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Pioneer Chaplain of the Royal Australian Navy 
 

The Archdiocese suffered a severe loss with a the death on Friday of Rev. 

Patr ick Gibbons, parish priest of Camberwell .   The report of the obsequies, 

on Monday morning, wi l l  appear in next weeks issue.  Below is an 

appreciation of Fr Gibbons by one of his c losest fr iends. ‘J .M.C” 

 

It is with sentiments of the deepest regret that we report the death of one of the most 

revered priests of the Archdiocese of Melbourne, the pastor of Our Lady of Victories, 

Camberwell – Fr Patrick Joseph Gibbons. 

These Latter years Fr Gibbons health was causing considerable anxiety to his relatives 

and many friends.  His indisposition however, did not incapacitate him in the discharge of 

his parish duties.  Indeed, quite recently it seemed that he had recovered something of 

his old vigour and was enjoying a new lease of life.  Only a few days before the latest 

attack he expressed himself as feeling particularly well.  It lends an added poignancy to 

the occasion that we was in high spirits over the arrival of his brother, Mr. Paul Gibbons, 

on a fleeting visit from America, when the final seizure came with startling suddenness.  

At first every hope was entertained the he would live.  But as the days passed his medical 

adivsers realized that his strength was ebbing.  He died as he would have wished, among 

his dear friends at the Mercy Hospital.  Almost the last articulate sentence he uttered was 

an expression of gratitude to the Sisters for their devoted attention.  To His brothers, Fr 

John Gibbons and Mr Lawrence Gibbons (headmaster at Yarra Park State School), and 

his relatives we extend our very sincere condolences. 

Fr Paddy Gibbons, as his fellow-priests love to speak of him, was a native of Ireland and 

was born in Claremorris, County Mayo, in 1882.  He came of a large family.  Three of its 

members embraced the religious life, one of them becoming a Sister of the Order of 

Mercy at San Francisco.  He received his primary education from Mercy Sisters at 

Claremorris, and later from Franciscan Brothers at Annaghdown, County Galway.  In 

pursuit of his secondary education he spent four years with the Fathers of the Holy Ghost 

at their renowned college at Rockwell, where his intellectual abilities were evidenced by 

his winning an exhibition each year. 

In 1898, at an early age of 16, he entered the National Ecclesiastical College at 

Maynooth.  The vice-president of the college at that time was the present Archbishop of 

Melbourne, the Most Rev. Dr Mannix.   

In his first year at Maynooth Fr. Gibbons carried off the coveted “solus” price for modern 

languages.  At the age of 18 he won his degree of Bachelor of Philosophy. 
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Owing to a sharp decline in health, his theological course was pursued with difficulty.  

Indeed, it soon became imperative that the gifted student from the diocese of Galway 

should seek a less rigorous climate.  His theological studies were prematurely terminated 

and a  special dispensation having been obtained, reducing the age required for Holy 

Orders, we has ordained to the priesthood a the end of his third divinity year at age of 22. 

Archbishop Carr intimating that he was prepared to receive his as a subject of his 

diocese, Fr. Gibbons arrived in Melbourne in 1904.  His first appointment as curate was 

to the parish of SS. Peter and Paul, South Melbourne.  From there he followed the 

odyssey of his early years in the ministry to Geelong, Meredith, Dandenong, Gisborne and 

St. Patrick’s Cathedral.  Wherever he had served the altar he left behind him a record of 

sterling priestly work and example.  We was a fine public speaker.  As a preacher he 

attained considerable eminence.  To this day enthusiastic reference may still be heard 

from members of the congregation who were privileged to hear his inspired discourse 

delivered in St Patrick’s Cathedral over 30 years ago on the Christian Priesthood, 

 

After the formation of the Royal Australian Nacy, Fr Gibbons, in 1913, was appointed its 

first Catholic Chaplain.  Indeed he was the first Catholic Naval Chaplain to serve in a 

British unit since the reformation, so called.  The new chaplain entered into his duties 

with zest.  He remained attached to the fleet for seven years, his keen sense of duty 

binding him to serve the entire period on board ship.  His term of service covered the four 

momentous years of the First World War.  He went into action in the Battle of Jutland.  

One recalls a breezy passage in his letters after the battle.  He declared that the roar of 

the guns as the British fleet engaged the enemy proved to be the best and most moving 

sermon his ratings had ever heard. 

Household Word 

During these years of service in the Navy the name of Fr. Paddy Gibbons became 

something of a household word in Catholic Australia.  Many years later it was a revelation 

to be with him in remote parts of the country and to note the universal esteem in which 

he was held.  Priests whom he had never met felt they had known him well because of 

the kindly interest with which they had followed the fortunes of the first Australian 

Catholic Naval Chaplain.  People enjoyed nothing better than to sit and listen as he 

chatted about the experiences of those days.  In his unassuming ways he could be a 

spell-binder on such occasions.  There did not seem to be any detail of the gear on these 

manoeuvres of a battleship with which he was not thoroughly conversant.  But he was 

never more entertaining that when describing his own personal manoeuvres to obtain 

permission of a crusty commander when the chaplain wanted to visit Catholic personnel 
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of the sister ships of the unit.  The friendships he formed during the years of his official 

association with the Australian navy he preserved to the end. 

Soon after his return to Melbourne, Fr. Gibbons was appointed to the charge of the newly-

formed parish of St Joan of Arc Brighton.  He extended schools at Brighton and Bentleigh 

and built a new school at St Finbar’s.  He also the Lawlor Memorial Tower and additions 

to the school at Camberwell.  It was while he was at St Joan of Arc’s that the weekly 

Catholic Hour broadcast from station 3AW was intiatied.  Fr Gibbons was elected 

president of the controlling committee.  He filled the position with ample evidence of his 

gift of leadership.  He was indefatigable in the pursuit of speakers for the various 

sessions.  He set a high standard of quality for the talks and he was inflexible in 

maintaining it.  His own contributions over the air were among the best.  He was served 

by a zealous and competent committee.  But it is not too much to say that through his 

personal tact and initiative the Catholic Radio Hour each Sunday evening soon became a 

leading feature in the broadcasting programmes in Melbourne.  A graceful tribute to the 

success he had attained came when he was made parish priest at Our Lady of Victories.  

In the letter of appointment, his Grace the Archbishop went on to say that he was 

delighted to have the opportunity of making the appointment in recognition of Fr Gibbons’ 

services “on sea, on land and on the air”. 

 

As a host Fr. Paddy Gibbons had few equals.  He fulfilled abundantly the condition laid 

down by St Paul, that a priest should be “given to hospitality”.  Far and wide among the 

clergy his kindness was proverbial.  He was at his best in clerical company.  No one could 

mistake the genuineness of the reception that awaited him at his presbytery.  The newly-

ordained priest felt almost embarrassed by the warmth of welcome to his board.  He had 

a genius for friendship.  He was looking forward with keen pleasure to the arrival of 

distinguished visitors for the centenary celebrations of the diocese to be held in 

Melbourne next year.  He hoped to have the privilege of entertaining the present primate 

of Ireland, Archbishop D’Alton of Armagh, thereby renewing a friendly association of long 

standing since the day when his Grace and Paddy Gibbons presented themselves at the 

primary school for their first day at school together. 

One of his leading characteristics was his care for the sick.  The Sisters of our hospitals 

have stated that they were glad to see him come as his visit had such a tonic effect on 

the patients.  He was a great hearted man. 

 

Father Paddy Gibbons is dead and the Catholic Church in Melbourne is lonelier and the 

poorer for his loss.  Indeed the pangs of regret at his passing will be felt far outside the 

diocese to which he rendered such signal service.  He had a very lofty conception of the 
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dignity of the priesthood.  His life never for one moment deflected from the pursuit of that 

grand ideal.  He was in truth the “Sacerdos magnus.”  He has left behind him the 

fragrance of an exemplary priestly life and a void in the hearts of the multitudes of friends 

who loved him.  May his soul rest in peace. 

“J.M.C” 

 

Original ly  Published in:  
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