
QUALITY EDUCATION ACROSS PROVINCES: 

Lasallian History, 1957-2000 

This is the second of a three-part historical recounting, from the Archives of the De La Salle Brothers, in 
commemoration of the 75-year anniversary of the De La Salle Brothers Mission in PNG. 

The story of the De La Salle Brothers Mission began in 1946, at Bomana, NCD, as described in a previous article.  
It had grown out of the drive in the late 1800’s of Catholic and other Christian traditions from colonial nations 
offering a new, unknown religion to the PNG tribes. A core strategy was to recruit new believers as catechists, 
to teach in remote stations and to build schools. The Lasallian Mission was hugely supported and shared by 
other Catholic missionaries, who had laboured for decades in the Melanesian land, e.g., the Divine Word 
Missionaries (SVD) brothers and priests, lay missionary volunteers, and Sisters of Our Lady of the Sacred Heart 
(OLSH). Christian Agency education consolidated, but the nation’s public schooling system took flight with 
Independence in 1975.  

A Mainland School, Bereina 1958 

One primary school, to become important in the Brothers’ work, was begun by lay missionaries -Dan Hourigan, 
Evan Duggan (both later priests) and Don Craig in 1953. It was on a property called Mainohana, not far from 
the Government Station at Bereina, 160 km up the coast from the capital. Branching out from their Yule Island 
base in 1958, Brothers Lucien and Anthony, with the young indigenous Br. Peter Keaga took over this mainland 
school, with boarders. There were soon 250 students in Grades 4,5 and 6. A number of Australian ‘Pacific Asia 
Lay Missionaries (PALMS) men and women were part of staff. 

Extolling the reputation of the Brothers was Bishop Klein of the Bereina Diocese, saying in 1960: “The De La 
Salle Brs have been a great advantage for our Mission. Without them we would not have reached the standard 
of education that we have attained”. The OLSH Sisters were also involved, and in 1964, with the arrival of Br. 
Columban as headmaster, the secondary classes began. In 1966, more secondary students from Yule Island 
arrived. This venture was very welcome for the Brothers, having a foothold in the development of national 
education. 

Philip Cahill, in his history comments: “Life at Mainohana provided many challenges with regular floods and 
the difficulty of maintaining supplies and materials, leading the Brothers to become versatile in all manner of 
fields…(outside) classroom teaching. Br Lucian's first aid skills saw his expertise called upon, and even led him 
to develop the unusual skill of milking the venom from the poisonous snakes so prevalent in the area - the 
Papuan Black and Taipan.”  

The Brothers, with their Lasallian education methods, built up student technical and agricultural skills, 
developed for the school’s self-reliance. Isolation bred ingenuity. Brs. Brendan Crowe, Peter Mays and Bede 
Mackrell (Headmaster 1984-94) were prominent; the Brothers teamed with the farm workers and mission 
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station personnel to produce a thriving whole-of-mission success story. In 1994 co-education came via the 
amalgamation with the OLSH Sisters school on Yule Island.   

Back to Bomana, First Foundation, 1964 

The Brothers were invited to start a secondary boarding school back at Boroko, under the very competent 
leadership of pioneer Br. Patrick. He was described by a Brother of the time as “tall and athletic…full of energy 
and enthusiasm, quietly spoken and always a gentleman”.  Others on the staff were Brs. Peter, Lucian and Leo 
Neville. Classes began at 8.30am and continued till 4.30pm, when there would be a work parade, showers and 
a half-hour study before the evening meal. 

Some Administration officials believed Mission schools spent too much time on Religion. But the soon top-
class academic performance at Bomana proved the lie to that. Within five years the College produced 5 
students in the top 10 in the Territory, and the top student). The consistently high standards produced by the 
De La Salle High Schools at Bomana and Bereina were really a tribute to the dedication of both the teachers 
and students. In 1965, Br. Peter Keaga, the first PNG Brother, and already the first Papuan to be commissioned 
as a Cadet Lieutenant, gained a certificate of School Management & Administration, this as a Primary School 
Inspector. 

By the late 1960’s, with the growth of nationalism and the movement towards independence, change was 
inevitable. This was greatly emphasized with the impact of the Catholic Vatican Council II in Rome (1962-65). 
The new Australian Provincial, Br. Colman, saw that the Mission’s ways, and the mindset of the original pioneer 
leaders, needed new blood. Younger Brothers like Patrick McInerney, Cormac Brophy, Owen Mason, Cletus 
Storey, Justin Joyce, Frederick Sheridan, Edward Becker, Celsus Clark, Stan Fagen and Peter Mays, all came in 
the 1960’s – 70’s, as experienced schoolmen, to continue maintaining the reputation of the Lasallian schools. 

The energy and commitment of the Australian De La Salles can be seen in the fact that ten Brothers spent a 
working holiday in the Territory in 1966-67 Christmas break, building facilities, and preparing curricula for 
their confreres. The understood stance was that PNG was still “a Mission country” and the Brothers lived a 
spartan life, as poorer expatriates. 

In 1967 Br Patrick Howard was nominated as Auxiliary Provincial for the Australian District, which necessitated 
his return to Australia.  His position as Headmaster at Bomana was taken by Br Justin Joyce. Br Fred Sheridan 
began his six-year period as Headmaster of De La Salle Bomana in 1969, when Br Justin accepted the 

                           Mass procession as Head Brother from Rome visits, late 1960's; Br. Patrick (far left) 

 



appointment as Mission Education Secretary - a task which took him to many parts of the Moresby and Bereina 
Diocese to visit the teachers in the remote coastal and mountain villages. 

The Caribou Crash, 1972     

With Lasallian school success came a horrific tragedy. As Philip Cahill narrates: 

“On August 28, 1972 the news item which made headlines not only in PNG but throughout Australia was the 
crash of an RAAF Caribou carrying school cadets from De La Salle Bomana and some officers.  The flight was 
returning to Port Moresby from Lae bringing the cadets and some officers back to school following a Cadet 
Camp.  Of the three crew, 2 Officers and 24 cadets, only 5 cadets survived the crash in the most inhospitable 
terrain 16 miles south of Wau in the mountains of Morobe Province.  The tales of heroism on the part of the 
survivors were the stuff of movie drama.  Patrick Tau-Gau one of the 5 survivors of the crash was awarded the 
George Medal, one of the highest civilian awards for gallantry and distinguished conduct…The official report 
on the accident by the RAAF attributed the cause to aircrew error and error of skill”. 

The burden of consoling the grieving fell largely on the Brothers, who tried to keep the school functioning. 
Local communities of Sisters supported the families greatly, as well as supporting the Brothers. The indigenous 
custom demanded compensation or retribution. Ultimately, most of those Brothers withdrew from Bomana 
at the end of 18 months. In 1981, a monument was erected by the PNGDF outside the Chapel at Bomana to 
commemorate the lives of those killed.  Each year the school remembers this tragic event with a service on or 
near the anniversary date. 

Into the Highlands, Kondiu 1969 

A new and ultimately very healthy venture came in 
1969 when the Brothers- Cletus, Columban and 
Brian- arrived at the mission school in Kondiu in the 
Chimbu District. Originally a catechist school from 
1953, full primary in 1959, Rosary High School was 
now extended as a secondary and boarding campus 
by the SVD Brothers, who built more classrooms, 
dormitories, chapel & a bigger dining room. The 
system of “Seniors” was already in place (from Fr. 
Wald, who became Chaplain): any boy of any level 
who had talent or experience in the task at hand 
became the leader.  

Cahill notes that, in 1969 “the number of high 
schools throughout PNG numbered much less than 
50, and the presence of the De La Salle Brothers in 
three of these, as well as the direction of a Teacher 
Training College (at Yule Is.) represented a 
considerable contribution to the development of 
education within the country. In 1970 the first Form 
4 graduated, and in 1974 Rosary High became a co-
educational Catholic Agency high school for Kundiawa, the capital. Two Sisters of Mercy, Sr Elizabeth Devine 
and Sr Valda Finlay took up residence and Fr Louis Ambane, later to become the Governor of Simbu, was the 
school Chaplain. 

Br. Bede French highlights what is often unmentioned – that there were many lay teachers and workers who 
were Lasallian colleagues, wedded to the Brothers’ mission for the Church. Mrs. Yvonne Hammond organised 
election of student office-bearers; Andrew Maino, Patrick Itta and Martin Koale were teachers – the first 
graduates of Goroka Teachers’ College. There were two female PALM missionaries, and a whole line of AVA 
volunteers from Britain. “All these people are among our benefactors”.  

                               Chimbu kids going to school 



Like most mission stations, there was a farm, and horses still, used for transport in previous days. Br. Bede 
tells of a mishap with the death of a horse, which was quickly dismembered for food before boys could bury 
it, while an old man was “tripping kau kau along the road, with the horse’s head tucked under his arm”. As for 
enterprise, the work in the field produced food for all, students and staff, “so it was a very important part of 
the school week…an exercise in self-reliance!” 

The status of the school was emphasised by the 
fact it was chosen, in 1995, as the 
Simbu/Chimbu school to take the first Year 11 in 
the Province.  Philippa Wetherell, an Australian 
volunteer teacher (1994-97) was the proud head 
of the senior English Dept. Br. Bernard Cooper, 
the headmaster, was deeply saddened to 
announce, said Philippa, that he was obliged to 
choose 92 boys and just 28 girls in the first Year 
11 cohort of 120. “Br Bernie was a champion of 
Papua New Guinean girls’ education, but alas, 
we knew that a patriarchal society was not yet 
aware of the need to educate women. It was sad 
to realise that many of Rosary’s Year 10 girls 

would not be able to continue their education, 
and that there could be only a small selection 
of girls from the other 6 schools in the 

Province”. Philippa was one of many dedicated women members of staff, in addition to expatriate OLSH 
Sisters- Cynthia, Sue and Denise. 
 
Br. Rick Gaffney, with Brothers Bernie, Raffy Reyes (Deputy) and Kevin Buckley, experienced the challenge 
and exhilaration: Grade 11’s from all over Chimbu, came from at least three different language areas, and this 
enriched their sense of being Chimbu. They shared their culture and religious faith life. He reports that “the 
performance of the first graduating class of Grade 12 in 1996 in the national exams exceeded everyone's 
expectations. Many of these young people went on to become very successful leaders and professionals, 
serving their province and nation” (after university studies). Br. Rick found his years there very enriching: “It 
was my first school in PNG, and where I learned how to be a Brother and teacher in PNG. Kondiu was a very 
close, nurturing community... (there were) many hikes, mountain climbs and village stays, where people were 
always generous and welcoming”. 

Tapini in the Isolated Goilala, 1986 

Cahill explains in his history how Brothers came there as a community. “For many years, the Brothers, at both 
Bomana, and more especially at Mainohana, became aware of the particular needs of the people of Goilala, a 
remote region; - many boys came down from the mountains to board at Mainohana. With the establishment 
of a Government High School, for both boarders and day students at Tapini, fewer boys attended / boarded 
at Mainohana”. Critically, it was difficult to keep staff for the schools there. Br. Brendan Crowe, according to 
Br. Gabriel O’Shea, was the inspiration for De La Salle involvement, in his role as Catholic Education Secretary 
for 35 odd community schools in the region. The Lasallian emphasis on education of the poor led to Brs. Philip 
Cahill, Mark McKeon and Ed Becker coming to work for three years, in the Government high school, at base-
level salaries, like the lay teachers. 

Sr Maurus Dullard, a Brigidine sister, had taken up a position at the school in 1985. Br. Gabriel mentions that 
“Maurus (R.I.P.) had taken on responsibility for female boarders, as well as health welfare for all the students. 
She was totally dedicated to ensuring that all students received the best care she could provide with meagre 
medical resources…Maurus taught English classes in Years 7, 8 & 9 as well as Religious Knowledge. She was 
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instrumental in improving the English language skills for students, so necessary for the future success of Year 
10 students in their public exams”.   

Brothers: Tough Times, School Success & 
Community-Building 

Because the school’s water plant “had 
disappeared into the valley due to a recent 
landslide, and few attempts were made to 
repair or replace it”, Bothers and staff 
dependent on the town generator for 2 hours 
of lighting & power each night, from 6:30pm 
to 8:30pm. This enabled the students to have 
night study time. Gardens failed, trucks broke 
down, landslides happened. In all of this  

Br. Brendan’s role of recruiting teachers for 
the community schools, and giving them visiting support continued. He established a radio network, lessening 
remote teachers’ isolation.  The network helped pay staff wages, student fees and kept vehicle travel safe. 
…ATM machines in the Goilala! Br. Philip, as well as teaching, took on the role of Deputy, and of feeding the 
200 boarders in the Mess. Br. Mark began training boys for the School Cross Country Championship to be held 
in Port Moresby. Under Mark’s guidance, Tapini H/S won the event in 1986, as well as in many subsequent 
years.  

Br. Gabriel O’Shea came in 1987; he taught Science at every level, supervised library after class daily, and 
developed a canteen, which gave access to a wider range of foods & other basic necessities. “For security 
reasons, boys slept in the canteen at night. On one occasion, the boys had a gun pointed through the canteen 
door, but by making a lot of noise with baseball bats on the tin walls, the rascals ran off into the darkness”. Br. 
Doug O’Reilly taught for many years with Br. Gabriel.  

Many community school teachers would also 
come into Tapini to purchase such necessities 
with their pay cheques, lessening their 
isolation. This “contributed significantly 
towards keeping the teachers at school for 
the full school term... The canteen profits 
were then used to purchase education 
resources for use in the school”. More 
sustainability was engineered when a 
workshop was transported with Army help, 
became the Manual Arts building, with the 
former Manual Arts building became the new 
Mess, and the old Mess became the new 
Library. Br. Gabriel tells how whilst on site 
performing this rebuilding task, the army 
soldiers put on some “battle action 
manoeuvres” on the soccer field- to the delight of students. 

Academically, a few students regularly proceeded to national high schools or university. Some joined the 
Brothers. Br. Philip, over five years of service, was remembered with great respect and affection, and Sr. 
Maurus over ten years was revered. Br. Brendan had become a legend. The Brothers generally over nine years, 
having promised three, developed tremendous affection, respect & admiration for the determination and 
hardworking Goilala people.  

Tapini kau kau field ready after months of removal of elephant grass 



What had been achieved over 45 years? 

 From the earlier days of an under-developed Territory, through the exhilarating first years of Independence, 
to the confident nation of the new millennium, De La Salle Brothers with a large number of lay and religious 
partners, advanced quality secondary schooling. Well-run boarding schools involved hard work with, and 
affection for, budding students, some achieving greatly. Brothers lived simply, gave respect to the local 
cultures, and received the respect of communities, whether on the coast, in the N.C.D. or in more remote 
Highlands. It led a solid number of admiring youths to test out the Brothers’ life. Thus was this Christianising 
mission of commitment and joy for the Church. 
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