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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.  
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Pearl Knightôs grandfather attended this school and the 
nuns taught him to speak English as he came from 
Perthshire only speaking Gaelic. 
 
Pupils attended the Convent School in Nelson Street 
until 1905 when larger premises were required. T he 
Nelson Street house was sold c.1927 to Mr. T Monaghan 
the Head Master of St. Maryôs Boysô School (father of 
Monsignor Monaghan), the family occupying the house 
until its demolition . 
   
The house was knocked down and in 1967 the ñLay a 
brickò event took place on the site. 
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Courtesy of Barrow Record Office 
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The Catholic Youth Centre was built on the site.  It was 
officially opened on Saturday, 22nd November 1969 by 
Dennis Howell. M. P. Minister for Sport and the Blessing 
was given by Rt. Rev. B.C. Foley Bishop of Lancaster. 
 
Today Hindpool Community Centre occupies the site. 

 
THE CONVENT SCHOOL IN HOLKER STREET. 
  
The nuns continued to teach in the RC Elementary 
Schools in the town and in their small Convent School. 
However, as numbers grew the Nelson Street building 
became inadequate and in 1905 the nuns acquired a 
fine building in Holker Street (now the Royal British 
Legion). 
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The new school consisted of a new Assembly room, four 
spacious class-rooms and music and cloak rooms. About 
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120 children attended this select fee-paying day-school, 
many of whom were non -Catholics.  The pupils were 
prepared for the Oxford Local Examinations and Trinity 
College of Music if the parents agreed.   
 
The grandmother of Howard Whittaker  (former 
auctioneer) was called Nellie Simpson and she went to 
the Holker Street School c. 1905. Nellieôs grandfather, a 
Mr. Sutton was an overseer for the installation of 
Bessemer steel. He rode a jet black horse with a solid 
silver harness. He bought the Peacock, Albion and 
Wheatsheaf Hotels. One of his daughters fell in love with 
a foreman but this marriage was out of the question as 
this was thought to be marryin g beneath her and was 
forbidden. However she escaped down a ladder, eloped 
and had ten children, one of whom was Howard 
Whittakerôs grandmother (Nellie), who served her time 
to be a milliner and then became the first female estate 
agent, selling semi-detached houses. A credit to her 
Convent School education  

 
Anne Parkinson (née Hemer) attended the Holker Street 
Convent School for a short time (1923-5). The following 
memoir is from her :-   

 
 
 
RECOLLECTIONS OF THE BARROW COMMUNITY OF 
THE SACRED HEART OF MARY, (1984) 
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My first close contact with the Community came in 1923 
when I was seven years old. My father had not had a 
very happy time at St. Maryôs School as a boy and had 
no confidence in the standard of teaching either 
academic or religious existing at this time at St. Maryôs 
Girlsô School and vowed he would never send me there. 
He obtained permission from Fr. Dobson the Parish 
Priest, later Bishop Dobson, to send me to Victoria 
Infantsô School which was very close to our home and I 
started there at t he age of five, my father being 
responsible for my religious education. This was O.K. for 
the first few years but when I was seven in 1923, then it 
became important for me to make my First Holy 
Communion, and to do so I had to attend a Catholic 
School. St. Mary's was never even considered so 
although my father was only on a low wage I was sent 
to the Convent Secondary School in Holker Street.  
 
My first and most lasting impression of the nuns was 
one of smell; they all smelt alike ï an ultra clean 
antiseptic smell. It was probably the soap they used 
both for washing their habits and their persons. 
Studying my fatherôs account books I see that the fee 
for a term was 17s. 6d. (87p) with an extra 5s.6d.(27p.) 
for dancing lessons. In 1924 the fees went up 
apparently to £1.2s.6d. ( £1.12p). The item dated 30 
June must have been for music lessons that I took from 
Sister Cecilia. 
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The nuns I remember from my period at Holker Street 
were Sister Patrick (Head), Sister Cecilia (Music and 
Singing).  Sister Simeon took the four to six year-olds, 
Sister Ignatius (six ï eight year olds), and Sister 
Ambrose (eight to eleven years). Sister Patrick took the 
top class, which would probably cover fourteen to 
sixteen year-olds and any that were staying on till they 
reached the age of eighteen years and then going to 
College. There was a class in between Sister Ambrose 
and Sister Patrick.  
 
Sister Simeon was kind and motherly, absolutely the 
right type for the ñbabiesô classò. From what I remember 
she was well loved. She never taught me.  At this period 
the nuns were not allowed to enter a private residence. 
However this nun was friendly with a Mrs. Silver, a 
Catholic lady who lived in Holker Street just above the 
junction wi th Blake Street. Apparently Sister Simeon 
used to slip up to her house for an illicit cup of tea. I 
donôt know whether the other nuns knew and if they did 
whether they turned a blind eye.  
 
Sister Ignatius was the nun I knew best. It was her class 
that I j oined when I started school there. She was also 
kind and motherly, and it was she who prepared me for 
my First Confession and First Communion, which I made 
on Maundy Thursday 1924 in St. Maryôs Church. I seem 
to remember that the girls from St.  Maryôs School wore 
white dresses and veils but we from the Convent School 
simply wore our best Sunday hats and coats. Afterwards 
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all the First Communicants went to No. 2 Nelson Street 
for bacon and eggs followed by cakes. It was fasting 
from midnight in those days so  we were ready for it.  
 
In September 1924 I was moved to Sr. Ambrosesô class 
but I couldnôt relate to her and found her teaching 
boring. However, she was just a pupil teacher at this 
time and had not been to a Teacher Training College - 
she went later. Sr. Patrick, nicknamed ñPaddyò was an 
excellent Head Teacher, a strict disciplinarian with a real 
temper when roused. I mostly experienced her at a 
distance and that was how I wanted it to be. The farther 
away the better. I was scared stiff of her. She was 
always waiting in the cloak room when we arrived and 
any late comers were dealt a taste of her ruler across 
the hand. It was the only time in my school life that I 
experienced corporal punished except for a knitting 
needle across my knuckles by Sr. Cecilia when I played 
a wrong note on the piano.  
 
It should be noted that corporal punishment was the 
norm in all schools at this period and for many years 
after this date. It was abolished in State Schools in 
1987. 
 
 
As I was so unhappy with Sr. Ambrose I asked my 
father to take me away after the Easter Holidays in 
1925. As he could see that the standard of teaching was 
not as far advanced as it should have been for my age, 
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he agreed. I returned to Victoria School to find I was 
way behind all the other pupils and had to work very 
hard to catch up. It was my fatherôs wish that I would 
pass the entrance exam for the State Secondary School 
ï now Alfred Barrow School, but I never did catch up 
sufficiently to pass this exam so I stayed at Victoria 
School until I was fourteen.  
 
George Cafferty also attended the Holker Street Convent 
c. 1926ï7 along with Gino Ongeri whose family had an 
ice cream shop in the old town centre opposite the town 
hall. The boys were later transferred to Crosslands for a 
short time. For years after Frank Cafferty had left 
school, his mother made the nuns Christmas Cakes and 
puddings and he used to take them to the convent.  
Alice Farmer was another pupil of the nuns at the Holker 
Street Convent (c. 1910-?) as was Linda Bannonôs 
mother (Mary Sassi). The only thing Alice Leach 
remembers is her mother (Alice Farmer), telling her she 
had to learn (by heart), Portiaôs ñQuality of Mercyò 
speech from the ñMerchant of Venice.ò 
 
The numbers continued to grow and a larger building 
was required; this was to be Crosslands. 
 
 
 
 
CROSSLANDS---WHATôS IN A NAME? 
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When the building known as Crosslands was built it was 
situated in a field called Cross Flatt that was part of the 
estate owned by the Earl of Burlington. The late James 
Melville OBE, in 1973, wrote the following: - ñIt was part 
of a larger field known as Ostley Banks, meaning East 
Leys from the easterly aspect of the slope of the ridge 
on which the field was sited. In this arable field the 
dales over the most of it, ran east and west , i.e. up and 
down the slope towards the meadows at the bottom 
alongside Rating Lane. At the top of the field a different 
line was followed ï the dales ran north and south , i.e. 
crosswise, hence the field, when it became enclosed was 
called Crosslands.ò 
 
CROSSLANDS AND ITS OWNERS. 
 
Mr. Josiah T. Smith was brought to Barrow by one of 
Barrowôs city founders, H.W. Schneider because of his 
vast experience in blast furnace practice and 
management. The large Barrow furnaces equipped with 
every then known modern improvement, were the first 
of their kind in this part of England and the first was put 
into blast in 1859. Then Mr. Smith was appointed 
Manager of the new works and in 1850 he came to live 
in Barrow. This captain of industry required 
accommodation for himself and his family. No houses of 
the type he desired were then in existence in Barrow. 
Mr. Smith negotiated the purchase of the field ñCross 
Flatò from the Earl of Burlington with provision for a 
drive from Abbey Road, and another from Rating Lane, 
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leaving the remainder of the field, which became known 
as ñCroft Park.ò The date when first occupied must have 
been before 1865. 
 
After the house was completed, Mr. Smith purchased 
the extension to the south, along Rating Lane. Two 
lodges were also built at the entrance to the south, 
along Rating Lane built at the entrance to the drives. 
Then the one at Abbey Road was erected; this road was 
then a narrow country lane along which all road traffic 
from Dalton and Ulverston passed. The only portion of 
that lane which still exists in anything like its origin al 
state, is Leith Flat Brow. Mr. J. T. Smith lived at the 
mansion until 1887 and during his time in Barrow he 
was most actively engaged in the management of the 
Iron and Steelworks.  He was also busily involved in 
Municipal life in the borough. From the incorporation of 
the borough in 1867 until 1887, he was a member of the 
Town Council and was Mayor of the town, he had done 
so much to develop from 1872- 5  A blue plaque has 
been erected on the Crosslands building (now 
Chetwynde) School. The writing on the plaque reads : - 
Josiah T. Smith, 1823-1906. The engineer who 
technically pioneered successful Bessemer Steel making 
in Barrowïin-Furness. This was his home for two 
decades. 
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Members of Chetwynde School in Barrow celebrate as Institute of Materials chief executive 
Bernard Rickinson (right)  with the Mayor of Barrow Cllr Mary Irwin,  

unveils the Josiah Smith commemorative plaque at their school. 

 
Mr. Smithôs successor at the Works probably took up 
residence at Crosslands. A later Manager, Mr. J.M. 
While, was there from at least as early as 1906-10. The 
next resident was Mr. R. F. Miller a well-known 
accountant, whose name appears from 1917 - 20, and 
then in 1924 a Mr. T. W. Forsythe. It was in this year 
that t he property was bought by the nuns and the 
mansion became known as ñCrosslandsò Convent.  
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THE CONVENT SCHOOL IN ULVERSTON. 
 
In 1913 Father Kehoe invited Sisters of the Sacred Heart 
of Mary to Ulverston to establish a Convent School in the 
town. This opened 8 September 1913. Sister Raphael, 
who was then Doris McKenny, the elder sister of Nora 
Thornhill, née McKenny in one of her memoirs c. 1927- 
8 writes:- ñIn this enterprise he encountered some 
opposition from the Anglican Rector of Ulverston, 
Reverend J.H. Heywood, who issued a letter of warning 
to church and chapel parents.  
 
Mr. Heywood declared that he had nothing but respect 
and love for Roman Catholics as individuals and stated 
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that the local priest was a personal friend of his and a 
keen and deservedly respected gentleman. 
Nevertheless, this Mr. Heywood viewed the 
establishment of a Roman Catholic Convent with great 
unease despite the outward charm, culture, quietness 
and gentleness of those devout ladies. Be that as it may, 
the convent was established, and soon afterwards 
Father Kehoeôs successor, Father Joseph Delaney, 
arrived to take charge at Ulverston in 1915 during the 
First World War.  I myself went to the parochial school 
in Brogden Street until I was fourteen - years old. The 
convent residence itself had changed from the white -
stone building on Hart Street, the busy main road 
through to the Lakes, to a more secluded 
neighbourhood called Lightburn Avenue which 
overlooked the well-kept park. 
 
 
The Ulverston convent was 
fee paying, co-educational 
and undenominational. The 
pupilsô parents were 
business people.  The 
children wore green school 
uniforms and the badge 
featured a red heart on a 
green and silver 
backgroundò. 
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Photograph from Norah Thornhillôs collection. 
The boy on the right is John Bower who became a doctor. His father 

owned a sweet shop in the town.  
Mary McKenny is standing next to him.  

 
The Sisters from  Ulverston joined the Crosslands 
Community in 1924 and the children from the privat e 
school were transferred to the new school when it 
opened in 1929.  
 
 
(Doris McKenny attended  Crosslands Convent School for 
two years after leaving the parochial school in Brogden 
Street travelling by train most days of the week with her 
cousin James, who later became a priest).  
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CROSSLANDS/OUR LADYôS CONVENT SCHOOL  
1929ï1979 

Photograph of school taken c.1965, a print from an original 
photograph (Anne Tunnôs collection). 

 
Once the nuns were established in their new convent 
home at Crosslands, as their estate was known, the 
Community set about planning their new school and the 
laying out of their twelve acres of land for playing fields, 
further building sites and recreational facilities.   The 
school was built by Hugh Rainey whose son, Peter 
attended the school for a short time.  The building took 
about nine months to complete and had nine 
classrooms, each for thirty-nine pupils; it also had a 
laboratory. The school was officially opened 29 June, 
1929 by Canon Blundell, deputising for the Bishop of the 


