
Saint Benedictine of New Nursia 
 
Norcia, an Italian town and commune in the province of Perugia in south eastern Umbria, was traditionally 
known by its Latin name of Nursia.   
In the 6th Century AD, Benedict of Nursia founded twelve communities for monks at Subiaco about 64 km 
east of Rome. In 2008, Pope Benedict XVI discussed St Benedict’s massive contribution to the intellectual and 
spiritual life of Western Europe. The Pope said that "St Benedict exercised a fundamental influence on the 
development of European civilization and culture" and helped Europe to emerge from the "dark night of 
history" that followed the fall of the Roman Empire.  
 
A hot and dusty trip 
 
Centuries later, an intrepid band of Spanish Benedictine monks walked more than 130 km from Perth to the 
place we now know as New Norcia where they established a monastery. They set out in February 
1846, travelling by way of Toodyay and Bolgart. It was a difficulty journey; just the worst time of the year, 
making for a hot and dusty trip. They were bringing the Catholic faith and aspects of Western civilization 
which the founder of their Order had so profoundly helped shape. They were seeking to minister to Aboriginal 
people; as yet unaware of the gifts that these people had to offer them. But the Benedictines were to prove 
open and receptive to such insights. The founder and first Abbot of New Norcia was Rosendo Salvado. 
 
The Benedictines of New Norcia 
 
The Benedictine Abbey at New Norcia is now one of Western Australia’s treasures. Over the years, Christ 
Church had a very happy relationship with the monks. From time to time, the Abbot has spoken to our 
students about the way of life of a Benedictine or some aspect of spirituality. In times past, our Year 11 
students travelled to New Norcia for a day of quietness and insight. The distance caused us to replace this 
activity with meditation closer to home. But we appreciated the experience. Simply being in that place of 
prayer is aways beneficial. After a retreat, one of boys remarked: “You can feel the prayer that’s gone on here 
for many years.” I thought that was a fascinating response. Often enough, we don't know the thoughts of our 
students and it can be a wonderful surprise to hear them give these thoughts expression. 
 
Australia’s only monastic town 
 
Many Western Australians feel an ownership of Australia’s only monastic town. It is a delight that our own 
association with New Norcia is to be further maintained with the celebration of a new book by Father Bernard 
Rooney who joined the Abbey in 1957.  He became the Abbot in 1971, a post he held until 1984 when he 
went to nearby Moora as the parish priest. His new book is called The Way of Boorna-Waangki: A Tale of 
Cultural Endurance.  
 
The Legacy of the Late Edward Mippy 
 
In 2003, Father Rooney completed a PhD through Curtin University’s School for Aboriginal Studies. The 
doctorate had the title The Legacy of the Late Edward Mippy. The title derived from Bernard Rooney’s long 
association with Edward Mippy, an extraordinary Nyoongar man. Their friendship led to a growing 
understanding on the part of Rooney of the complex and rich cultural life of the Aboriginal people in the 
South West. Material from the completed doctorate formed the basis of The Way of Boorna-Waangki. 
 
The Back Seat 
 
In his mid-twenties, Bernard Rooney made the sea journey from Sydney to Fremantle. He took a rough trip on 
the M.V. Duntroon and then, just as his predecessors had done, set out from Perth. Unlike his religious 
conferes, he had the benefit of travelling by bus. As it happened, there were several Aboriginal women on 
board who were consigned to the back seats and subjected to verbal abuse by a surly conductor. Young 
Rooney got up from his seat and joined them, sharing some sweets and conversation. He heard from his new 
friends about the daily discrimination they faced. When he disembarked at the New Norcia Road House, the 
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women too were ordered off. They had asked to be taken another kilometre but were told by the conductor 
that this was not possible, though the bus was continuing on that same route. The meanness left a lasting 
impression on    Bernard Rooney and goes some way towards explaining his lifelong concern to work for a 
fairer and more generous Australia. 
 
"Somehow, I felt uneasy.” 
 
Bernard Rooney walked towards his new home. “I felt I was entering a new world. I well remember the 
day. The atmosphere of peace, the Pax Benedictina, was almost tangible. But try as I might, I couldn’t get out 
of my mind the picture of those Aboriginal women jammed into the bench seat at the rear of the bus. What 
was their future? Instinctively, I turned my my eyes back to the road. The five dwindling figures were still 
walking north with their few belongings. Somehow, I felt uneasy.” 
 
The Clans on Victoria Plains 
 
Bernard Rooney’s disquiet never eased. Eventually, he began to learn more about the regional clans on the 
Victoria Plains, including those who bear the name Yued or Juet, and was able to discover a large number of 
early books and manuscripts devoted to the study of Nyoongar language and culture. He came across a piece 
written by the distinguished anthropologist Ronald Berndt entitled Salvado: a man before his time.  
 
Professor Ronald Berndt 
 
In 1963 Ronald Berndt  became the inaugural professor of anthropology at the University of Western 
Australia. He and his wife Catherine, also a anthropologist of great eminence, maintained a close professional 
partnership for five decades. They were avid collectors and their collection was bequeathed to UWA. It exists 
today as the Berndt Museum of Anthropology. One of their most notable works of collaboration was the 
book   The Speaking Land: Myth and Story in Aboriginal Australia. 
 

Extinct Languages 
 

In his work on Salvado, Professor Ronald Berndt wrote: “The Aborigines Salvado came among in 1846 were 
the Yued (Juet) who occupied the area around New Norcia and Moora, Mogumber and the Moore River 
generally to the coast. Very close indeed to the New Norcia were the Balardong, who took in Wongan 
Hills,   Northam and York. Both languages are virtually extinct today, except for short vocabularies known by a 
few descendants of the people. As social entities, they have disappeared. The part Aborigines who do survive 
are an admixture of those from other areas and Australian-European settlers.” 
 
“Disappeared” 
 
Rooney was not at all surprised at Berndt’s contention that the social entities described as Yued and 
Balardong had "disappeared”. It was view that had been expressed four decades earlier by the Irish 
Australian journalist, welfare worker and lifelong student of Aboriginal culture, Daisy Bates who, interestingly 
enough, had a short and turbulent marriage to Breaker Morant.  Bates had written of “the last of the Perth 
tribe.”  She had also spoken of the demise of the Bibbulmun race and claimed that the death of a New Norcia 
man called Monop meant that the Yued people were extinct. Rooney had no reason to question this view 
until, in 1980, he was introduced to Edward “Nip” Mippy. 
 
Edward Mippy 
 
When Father Bernard Rooney met Edward Mippy it marked a major turning point in his understanding of 
Aboriginal people. Rooney began their conversation by restating the prevailing view about the loss of the 
indigenous language and culture of the Yued. Ned Mippy simply suggested that the priest sit down with a pen 
and paper and take some dictation. As Rooney puts it: “It was an unforgettable experience. Over the next 



half-hour or so, I wrote furiously, recording a random selection of words, phrases and items of cultural 
information that form part of the Nyoongar cultural heritage.” He kept writing and was soon hearing graphic 
descriptions of stories, beliefs and customs. “One by one, the shadowy spirits of the Nyoongar Dreamtime 
appeared before me.” Edward Mippy was making Beranrd Rooney aware of a traditional cultural heritage that 
had not only survived the trauma of colonial settlement but had retained a continuity with an ancient past. As 
Father Rooney makes clear, this is a story of amazing cultural endurance. 
 
Fred Chaney   
 
In November 2014, The Way of Boorna-Waangki was launched by Fred Chaney. After speaking about the 
book, Fred Chaney embraced Bernard Rooney. Clearly moved, he said “The book really challenges us in a 
quite serious way because Australians generally, in our hearts, are assimilationist. We fail to hear the clear 
voices of Aboriginal people as recorded in this book…To me your book represents what Australia would be like 
if we were truly reconciled. We would be respectful of each other, we would understand the continuing 
difference… There is a conflict between our visceral demand for assimilation and the desire of Aboriginal 
people to preserve their cultures and that’s what leads Noel Pearson, who is probably the best-heard 
Aboriginal in Australia, to describe as the existential anxiety about the threats to their cultural survival.  I have 
lived and worked through this era of closing the gap with its implicit, not explicit, demands for sameness. But I 
read your book and am very relieved that somebody is providing a window of reality behind that anxiety and I 
thank you for it." 
 
Professor Geoffrey Bolton 
 
The Centre for Ethics is delighted that Professor Geoffrey Bolton will join with Father Bernard Rooney for 
some reflection on the issues raised by the publication of The Way of Boorna-Waangki: A Tale of Cultural 
Endurance. It is a book that emerged out of respectful listening and a genuine readiness to learn. I hope you 
will be able to join us.   
 
Best wishes, 
  
Frank Sheehan 
Chaplain 
Director of the Centre for Ethics 
+61 8 9442 1670 
 

 


