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One hundred and fifty years ago, on 20 March

1870, a 40-year-old Polish priest set foot on Aus-

tralian soil in Melbourne, marking the end of the

period of his dynamic life devoted to pastoral care

in continental Europe and the beginning of a new

period in pioneering conditions of the still impen-

etrable Southern Land, a period filled with hope,

unpredictable challenges, and unexpected difficul-

ties. He came to the remotest – from a central

European perspective – corner of the globe not

because of a mid-life crisis, nor in search of excit-

ing adventures among exotic landscapes and ani-

mals, nor even because of the curiosity of a re-

searcher exploring new territories on the edges of
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the known world. He came to Australia perfectly

aware that he would never leave, with a clearly de-

fined purpose: to provide pastoral care to Aus-

tralian migrants who spoke Polish and prayed in

Polish. Fortunately, some of the letters he wrote

to his religious superiors and relatives in Poland

survived. This correspondence gives us a unique

opportunity to glimpse the beginnings of pastoral

care offered to Australian migrants through the

eyes of its pioneer, initiator and executor.
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Twenty extant letters written by Fr. Rogalski in the

period between 1870 and 1896 contain many inter-

esting details about various forms and methods of

his Australian apostolate. Half of them survived only

as manuscripts and are kept in the Archives of the

Southern Poland Province of the Society of Jesus in

Krakow. The other half consists of letters known

only from their printed versions published in Jesuit

Galician magazines: the “Misje Katolickie” [“Catholic

Missions”], the “Przegląd Lwowski” [“Lviv Review”],

and periodicals for priests: the “Wiadomości Kościel-

ne” [“Church News”] and the “Bonus Pastor”. It is

also worth noting that, for example, his letter from

12 March 1892 virtually “circled the globe”: after it
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appeared in the June issue of the “Misje Katolickie”

printed in Krakow, it was published in the “Wiarus”

[“Veteran”] magazine printed in Winona, Minnesota,

at the end of June, and then reprinted in the July

issue of the “Przegląd Emigracyjny” [“Review of the

Polish Emigration”] in Lviv.

The addressees of Fr. Rogalski’s letters were peo-

ple from his closest family, including his brother, 

Fr. Jan, the priests with whom he had studied 

and worked in the diocese of Lviv, and the Jesuits –

the superiors of the Province, including the socius

Fr. Wilhelm Merkel (1827–1891), Fr. Józef Hołubo-

wicz (1835–1887), who was the editor of the “Misje 
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Correspondence

Katolickie”, Fr. Władysław Czencz (1850–1922), and

Fr. Marcin Czermiński (1860–1931). Fr. Leon was

fully aware that he did not write for one reader only,

leaving it up to his addressees to decide how to

spread the information included in his letters. It is

worth mentioning here that – in order to commem-

orate the centenary of Fr. Rogalski’s death – the

“Tygodnik Polski” [“Polish Weekly”] from Melbourne

published a series of occasional articles containing

a selection of 8 letters written by the Polish migrant

chaplain, prepared for publication by the author of

this book.





Leon Rogalski was born on 8 April 1830 into 

an impoverished noble family who lived in the

village of Kupieńczyce in the district of Ter-

nopil.1 Two of the five sons of Stefan Alojzy 

and Katarzyna, née Rosenthal, decided to de-

vote their lives to God: Jan, the eldest, became 

a diocesan priest and initially served as assis-

tant priest in Ternopil, while Leon, the fourth

son, attended a Jesuit high school and lived in

its boarding house in Ternopil. When the Jesuits

were exiled from the Austrian Empire in 1848,

 1 L. Grzebień, Rogalski Leon, in: Polski słownik biograficzny,
vol. 31, Kraków–Wrocław–Warszawa 1988–1989, pp. 413–415;
A.P. Bieś, Rogalski Leon, in: Encyklopedia katolicka, vol. 17, Lublin
2012, col. 215–216.
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the Year of Revolutions, Leon’s parents sent him

to a school in Lviv. After obtaining his baccalau-

reate in 1851, he followed in the footsteps of his

older brother and entered the seminary. For four

years he studied theology at the University of

Lviv and was ordained priest on 24 August 1855.

He started his pastoral service as assistant priest

and catechist in Skala-Podilska and then was

transferred to Lviv to St. Nicholas’ Church.

On 1 May 1859, after the breakout of the 

Second Italian War of Independence, Father

Leon became a military chaplain and was sent

to north-eastern Italy. For some months he took

care of wounded soldiers in field hospitals and

aid stations near Vicenza with great dedication

and patience. Contemporary reports speak of

him spending sleepless nights at the bedside 

of the dying. In November1859, after Austria 

lost the war, he returned to his duties in Lviv.2

Greatly influenced by his wartime experi-

ences, he gradually reached the decision to de-

vote himself more radically to God by entering

 2  Cf. O. Leon Rogalski zmarły w Sevenhill, “Nasze Wiadomości”
1906, vol. 2, no. 1(8), pp. 100–102.
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religious life. On 9 November 1861, with the per-

mission and blessing of the Archbishop of Lviv,

Leon Rogalski entered the Jesuit novitiate in

Stara Wieś near Brzozów. At that time, the dean

of the college and novice master was Fr. Kasper

Szczepkowski (1823–1899), a highly respected

priest, efficient administrator and spiritual di-

rector.3 Fr. Henryk Jackowski

(1834–1905), a young diocesan

priest from Pomerania, who was

later to become an outstanding

figure in the Galician Province,

entered the novitiate at the same

time as Fr. Rogalski.4 Both priests,

who became role models for their

much younger confreres, partici-

pated as novices in parish retreats called “folk

missions”, which helped them perfect their preach-

ing skills under the guidance of experienced retreat

 3 A.P. Bieś, Szczepkowski Kasper, in: Polski słownik biograficzny,
vol. 47, Warszawa–Kraków 2011, pp. 384–385.
 4 K. Leń, Działalność społeczna Henryka Jackowskiego SJ, rektora
starowiejskiego i prowincjała galicyjskiego 1871–1887, in: Jezuicka
ars historica, eds. M. Inglot, S. Obirek, Kraków 2001, pp. 311–322;
A. Sternicki, Henryk Jackowski, inicjator odnowy religijnej i społecz-
nej Kościoła w Galicji, Kraków 2006.
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masters. Before hecame to Australia, Fr. Leon

took part in at least six such folk missions in

Galicia.

At the end of the two-year novitiate, Fr. Ro-

galski was sent to Ternopil, where he professed

his first religious vows – obedience, poverty and

chastity – and for a year expanded his theologi-

cal knowledge while helping in the church as 

a preacher. He then left for Innsbruck, where for

the next two years he studied dogmatic theol-

ogy at the local university. Having returned to

the province, he worked in Ternopil, Stara Wieś

(where he became a parish administrator, prefect
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of the church and custodian of the Shrine of Our

Lady of Mercy) and in Łańcut. He was a gifted

preacher and related easily to people. 

By this time, the Austrian provincial was

seeking a pastor for Poles in Australia where in

1848 the Province had begun a mission. Initially,

in response to the formal request issued in 1866 

by the Austrian provincial, Fr. George Patiss

(1814–1902), the Galician provincial, Fr. Kasper

Szczepkowski, decided to send to Australia an-

other folk missionary, 50-year-old Fr. Michał 

Śliwowski (1819–1889). But when ill health 

prevented him from going, Fr. Szczepkowski 

presented three other candidates to the Order’s

General, Peter Beckx (1795–1877): Fr. Stani-

slaw Kusiacki (1834–1907), Fr. Antoni Lenz

(1823–1888), and Fr. Leon Rogalski. Since Ku-

siacki was in poor health and Fr. Lenz, a Bo-

hemian, did not speak Polish well, Fr. Beckx

appointed Fr. Rogalski, whose merits were al-

ready well documented.5

5 L. Grzebień, A.P. Bieś, W. Słowik, Jezuici polscy w Australii.
Południowa Australia 1870–1906. Wiktoria 1950–2012, Kraków
2012, pp. 14–15.
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The decision to send Fr. Rogalski to Australia

greatly upset his parishioners in Łańcut. They

were so anxious to have their popular priest stay

with them that – at the beginning of September

1869 – they sent a petition to the provincial su-

perior, writing:

When the news reached us, humble parishioners
of Łańcut, that Reverend Leon Rogalski was to
be forever removed from the parish of Łańcut and
sent somewhere far away, we were deeply sad-
dened (…) we humbly ask that this same Rev-
erend Rogalski be allowed to stay at the parish
of Łańcut! For, in the present time, a priest like
Father Leon Rogalski is most needed: deeply zeal-
ous for the Lord’s glory and our salvation, com-
bining patience and gentleness, and able to touch
our hearts with his words.6

The petition did not change the General’s de-

cision, and indeed it may even have strength-

ened the superiors’ conviction that their decision 

 6 The Archives of the Southern Poland Province of the Society
of Jesus in Krakow [Archiwum Prowincji Polski Południowej To-
warzystwa Jezusowego w Krakowie] (hereinafter ATJKr) 1168 II,
no. 109.
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was correct in entrusting responsibility for this

mission to the right person.
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