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INTRODUCTION 
 
The history of Convent School education in Furness 
cannot be told in isolation.  
 
It will be difficult for young readers of this e -book to 
imagine the first convent girls living in a world without 
computers, televisions, washing machines, fridge-
freezers, central heating, double glazing, fitted carpets, 
supermarkets, fast food and mobile phones. Only the 
wealthy owned cars and telephones. The school leaving 
age was fourteen and only a privileged few stayed on to 
go to college or university; these pupils were educated 
at the Convent Schools or Grammar Schools. 
 
Crosslands Convent had its official opening 29 June 
1929 ï the year of the Wall Street Stock Market crash. 
Years of depression followed. Full employment took 
place during the war years (1939ï1945). The 50s saw 
the coronation of Queen Elizabeth 11 and the first 12 
inch black and white televisions were bought to witness 
this event (1953) ï with one channel! Before convent 
school education ended in 1979, the following events 
had taken place: the ñswinging sixtiesò with the birth of 
free love and the permissive society, performances by 
the Beatles, Rolling Stones, and Elvis, the wearing of 
miniskirts and tights. President Kennedy had been 
assassinated in 1963; England had won the World Cup 
by beating Germany in 1966 and in 1969 man had set 
foot on the moon.   
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In the 70s modern computing was born, microwave 
ovens and cassette tapes surged into popularity and the 
first video - cassette recorders were introduced. By this 
time almost every home had a colour television with four 
channels and many homes had cars and telephones. 
And, in 1979, Margaret Thatcher became Britainôs first 
female Prime Minister. For a comprehensive time line of 
this period 1929ï79 ñGoogleò useful dates in British 
History.  
 
Some significant dates in the history of Furness precede 
each decade of Convent School memoirs.    
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ORIGINS OF THE ORDER 
 
THE HISTORICAL ROOTS OF THE SACRED HEART OF 
MARY (RSHM) 
 
1789 - The outbreak of the French Revolution 
 
1802-1815 - The Napoleonic Wars 
 
France was a restless country damaged by war. This 
was an era of doubt and scepticism and much poverty. 
Our story begins at this time. In 1802 Jean Pierre 
Gailhac was born in Béziers, an ancient city in the south 
of France, a few miles from the Mediterranean Sea. His 
esteemed family had lost all its wealth during the 
Revolution. He was deeply affected by events and from 
childhood desired to change things. He became a priest 
and returned to Béziers to work tirelessly for the poor. 
He became chaplain to a hospital which housed the sick, 
the destitute and abandoned. He opened a refuge for 
women and an orphanage for boys. He appealed to 
every class of society for help.   

 
The story now leads to his best friend Eugene Curé, a 
wealthy lawyer and his beautiful wife Apollonie Pélissier 
who was equally rich. The young couple built him a 
chapel, round in design, to signify unity, continuity, and 
eternity. However tragedy struck and Eugene Curé died 
suddenly. The grief stricken Apollonie begged Père 
(Father) Gailhac to let her help with his work. He had 
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long realised the value of women in society and readily 
agreed. In 1848 Père Gailhac founded the Religious of 
the Sacred Heart of Mary (RSHM), devoted to the 
education of women and girls. He was their spiritual 
director and drafted the Rule of the Congregation. He 
chose the colour blue, the colour of the Blessed Virgin 
for the nunsô habits and stated that only a silver cross, 
an empty cross, (as it was to be their cross), trefoil in 
design, was to be worn appended to a heart shaped 
medallion; one side stamped with the head of Christ and 
the other side with the head of the Blessed Virgin, 
inscribed ñHere is our modelò. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

The cross and medallion. 
Ut Vitam Habeant ï that they might have life.  
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Founder and Foundress 

 
Apollonie, so important in this story, became Mere St. 
Jean. She used her wealth to buy lands for the Mother 
House in Béziers, and founded the Noviciate of the 
Order of the Sacred Heart of Mary. Mere (Mother) St. 
Jean and her friends formed the nucleus of the 
community; they dedicated themselves to Christian 
education for women and girls.   

 
The first school was opened in Béziers. The noviciate 
was open to all countries and many women came to 
train there, seeking a religious life combined with 
education. The Religious of the Sacred Heart of Mary 
responded readily to invitations from other countries and 
cities to found schools. They were quite undaunted by 
their tasks, showing great courage and dignity.   
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From 1870 to 1886 schools were opened in Portugal and 
a group of nuns were chosen to open a school and 
convent in Lisburn, Ireland. Sometimes they faced 
opposition, but with time, became extremely valued. In 
Lisburn the windows of the school were broken and the 
police were called. The canny nuns gave them glasses of 
porter and they became friends of the police forever!  
Chance brought the nuns to England. A sick nun was 
being taken home from the continent to Ireland. Arriving 
in Liverpool they found they had missed the boat. 
Forced to stay in the city they met Father Kelly  who 
asked them to send nuns to Liverpool. Père Gailhac gave 
the project his blessing. 
 

One Sunday in 1872, after Benediction, seven nuns were 
driven by horse and carriage to the railway station. They 
calmly waited for the boat to Liverpool  as safely tucked 
away in their bags were tickets for the journey to this 
famous north-west city. Père Gailhac had proudly 
announced ñThe English Flag is our Flag too!ò Quite 
undaunted, the nuns started their work in the city 
schools.  
 
Later the convent became too small, and in 1882, 
Seafield Park was purchased in one of the most beautiful 
suburbs of the city (Crosby). Seafield Convent Grammar 
School was attended in the 60s by Cherie Blair, wife of 
former Prime Minister, Tony Blair. She recently revisited 
her old school (in a Channel 4 documentary) ï now the 
upper school of the Sacred Heart Catholic College. This 
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was created from the amalgamation in 1976 of Seafield 
Convent Grammar School and St. Bedeôs Secondary 
Modern. Nuns of the Sacred Heart of Mary are no longer 
there 
 
Schools were opened in Paris (1923) and in Rome 
(1930), and, in 1897 in BarrowïinïFurness.  
 
 

 
 

Altar- Convent Chapel 
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THE CONVENT SCHOOLS OF FURNESS 
 

THE ARRIVAL OF THE NUNS IN FURNESS 
 

THE CONVENT SCHOOL IN NELSON STREET 
 
In 1897, Sisters of the Sacred Heart of Mary, from 
Seafield Convent Liverpool, were invited by Father 
Caffrey, the Parish Priest of St. Maryôs RC Church, (built 
in 1866 and dedicated to St. Mary of Furness), to come 
to Barrow to teach in the Catholic Elementary Schools 
and to establish convent school education in the town. 
Sister Marie became Head of St. Maryôs Girlsô School 
while Sister Magdalene became head of St. Maryôs 
Infantsô School. There were certain conditions laid down 
by the Order at the time: a suitable house should be 
found free of rent, rates and taxes, and gas, and 
furnished for at least six Sisters. The permission of the 
Mayor and Council of Barrow had first to be granted and 
their consent was only given after many heated 
arguments.  Everyone seemed to know Sister Trinity 
who was very well loved and lived to a fabulous age.   

 
A furnished house was given to the nuns for a convent 
by John Peter Smith on the occasion of the conversion 
of his wife to the Catholic Faith. He was a flour mill 
owner of the firm of Walmsley and Smith and was a 
mayor of Barrow in 1901, 1911 and 1912; he lived at 
Arndene, Abbey Road.  Subsequently, this house, no. 2 
Nelson Street was overhauled from cellar to garret.  On 
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October 29, 1897 six Sisters were met at the station by 
Father Caffrey and conveyed in two carriages to their 
new home, which was described as a three-storied, brick 
building standing alone in a garden close to St. Maryôs 
Church and schools. The sleeping apartments and 
community room were in perfect order, clean and 
furnished; the refectory and kitchen were still being 

renovated by the 
builders. The chapel 
was completed for the 
first mass on 18 
December.  
 
 
There is a collection of 
bills still extant, relating  
to furniture, household 
necessities for the 
convent and plants, 
trees and vegetables 
for the garden. These 
are made out to Father 
Caffrey and one of 
these is reproduced 
here. January 4 1898.  
 
 
 
 


