A PATRON FOR THE SOUTHERN LAND ?

Tim Williams CM 

Eris Michael O'Brien, Catholic Archbishop of Canberra-Goulburn in New South Wales from 1953-1966, was also an historian.  In 1928, the Australasian Catholic Record published an article by him concerning the expedition of a navigator, the Sieur de Gonneville,  who claimed to have set foot in Australia in 1503.
  In the seventeenth century, a certain Abbé Paulmier, a Canon of the Cathedral of Lisieux in France, became interested in the navigator's Journals, and in a possible mission to the "Southern Land" of which de Gonneville had spoken.  

The French Geographer, du Brousses, published his Histoire des Navigations aux terres Australes in 1756 in Paris.  Included in his history were references to the Abbé Paulmier mentioned above. It seems that the Abbé Paulmier was a descendant of an Australian inhabitant,  an "Australian prince" who, it was claimed, had been taken on board ship by de Gonneville the navigator.  This Australian was taken back to France to study the culture of the Europeans, with the idea that he would eventually return to the Southern Land, "proficient in the European arts, particularly the art of warfare for which these Australians possessed an ardent passion"
.  The Australian prince, however, happily imbibed European culture, remained in France, became a Christian,  and married a relative of de Gonneville. 

The Abbé Paulmier, great grandson of the above relative of de Gonnevillle,  had the idea of taking Christianity to the land of his forefathers, the Southern Land, and it became a personal mission for him.  He studied some documents in his possession and the traditions about the Southern Land handed down by his family,  in order to repair the loss of de Gonneville's Journals, which had (horror!) fallen into the hands of the English on their way back to France. He communicated his project to Louis Abelly, the Bishop of Rodez, to Vincent to Paul, the Superior of the "Priests of the Mission" and to several other missionaries. Abbé Paulmier's ideas are contained in his Memoirs
, published in 1683, and which, in 1928, were located in the Mitchell Library in Sydney, Australia.  De Brousses tells us that Vincent de Paul would have presented the plans and intentions of the Abbé Paulmier to the Pope had not death prevented his contemplated action.

De Brousses held the view that a country should choose one of its own canonised saints as a national patron.  If the country lacked a canonised saint, then one which had a relationship with that country should be chosen.   The Abbé Paulmier would have been a candidate had he been canonised, but it is not known if he was even saintly.   In his stead, de Brousses felt that because of his connection with the Southern Land, tenuous though it was through contact with the Abbé Paulmier, Vincent de Paul would certainly have been a good choice.

Few of the members of the Vincentian Family, let alone the present inhabitants of the Southern Land, will ever know of de Brousses' view on an appropriate patron for Terra Australis.  But it's a nice thought, nonetheless!
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