements she intended to use as publicity for Australia in 
the old world. With the good wishes of all, the Chisholms sailed in April 1846. 

Perhaps it was because of the repeated delays in the sailing date that her fourth son 
was bora on the voyage. The mother was ill and the baby survived on goat's milk - all the 
passengers saving scraps for the goat. The circumstances were unfortunate for this 
mother and baby, but fortunate for many to come, for if it was hard for a cabin 
passenger with all possible care, what of the poor migrant women in the crowded holds 
of dirty ships? Their welfare became a special concern of Caroline, and later she was 
able to reduce the death rate dramatically. 

She arrived in England with several tasks ahead of her and her Australian reputation 
of little avail. Sir George Gipps had retired to England and would probably have 
supported her, but he died soon after his return. With a letter of introduction and a lot 
of determination she set to work. 

Reunion of Families 

She first obtained a passage to Australia for the stranded families of some 
ex-convicts. This meant "many a weary cold walk through sleet and snow" on her visits 
to Government offices, but bureaucracy yielded to her tact and patience. Most of these 
families came over from Ireland. They had first to be provided with clothing, for which 
she thanked a Mr Brooks of Sydney and a Mr Silver of Cornhill, and then her good 
husband had to escort them (and pay their fares), down to the female convict ship 
bound for Van Diemen's Land. One wife confided that it was 21 years to the day since 
she parted from her husband. 
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Concern for Children 

Next, or rather concurrently, Caroline traced the children left behind by bounty 
migrants. She had obtained all their particulars before leaving Australia, and their 
parents there had been told to write to the guardians. One man wrote to his brother 
about 'our dear little child Mary Ann'. 

. . . I hope her grandmother will have no hesitation in sending her - if she do not 
send the child to us she will deceive us very much, but i hope she would not be so 
inhuman as not to send her - she will have no excuse as i sent them what will 
prepare her, and that is all that is required. Government will give them all a free 
Passage, and Mrs Chisholm will see that she will be taken care of on the voyage . .  

 In Australia Sir George Gipps had altered the bounty regulations to allow for the 
passage of these children - quite a concession, as their parents in desperation had to 
some extent filled in forms untruthfully. 

The first children, on the Sir Edward Parry, arrived at Melbourne in 1848. They had 
been cared for by a carefully chosen doctor, teacher and matron; not one had died. 
Parents and relatives came from Portland, Kilmore and 'the Barrabool Hills near 
Geelong' etc. to claim the children from the ship, which then went on to Sydney. Surely 
this beautiful incident should be part of our folklore, and known to our children today. 

Emigration Plans 

While working for these two projects Caroline was also attempting to sow in the 
minds of the authorities the need for a national emigration plan. Lord Grey received her 
courteously and invited her to address him in writing. In her letter she begged him to 
provide passages for the many who were already writing daily to her, - country 
labourers and whole families, often with relatives ready to help them in Australia. Their 
case was urgent 'during the present lamentable distress, that afflicts parts of the United 
Kingdom, particularly Ireland.' This was the year of the terrible potato famine. She also 
offered to help in the selection of girl migrants. 

"The disparity of the sexes causes misery and crimes, and with a hope of removing 
to some extent this crying and national evil, I beg most respectfully to say that I 
would feel disposed to co-operate in finding a remedy by making a selection of 
young women of good character as Free Emigrants to Australia . . ." 

They could find work as domestic servants, but mainly they were needed as wives 
for emancipists. It was wrong to think that these often decent men should be satisfied 
with convict: women, who were usually prostitutes. But emigrant girls needed 
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protection, and she offered the benefit of her experience. Earl Grey thanked her but did 
not take up her offer. 

From then on she put her energy into a plan of her own. With the help of her 
husband and a group of concerned people she founded the Family Colonization Loan 
Society which assisted the free migration of hopeful unbroken families. 

Her Family Life 

During these years her two daughters were born, Caroline in 1848, and Monica in 
1851, by which time their mother was forty-three. Her boys were in their early teens 
and beginning to help their parents with their huge correspondence. With such a busy 
household, Caroline took care to see that family life did not suffer. Time was set aside 
every day for the children and Eneas MacKenzle, a frequent visitor, wrote 'All the vast 
accumulation of exciting business never yet distracted the eye and mind of the mother 
from her most sacred charge.' 

During her English years Caroline must have spent long hours writing. She began 
with a series of sixteen articles about Australia which Douglas Jerrold published in his 
weekly magazine - early public relations work for the land which was still regarded as a 
convict settlement. Like all she wrote, it combined general ideas with touches of human 
interest to bring them to life. She advised the new immigrant not to invest all his capital 
at once, though even losses might well be recouped. 

Such are the capabilities of that country, that, as a merry Jack-tar I met in the 
bush, one of Nelson's Victory boys - he was then but a powder-boy, and saw the 
hero fall - very aptly and characteristically expressed himself 'If a man does 
tumble down in this colony he has only to get up again; with a little spirit he will 
soon be all right'. 

She quoted here a few of her Statements. She had been unable to find a sponsor for 
their publication as a whole and could not afford it herself, and so this goldmine of 
Australian social history was lost. 

A German vigneron from Upper Saxony, working for Mr McArthur of Camden 
stated: 

I am very glad I came to this colony; no one gets such wages in my own country as 
I do here, I get fifty pounds and a share of the vine cuttings ... I get also 10 lbs 
meat and 22 lbs flour a week . . . the common wine in this country is better than 
the common wine in Germany ... I have a spring cart to take my wife to church. 

 His wife added that they lived well and saved all their wages. 
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Concern for the Hungry 

In 1847 Mrs Chisholm published a pamphlet entitled 'Emigration and Transportation 
relatively considered'. It was in the form of an open letter to Earl Grey, and was part of 
the Anti-Transportation Movement, but much more than that. 

It was a plea for the hungry of the old world. She asked - 

 Is it not a lamentable thought, that deaths should daily result from starvation 
among British subjects, while in this valuable colony good wheat is rotting on the 
ground for the want of hands to gather it in . . . Let me then, in the name of 
suffering humanity, entreat of your Lordship to take into mature and immediate 
consideration, this demand for labour - this fearful waste of human food and 
withal the vast capabilities of our Australasian Colonies. 

She was horrified by the Irish famine, and the distress in Scotland and England, and 
saw migration as a way in which Australia's plenty could be used to feed the world, for 
as she put it, "You cannot by an Act of Parliament put a boundary to God's Providence 
and say 'thus far shall you go and no further'." 

She pointed out also that 'the social wants of the people must be considered' in 
founding a new nation. Good women were needed to be the mothers of 'a great and 
good nation'. She told of the emancipist father who had made a journey of over 100 
miles to ask her to find a wife for his son. "If", said he, "You could only get me a good 
girl; if I could see my son married to a good woman, then I should die in peace." 

Transportation was evil in that it broke up families, but so did the present 
emigration, in which young children and aged parents were separated from their 
'natural supporters'. In the colonies children were sometimes without a teacher, and 
flocks, a pastor, for clergymen and teachers were not 'hands' to make money. An 
ignorant people could result, and, she remarked, "Ignorance among the poor is a 
national source of lamentation; (as indeed it was at that time) but ignorance among a 
moneyed class is a much more serious evil." A valueless affluent society - does it remind 
us of anything? 

Men of large capital in Australia would see to it that they got labour somehow (in 
other places the need "did much to rivet the chains of slavery", but slavery and free 
emigration could not long exist together. A small hint of slave-labour had indeed been 
introduced into Australia in the form of assigned labour, coolie labour, Pacific island 
labour, and Caroline Chisholm wanted to avoid that "accursed thraldom" in her adopted 
country. Her broad interests in human welfare can be seen from one small remark. 
While mourning the deaths of babies, and their burial at sea she added, 'We may have 
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cast upon the waters a Mrs Fry, a Wilberforce, or a Clarkson.' Clarkson was an 
anti-slavery co-worker of Wilberforce. 

"The ABC of Colonization" 

Caroline's second pamphlet was called The ABC of Colonization, and true to its 
name it put forward some simple ideas, such as the stupidity of allowing character and 
initiative to deteriorate in poverty until the state had to pay for the transport of a 
convict, when it could have assisted the passage of a free man. Then there was the 
unnecessary grief caused by family separations. Family love - that feeling 

which a benign Providence for the wisest of designs, has implanted in the human 
heart, keeps the flame alive in the distant colonies; the child longs for the parent - 
the father or disconsolate mother sighs for the offspring . ,. . I have seen one poor 
man arrive here for his only boy - sought for him in his native place, Ireland, and 
could not find him, traced him after a painful inquiry to London - found him in a 
hospital on a sick bed, with his leg amputated, a complaint having been brought 
on through the want of parental care; after a time this fond father returned to 
Sydney with his boy. 

She apologised for relating such stories, pleading that from such instances "I am 
unable to separate myself." Womanlike, her feelings of compassion were aroused by the 
individual case rather than the statistics, and, like the good journalist she was, she knew 
that many of her readers would feel the same way. 

One writer said that Caroline Chisholm understood the secret workings of the 
human breast - in other words she understood human nature. One of her insights was 
to perceive the value of self help - a principle which is upheld by today's social workers 
as conducive to self esteem. Good natural motivation should not be sapped by 
over-protectiveness. 'Is it not our duty', she asked, 

"in every possible way to stimulate children to fulfil the laws of God and the 
dictates of nature by helping their parents and rescuing them from pauperism? 
We must be careful how we interfere with such sacred duties lest by an injudicious 
and ill-directed charity we retard and frustrate what we wish to promote." 

5. THE FAMILY COLONIZATION SOCIETY 

Her own Family Colonization Society was a pilot scheme demonstrating her ideals. It 
fostered the emigration of complete families, departing voluntarily, well prepared for 
the voyage, optimistic about the future, and guaranteed the necessary information on 
arrival. 
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What of the violent wrenching from their former associations? Her answer was 'the 
Group' a party of several families, chosen by herself for compatibility, who got to know 
each other at the informal meetings held at her home twice a month. 

 She felt that belonging to an association 'raises a working man in his own 
estimation', and that the prospect of once again becoming an adequate family provider 
made him feel 'as a man ought to feel'. One contemporary wrote that many friendships 
were formed in the back street at Islington and many 'a cheerless unsunned heart made 
to feel once more its relationship to humanity and to God, by the maternal tenderness 
of this good woman.' She planned that the Groups would help each other with children 
and cooking etc. on the ship, teach each other skills, such as carpentry, and perhaps 
form the nucleus of a village in Australia. It was a family-based society-in-miniature. 

Practical Help 

After the emigrants of her Society had saved the most part of their passage money, 
which she and her husband helped them to do by virtually conducting a small Savings 
Bank, they were allowed a small loan to complete it. This they were expected to repay 
within two years of their arrival in Australia. She had confidence in their honesty 
(reasonably well, but not completely justified) and in the incentives which their new 
homeland would give them - that 'wholesome stimulus to self-exertion', for, she said, 
with another of those insights that go deeper than the practical details of migration, 'we 
cannot really be great as a nation except every man be made to feel that his individual 
conduct is thrown into the national scale, unless he is made sensible that he forms one 
of the commonwealth, and is an acknowledged and known member of the community.' 

Not that Mrs Chisholm forgot the practical details - ever. She attended to 
everything from hiring a ship to having the luggage labels printed. She gave her people 
the most detailed advice, for example that they needed large-fitting light shirts, cotton 
gowns and roomy shoes for the tropics, and for the cold weather - well - 'when parties 
are short of money it is not necessary that they should buy those heavy pea-coats and 
jackets' - an old blanket cut up and sewn into the back of the waistcoat, inside the 
sleeves, and lining the knees of the trousers, would give all the warmth needed. She 
advised the women to empty every box at home before buying outfits and see what 
they could make do with. 'Many persons having money in their pocket and going into a 
shop - particularly parties who have not been accustomed to shopping - are persuaded 
to buy things which they could do without.' 
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Shipboard Health 

She was invited to Liverpool to give two lectures on shipboard health. Her own 
ships (ten in all) were provided with ample wholesome food and clean water, and with 
decent privacy in sleeping quarters. She saw to it that the properly qualified doctor had 
medicine and diet items for the sick, and on this occasion she gave special attention to 
mothers and babies. With the unaccustomed food and lack of exercise, with 
sea-sickness and not enough water for 'that refreshing wash', mothers were often 
unable to nurse their infants after about six weeks, and the voyage lasted at least 16 
weeks. She therefore provided special items for the mothers and supplementary food 
for the babies. But what saved most lives was probably her insistence on general 
hygiene. The provision of privies was something that shipowners tended to overlook 
unless firmly reminded. Baths were non-existent, but Mrs Chisholm told how to arrange 
a shower with a sheet across one corner of the wash house, itself an innovation of hers, 
and a holed tin of water overhead. 

Her ships were all of one class so that people were free to come on deck for fresh 
air and were not confined between-decks. Instead of a dark and dirty corner in the hold, 
the hospital area was clean and airy. The innovations drew thousands of people to look 
over these ships before they sailed. Mrs Chisholm together with leaders among the 
groups worked out rules to ensure harmony between people about to spend so long in 
each other's company. She exhorted them in her farewell speech to care for the orphan 
girls and lads who had been entrusted to them as though they were their own children, 
and she asked them to be the guardians of each others religious liberties. Religious 
tracts could be left on a certain shelf, but not handed out! Two of the ships, the Slains 
Castle and the Blundell had sailed, and the third, the Athenian was in preparation when 
news came of the discovery of gold in Australia, and 'the rest is history'. 

The 'Australia House' of the 'Fifties 

Mrs Chisholm's humble home at 3 Charlton Crescent, Islington became the Australia 
House of its day, with lines of people waiting to see her from early in the morning. She 
had a room set apart on the first floor and people sat on the uncarpeted stairway, in the 
narrow passage and flowed out into the street. Reporters were sent to interview Mrs 
Chisholm. They told of the spartan setting, the table groaning under piles of 
correspondence, the display of tin plates and mugs suitable for ship use, the model of a 
bunk, and the lifebuoy. 

As for Mrs Chisholm herself, those who imagined her to be like the well-known 
picture of her, mounted on a coal-black steed, attired in an elegant riding habit ('with 
the usual insufficiency of waist') and beckoning her emigrants across a river with her 
riding whip, could instead 
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imagine a sedate matronly lady, with eyes well set under a capacious forehead - 
orbs that seem to 'look you through' whilst addressing you - and withal a 
fascinating manner which at once seizes upon you and induces you to prolong 
your stay, and they will have a tolerable portrait of Mrs Chisholm. 

They added that Mrs Chisholm's mother, Mrs Jones, was still enjoying health and 
strength, and "doubtless feels an honest pride in witnessing the position which her 
daughter has so deservedly attained in the estimation of the British public". No doubt 
grandmother helped with the younger children during her daughter's visits to 
Government offices, to business firms, banks and to the docks. Caroline may also have 
had domestic help which would have been easily obtained. 

The house next door was occupied as temporary accommodation for intending 
migrants and Mackenzie tells us that Caroline would call in each evening to say an 
affectionate goodnight to the girls there, as she had at the Home in Sydney. On another 
occasion three families took a house together; two mothers went out to char while the 
third minded the children until sailing day. 

For the next couple of years fame was certainly hers. The London Times and other 
dailies gave her space. W. S. Landor wrote his Ode, calling her Australia's foundress; 
Punch's Carol on Caroline Chisholm saw her as "a second Moses in bonnet and shawl", 
Charles Dickens praised her Society, and the Queen's painter Hayter portrayed her. She 
was called in as a witness before two enquiries of the House of Lords (into the Penal 
System and Colonization from Ireland) and one of the House of Commons (into Emigrant 
ships). But in the midst of fame she carried on with her simple life. 

A Changing Scene 

The discovery of gold brought its changes. The Society decided it need no longer 
make loans, but needed a city office, and that an agent was urgently needed in 
Australia. Archibald Chisholm unselfishly set off to fill this unpaid position, first at 
Adelaide and then at Melbourne. His wife remained until she could satisfactorily hand 
over. 

During these years she visited many centres throughout England, and also in 
Scotland, Wales and Ireland, where she was given a civic reception at Cork in 1852, and 
supervised the departure of a migrant ship, the Peru. She advised young men to go to 
Australia and make a new home there for their families, so many of whom had suffered 
in the famine. It is interesting to note that Peter Lalor came to Australia on her ship the 
Scindian. 
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Some of her hints for goldfield life in Australia are interesting. The men must be 
prepared to do their own mending and washing. 'Instead of the usual box, think about a 
cask. It is cheaper, and at Melbourne where landing costs are so high, it could be rolled 
off the ship.' Later it could hold water, or provide two tubs, or be converted into a 
baby's cradle. People would be wise to spend a little more on a good tent before sailing. 
(Later a firm brought out a 'Chisholm Tent', but there is no indication that Mrs Chisholm 
gained from the use of her name!) 

During her lecture tours she revisited Brighton, and spoke at the Athenaeum, when 
economist Ricardo was in the chair. At the Mechanics Institute at her home town, 
Northampton, she received a good hearing, but, as often, there were sectarian 
undertones. 

Her Catholic religion was known, and affirmed by her at various times, but the 
absolute impartiality of her work, and the support of such figures as her patron, the 
great philanthropist Lord Shaftesbury - no lover of Catholics, on his own admission - 
saved her from much bitterness. More than one Protestant clergyman defended her, 
one in spite of threats, which fact might be remembered when recalling the well-known 
animosity of Dr J. D. Lang in both England and Australia. Even Dr Lang's shafts were 
directed more at the Church which he imagined to be manipulating her than at herself 
personally. In fact their ideas on migration were almost identical, and in old age each 
had a good word to say for the other. 

Visit to Europe 

Caroline also visited France and Rome, where she went to bring home her second 
son William who had been studying for the priesthood but whose health had 
deteriorated. She had an audience with Pope Pius IX who praised her work for 
humanity, with a special mention of her promotion of agriculture. He presented her 
with a gold medal and an alabaster bust of herself, still treasured by the Chisholm 
family. To conclude the story of William - he helped his mother in London and was a 
favourite with the migrants. In Melbourne his marriage to a migrant girl was celebrated 
at St Francis' Church, but within a year or two William was dead. His baby daughter, 
Caroline's first grandchild, died in her first year, and eventually the young widow 
became a Sister of Charity. 

Return to Australia 

Caroline was now ready to return to Australia. A prominent ship-builder, W. S. 
Lindsay, built two ships to her specifications. In one of these, the ' Caroline Chisholm' he 
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intended to send her home to a mighty welcome in the promised land. But a period of 
euphoria was shattered by the Crimean war. 

 All shipping was diverted - the Caroline Chisholm became a horse transport under 
another name. It was many months before Caroline and her five children - her eldest 
son having joined his father - were able to leave on the Ballarat, at considerable 
expense. 

She arrived 'home' in July 1854. Many diggers were down at the wharf to greet her 
and the Age and Argus had leading articles on 'Our Benefactress'. The family lived first in 
Flinders Lane, and later kept a store at 268 Elizabeth Street.' There was a 'welcoming 
soiree' in the Mechanics Institute in Collins Street (on the site of the present Athenaeum 
Theatre). Realising that the Chisholms had impoverished themselves over the years the 
Government and people supplied the funds to enable the purchase of the store. 
Caroline continued to keep a motherly eye on emigrant girls, and supported the 
'Unlock-the-Land Movement', for she was dismayed at, and to some extent criticised for 
not having warned against the difficulty newcomers found in getting land. 

The Shelter Sheds 

She is best known in Victoria for the Shelter Sheds which she felt were badly 
needed after her visit to the goldfields. It was once again a case of broken families 
needing a little help, for while fathers were at Bendigo or Ballarat their families 
remained in Melbourne. The road was too bad and too dangerous, and Cobb's fares 
were too high for most. 

 Caroline, who had had a railway pass in England, found herself back with a horse 
and cart on a dirt road. She saw the 'bearded diggers go, upon the road to Bendigo', but 
she also saw a poor woman with five children sitting in the rain when her cart was stuck 
in the mud. Needless to say, she managed to deal with the situation. "Fortunately the 
rain cleared off, and I heard the well-known sound of bells, bullock bells!" The driver 
was cross when first asked to assist, but the sight of the little children, with the baby at 
the breast, persuaded him - "What wonderful power God has given little children". Soon 
the poor woman had food and fire, and her helpers remarked 'Now you'll be snug and 
comfortable', so great did the contrast appear." It was for people like this that the 
cheap, safe accommodation of the shelter sheds, with their wood and water supplied, 
must have been a blessing. 

6. LAST DAYS 

With increasing years and some ill-health, as well as disappointment with young 
Victoria's migration policy, Mrs Chisholm retired from public life. 
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She lived for a time at Kyneton, and then the family moved back to Sydney, in 
straitened circumstances like so many in the post-goldrush slump. 

Her eldest son, a clever young man who had failed to be elected to Victoria's first 
Parliament, obtained a position in Sydney. Her second son had died in Melbourne. Her 
third got a military position and partly to make ends meet and partly for the education 
of her daughters, Mrs Chisholm opened a girls school. 

She tried her hand at writing a serial (Little Joe) for Henry Parkes' paper the Empire; 
she gave a few public lectures and wrote a letter or two to the papers, making a total of 
over forty since her first effort twenty years earlier. Her good husband, now getting on 
in years, earned what he could. 

Eventually they took their teenage girls for a trip to the old country, from which 
Caroline's illness prevented their return. She suffered from heart trouble, and without 
modern treatment, had to spend several bed-ridden years in poor circumstances. For 
one who had been always on the move through an eventual life, this confinement in a 
tiny room with no view was hard to bear. But perhaps it was the final test for one who 
always strove to do God's will. Her daughters remarked on their mother's sweetness of 
temperament. 

Death 

She died on 25 March 1877 and was buried as she had wished, at her home town, 
Northampton. Before her death she received the sacraments of the Church, and was 
buried from the pro-Cathedral, whose very existence was a sign of the changes that had 
come with the Oxford Movement. But Caroline had come into the Church in an 
individual way, through her marriage to a member of a faithful family. Her great work 
could not have been done without his generous co-operation. He died a few months 
after his wife and they are buried together. 

Her death occasioned laudatory articles in the English papers, but nothing in 
Australia. Perhaps some families chose to forget their humble origins, though to be one 
of 'Mrs Chisholm's people' could really be a mark of worth. 

POSTSCRIPT 

 After World War II and the migration program, interest in Australian history and in 
the Chisholm story revived. In 1967 her face was chosen to appear on our first $5 note. 
And as noticed earlier, Vatican II gave us new insights. The Document on the Laity made 
its appearance. Read it through with Caroline Chisholm in mind, and its ideals will seem 
to have been fulfilled in one life at least. 
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To some people today she is a very special person. They see her, as her 
contemporaries did, as someone doing God's work in a special way. Robert Lowe called 
her The guardian angel of her helpless sex; another poet, signing himself 'Snowy River, 
wrote in 1861 that the happy homes she had helped establish on the sunny plains of 
New South Wales would be her future 'shrines'; Henry Kendall called her 'God's servant'; 
Michelet called her Australia's one saint, and one legend; The Westminster' Review 
declared her to be 'A true, queenly woman, and by divine right, too!'; and Walter Savage 
Landor, portraying her as standing at the helm of the ship Australia, wrote: 

'. . . Yes, that helm A woman guides, but One above guides her.' 

Perhaps the words of Sir John Heaton, written in 1901 just after Federation, will 
come true one day. 

This island continent has not had time to reckon up its worthies. Some day we 
shall see statues of Cook, Phillip, King, Macarthur, Burke, Wills, Parkes, Dalley, 
Kendall, Lindsay Gordon, Marcus Clarke and others, chiselled by native sculptors 
from the marble of the Australian Alps gleaming white and immortal in a national 
Walhalla. And I shall not be surprised to see in that day the figure of the saintly 
Caroline Chisholm adorning a window of the metropolitan cathedral, and casting 
a dim religious light on the kneeling worshippers below, just as the transparent 
beauty of her character irradiated all about her lifetime. 

If Caroline were to be canonized it would be fulfilling the Pope's wish that a wider 
spectrum of countries and callings be found in the calendar of the saints. 

Where else do we find a married laywoman using her gift; of heart, mind and will so 
consistently and fruitfully in God's service? Certainly there must be many hidden saints, 
but for that very reason we cannot know about them. 

One theme of the prayers for All Saints Day is that praise is given to God, and 
inspiration to his people, through the witness of a good life. 

Think of Caroline Chisholm's work for migrants, her concern for family welfare, her 
action for world development, her rejection of discrimination, her hopes and fears for 
Australia - all are with us today. 

Think of her truly womanly nature, her strong-willed rejection of selfishness, her 
warm human sympathies, her fearless expression of Christian views on questions of her 
day, her firm Catholicity combined with respect and co-operation with other faiths, and 
last, but certainly not least, her devotion as a wife and mother, and we have a model for 
women in today's world. 
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Her writings are full of the Christian principles of social justice. Her life was a simple 
response to the invitation 'Love thy neighbour'. It was not directed merely to supplying 
material needs, but to saving the soul from sin, and to providing the conditions for 
future virtue. 

The Laity Document of Vatican II tells us that the renewal of the temporal order is 
the proper work of the laity. It also reminds us that good works must not be denuded of 
their spiritual content. Her work need fear no examination under this light. She said that 
she felt it had been given her to do by "One who never allows his servants to stand still 
for want of materials". There is still plenty of material available. 
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