
XXXII  – Bolivia, Latin America  

The Bolivian Republic has an area of 424 000 square miles, making it the fifth in size of the South 
American countries. The territory formed part of the ancient empire of the Incas1 which was conquered in 
1538 by the Spanish Conquistadores, after which it continued a sub-division of the vice-royalty of Peru 
until 1776. It was then annexed to the new viceroyalty of La Plata (Buenos Aires). The present Republic 
declared its independence of Spain in 1825 and took the name of Bolivia. A constitution drafted by the 
South American revolutionary leader, Simon Bolivar was, in 1826, adopted by a Congress at Choquesca, 
now Sucre.2 Due to its land-locked position the bulk of the country’s foreign trade must be sent through 
Chile, Peru and Argentina. 

La Paz is the administrative capital of Bolivia. I lies over 3000 metres above sea level in the valley of the 
La Paz River, only 60 Km south-east of Lake Titicaca. The city contains a modern cathedral and the 16th-
Century church of San Francisco. Manufacture is unimportant but trade is considerable in the fruits, 
vegetables, alpaca wool, cinchona bark and minerals of the surrounding regions. Except for cattle raising 
and the growing of certain industrial crops, however, agriculture is poorly developed and even many basic 
foodstuffs must be imported. About half the country’s population of nearly six-million are Indians – 
descendants of the people once ruled by the Incas. They furnish the bulk of the unskilled labour and also 
fill the ranks of the army and many are small farmers. About one fourth of the inhabitants are “mestizos” 
(of mixed blood) who run the small shops in towns and fill minor government positions. Another quarter 
of the people consist mainly of Whites, most of whom are of Spanish descent; these control Bolivia’s 
governmental affairs and are the large landowners. The language of Bolivia is Spanish. Primary education 
is nominally free and compulsory for children between seven and fourteen years but the public schools, 
though increasing in number, are inadequate to meet the needs of the country which has the highest 
illiteracy rate in South America. The Republic has five Universities; that of St Francis Xavier at Sucre 
was founded in 1634 and is one of the oldest in America. In recent years “Fe y Alegria” has been 
established to counter illiteracy by means of schools and radio stations that provide adult education. Since 
its inception in 1954, Fe y Alegria has taught some 100 000 scholars throughout Latin America. A good 
effort, to be sure, but the figure only shows how much still remains to be done in this field.  

While Mother General Fromunda Zimmermann was on visitation to our Convents in Europe during 1968, 
the Dominican Fathers at Cologne told her: “If you are looking for a place to do mission work send even 
only a few Sisters to Santa Cruz in Bolivia!” The Holy Father had also appealed to religious institutions 
to send missionaries to Latin America where the Church is in a sorry state.  Although the natives of 
Bolivia embraced Catholicism after the Spanish conquest, due to the paucity of Priests for centuries, most 
of these people now know next to nothing about the religion itself. 

Wherever one looks are proofs of incredible superstition and feint Christianity mixed with paganism. To 
give but one example: on every Indian hut there is a small wooden cross, and usually a bunch of barley, 
an earthenware pot filled with “chichi” (the native beer), a bottle of alcohol, a pot filled with corn and 
with cocoa leaves, etc. All this is supposed to bring luck and to influence the ‘gods’ or ‘saints’ to provide 
them with these necessaries of life throughout the year and once in every twelve months these tokens of 
good fortune are renewed. 

Taking Mother Emily Russ of Schlehdorf as travelling companion, Mother General embarked for Bolivia 
to investigate the possibility of starting a mission there... With great generosity the Congregation decided 
to assist these people of Latin America and volunteers were called for from among the Sisters. 

Excitedly Sisters Ingeborg Bierbaum and Marie-Andre Hammel in South Africa and Sister Aquinata 
Schmid at Schlehdorf made preparations for their new mission. The two first-named went on furlough 

                                                 
1 A group of South American Indian tribes of Quechuan stock, who established their capital at Cusco in Peru in the 

12th Century and gradually extended their dominion from Ecuador to the borders of Chile. At the time of the 
earliest Spanish expeditions to Peru in the 16th Century their empire had become the most powerful and highly 
developed Indian state in the history of South America. 

2 The constitutional capital of Bolivia. 



and, together, the trio embarked from Hamburg on 24th March 1971 to start their voyage to South 
America on board the “Pasteur”, a French passenger liner. En route the ship called at Southampton, Le 
Havre and Lisbon before crossing the Atlantic Ocean. Leaving Lisbon on 30th March the missionaries 
sailed into the harbour of Rio de Janeiro in the early morning of 8th April. In a letter Sister Mari-Andre 
described the majestic beauty of the mountains rising from the dark water and, in the distance, the large 
statue of Christ with arms outstretched. Since there was no Priest on board, on Easter Sunday our trio held 
their Easter service on deck at four o’clock in the morning, singing their Alleluias towards sea and sky. 

There was also an interesting ecumenical feature: Two German ladies, deaconesses, one of them 
belonging to the Salvation Army, the other a missionary, became very friendly and joined the Sisters in 
Bible reading and shared prayer while on board the ship. On 13th April, Sister Marie-Andre wrote: “... this 
morning at seven o’clock we arrived at Buenos Aires. To be frank, we had mixed feelings for we did not 
know what to expect. Would there be anybody to meet us in this strange, new land? What a surprise when 
he saw six people waiting for us to give us a hearty welcome in German, Swiss and Spanish! Among 
them was Padre Magistro of the local Dominican Priory. We could scarcely believe our own eyes and 
ears...” 

For three days the Sisters enjoyed the hospitality of these kind people until, in the evening of 17th April, 
our three missionaries boarded the train which would take them to their destination, Santa Cruz. Arriving 
there on Thursday evening 20th April, they hoped to go “home” at last; home being a small house which 
had been purchased for them previously. To their dismay they found that the family occupying the house 
was in no hurry to move out. There is apparently “no hurry in South America; if the people tell you to 
wait two weeks, you may easily add two more...” So for some time the Sisters were obliged to stay in a 
home for the poor and homeless until they could take possession of their little convent: Casilla 2079, El 
Paraiso. Although the three pioneers had spent three months previously in Madrid learning Spanish, the 
language was still a difficulty; but they hoped soon to begin their missionary work. 

The original plan was that the sisters would collaborate with the Dominican Brethren by opening a 
kindergarten, help with pastoral work in the parish, teach elementary hygiene and domestic science. At 
some future date they hoped to open a little clinic to provide a medical health service. On arrival the 
Sisters soon realised that the idea of a kindergarten was not feasible because the educational structure of 
Bolivia is quite different. As an alternative Sister Marie-Andre began teaching catechism in a public 
school in the neighbourhood. Soon the little children ran after Sister asking: “Madre, where do you live?” 
Like Our Lord, she invited them: “Venid y Ved.”3  

The service of a nurse had been planned for two years later, but the insistence of the Parish Priest and the 
urgent need for a full-time nurse motivated the Sisters to ask for one and Sister Birgit Strock arrived early 
in 1972 from South Africa. 

When the Sisters came to El Paraiso it was certainly no Paradise, but a slum with a population of 8000 
people. At Mother Fromunda’s second visit to Bolivia she noticed that, “though the country and, 
especially, Santa Cruz still bore the stamp of utter poverty, there were now more tarred streets, some 
attempts at drainage, fewer donkeys and pigs in streets, better houses and a little more comfort in the long 
distance buses. However, the general living conditions of the majority of people could not be imagined. A 
man cannot find work easily except in the campo where he picks cotton for a wage on which he can 
barely subsist himself. No wonder that there are all the signs of malnutrition and tuberculosis. In a way 
the women strike one as the ones most affected by this life struggle; they are patient, suffering creatures, 
growing old long before their time. Yet the people on the whole are friendly and receptive, and grateful 
for any help given them. The difficult task of those who want to help them is to stimulate them and induce 
them to improve their conditions, and thus slowly learn to help themselves.” 

It was with deep satisfaction that Mother General “noticed that our Sisters had begun a real apostolate 
even during their short stay at El Paraiso. The witness of their presence was making people aware of other 
realities. The people appreciated the kindly help given to their children and the sick. They feel the 

                                                 
3 Come and Se.e. 



influence of the Sisters in the schools where they give religious instruction and thus establish contact with 
the families. The Parish Priest is being helped in his work since, besides visiting homes, the Sisters have 
charge of the First Communion and Confirmation classes and the Legion of Mary. Almost 400 persons 
were being prepared for Confirmation that year.” 

Our clinic a Santa Cruz was begun in a room in the Sisters’ Convent, though this was most inconvenient. 
Eventually funds were obtained from the Misereor Foundation in Germany to extend the Convent and 
erect a separate clinic. The latter has developed into a children’s clinic with health education offered to 
individuals and patients are referred to the doctor or the hospital in good time. Sister Birgit spends much 
of her mornings accompanying patients to the physician or to the hospital and seeing to it that they are 
attended to and given the free treatment that is available. In the absence of a Sister, people are often left 
waiting in a queue for days or are entirely overlooked. These patients are usually tuberculotics who go to 
the Public Health Department or the Children’s Hospital for their supply of medicines. 

In the beginning this clinic did not pay its way, but now about 80% of the people can, and are willing to, 
pay for treatment, which helps to cover the running expenses. In time the Sister gets to know the people’s 
circumstances and can estimate how much they can afford to pay. 

‘Venid y Ved’ has also become an “open house” to the Dominican Priests and the Sisters of out-lying 
missions, e.g. the Arenberg Dominicans, when they come to town to make their purchases. 

During the first years our Sisters explored various avenues for work that would give them some financial 
independence but, for a long time, the quest was fruitless. Eventually they managed to contact the 
secretary of the Catholic Organisation “Fe y Alegria” which has been founded to combat illiteracy in 
South America. Its aim is to help the poorest section of the population, especially those in the country, by 
providing education and health services. Once the people have applied for help the organisation erects the 
school and/or dispensary, but on the understanding that the local community help with the actual work. 
The organisation appoints the teachers who are paid by the State, although the salary is not large. Our 
Sisters were offered such a Primary School and clinic about 40 Km north of Santa Cruz through the 
intervention of a Spanish Franciscan, Sister Angelica Nan. The project was hastily investigated and 
accepted on the day prior to Mother Fromunda’s departure from Santa Cruz in 1972. It is obvious that the 
mission in Bolivia is unique. Besides the qualities of a religious mission vocation it requires the extra gift 
of knowing how to cope with the paralysing attitude of indifference and apathy in the population. It 
requires above all “Fe y Alegria”, i.e. Faith and Joy, two virtues characteristic of Saint Dominic. One 
imagines that he, in his own time, knew similar conditions of both material poverty and spiritual 
stagnation. If he had the courage to fight against these evils he will also obtain the same grace for our 
pioneers in Latin America. 

 

 

Forestal, is 38 Km from Santa Cruz, hidden in the forest and situated between banana and sugar 

plantations. Twenty-seven Km of the way is tarred but the rest is dirt road which is often impassable in 
the rainy season. There is, moreover, the winding unbridged Piray River to be crossed five times in order 
to reach Forestal. Although Bolivia is situated entirely in the tropics, as a result of it varied elevation, it 
possesses a wide range of climate. In the higher regions the climate is cold and dry but generally 
healthful, in spite of the rarity of the atmosphere, days of great heat followed by bitterly cold nights and 
cutting winds. Vegetation is scanty in many parts where maize, rice, potatoes and barley are the only 
important crops, and coarse grasses maintain the animals of these zones. In the lower regions the climate 
is warmer and tropical crops are raised. 

The school at Forestal was begun by an elderly Bolivian nun, Madre Ines Camache de las Crusadez de la 
Iglesia. Her congregation would not, however, allow her to reside at Forestal outside the community, and 
through lack of competent supervision the school made very little progress. In 1972 Madre Ines handed 
the school over to Fe y Alegria.  



When our Sisters arrived at Forestal in January 1973 they used one of the existing four classrooms as a 
temporary convent. With money received from the Swiss Lenten Appeal Fund and from our 
Congregation, a small convent and a more suitable clinic were built and equipped with the most necessary 
requisites. At the start a tiny palm hut had to serve as a clinic. 

Sister Marie-Andre was appointed Principal of the school and four Bolivian lay teachers were to help her. 
The teaching method that was in general use there is that of copying and memorising information. 
Teachers in the campo, if qualified at all, are poorly trained and they are usually indifferent as well. Text 
books, stationery, etc. must be bought even in the State schools. At our school these materials are 
supplied gratis to the poorest pupils.4 Ours is also one of the few schools that has regular daily attendance. 
Even when it rains heavily the children come, notwithstanding the great distance some of them live from 
the school.5 Sister is also fortunate in having a staff that is co-operative and follows her lead. During the 
last year the school was already enlarged6 to comprise five classrooms and a domestic science kitchen 
adapted to the circumstances of the area. Sister also conducts catechetical classes for the parents who 
intend to have their children baptised. 

It is obvious that a teacher’s task in Bolivia is not easy. It also takes time for a teacher qualified in another 
country to adjust to Bolivian red tape and ‘blue laws’. The difficulty is augmented by the fact that the 
country enjoys very little stability. Schools open in March. In August 1971 they had to be closed on 
account of political unrest. In a letter the Sisters told Mother General how they experienced the 
revolution: “... On 19th August Sister Marie-Andre came home from her catechism lesson while 
everything appeared as usual. Hardly two hours later Padre Atanasio O.P., the Parish Priest, brought the 
news that a revolution had started in the town: One person had been killed and twenty were wounded. It 
began at the University where the Communist-minded students provoked the anti-Communists. The 
former, armed with machine guns, drove in jeeps through the town and just fired shots at the crowds 
which had gathered. They then climbed up the cathedral tower and aimed from there. The bells of the 
cathedral were tolling the whole night through and in between shots could be heard. 

“Padre Atanasio was surprised by ten armed visitors who searched the house for arms but fortunately 
none could be found. In the afternoon a bomb exploded only 150 metres away from our house. The 
Communists wanted to blow up the broadcasting station which is near our convent. At about 5 o’clock 
there were great demonstrations of the anti-Communists at the Plaza in front of the cathedral and later we 
heard that six people had been killed and 36 wounded as the result of the bomb explosion. Our fears 
increased when, late that night, there came a message over the radio that all lights inside and outside the 
houses should be kept burning so that the Communists should not be able to hide anywhere! What would 
happen, we wondered, if Torres did not resign? It would surely have terrible consequences for the Church 
in Bolivia. At last, towards midnight, we heard that Torres did actually resign and then we could think of 
going to sleep. Today Padre Atanasio said, ‘We shall have peace of a year...’ Well we shall see...” 

After the revolution the President decreed that teachers must promote all pupils to the next standard for 
the following year. This is very frustrating for a dedicated teacher. This also accounts for the fact that 
there are sometimes pupils in Standard three who cannot read. However, the missionaries’ devotion and 
industry at Forestal has already earned the little school a very good name in the vicinity and the people 
appreciate what is being done for them. 

The inhabitants are a mixture of mestizos and people of Spanish descent and some Indios who speak 
Spanish or Quechua and a minority talk Aymara.7 The people’s ignorance regarding agricultural methods 
accounts largely for their failure to make a success of farming although the ground is fertile and fit for 
cultivation. Another handicap to this community in Bolivia is also the effect of the climate: its frequent 
changes of temperature from great heat to extreme cold. The peasants here live in square palm huts 
                                                 
4 This can be done only through the donations of friends from abroad. 
5 Two to three hours on foot. 
6 There are now 150 names on the roll. 
7 A tribe centred in the high plateau near Lake Titicaca. When first encountered by the Spanish explorers they were 

subject to the Incas; however, many writers now think they were themselves the earliest representatives of the 
Inca civilisation. 



comprising only one living room and often there is only one bed for the entire family. Cooking is usually 
done in a separate shelter. Their diet consists almost entirely of carbohydrates, to which protein is added 
very rarely. Consequently they suffer from malnutrition and avitaminosis and succumb easily to 
tuberculosis and diseases of the environment caused by polluted water. 

For the people there is practically no transport facility. They fetch their household supplies by means of a 
pack-horse or a mule. The farmer must almost beg someone to fetch his produce to the market and for 
that he must pay a high price. Much produce is also ruined while waiting for transport to come or for the 
rains to cease. 

Since 1969 the people there had been asking for a clinic and a trained nurse to care for their sick at 
Forestal. Formerly patients had been treated by curanderos (quacks) or by Sanitorios (someone who can 
give an injection in a fashion but has no medical or nursing knowledge). No statistics are available of the 
birth rate, the life expectancy or causes of deaths in the forest. The diseases most prevalent are malaria, 
tuberculosis, typhoid, typhus, scabies, goitre, leprosy and anaemia caused by worms, gastro-enteritis, etc. 

A Franciscan Priest, Padre Rudolfo, offered to get a building team to clear a site in the forest to erect a 
clinic. As mentioned previously, this enterprise was sponsored mainly by the Swiss Lenten Appeal Fund. 
Seven months later building operations came to a complete halt on account of the heavy rains which 
continued practically for six months on end. Roads were destroyed and rivers swollen and impassable. 
Yet during all this time two of our Sisters walked weekly from the end of the tarred road through rivers, 
mud and pouring rain to serve the people at Forestal. The Sisters working in the campo (country) leave 
their convent at Santa Cruz on a Monday morning and only return from Forestal at the weekend for 
Sunday Mass. There is only one Priest to serve a very large rural area, so he can only come about three or 
four times a year to Forestal to say Mass. For the rest of the time there is no Mass – a great privation for 
the Sisters, of course. They are, on that account, allowed to take the Blessed Sacrament with them from 
Santa Cruz to their little chapel at Forestal. The nuns also carry all their provisions and medical supplies 
for the coming week in their rucksacks. The Swiss Miva has given them a jeep which has eased their 
work considerably but the vehicle can tale them only to the tarred road in the rainy season. 

In a letter from Sisters Marie-Andre and Martin8 we learned that these two Sisters had to celebrate 
Christmas of 1976 in solitude at Forestal as they were prevented from going ‘home’ to Santa Cruz by 
excessive rain. “... For ten days the inhabitants of Forestal had been prepared for the birth of Our Lord 
and everyone was looking forward to the feast. Early in the morning the young mothers with their 
children arrived to arrange the altar and the crib in the open air on the school grounds. However, between 
2 and 3 o’clock, the sky became overcast and the clouds grew darker and darker. We began to doubt 
whether Father would dare to come out to the forest. The people, however, did not seem to mind the 
threatening weather as more and more arrived with their home-made lanterns shining like stars in the 
gloaming. 

It was already dark and Father had not yet arrived to the great disappointment of the people – there was 
now a crowd of more than three hundred present. We decided to commence with the Bible Service as the 
sky looked even more menacing. We had scarcely begun when there was a downpour and we took shelter 
in a classroom. It was difficult to continue the service here as we were so crowded together with very 
little air. 

“The rain stopped so that we could go into the open for the veneration of the Infant Jesus. It was touching 
to witness the fervour with which young and old kissed the feet of the little statue of the baby, thanking 
and asking favours. After the ceremony we all enjoyed a cup of cacao, fresh bread and sweets – a gift 
from benefactors. We chatted as we watched fireworks illuminate the sky now and again. Towards 
morning it began raining very heavily again and we had to give up the thought of celebrating Christmas 
with our Sisters at Santa Cruz. We had hoped the two newcomers, Sisters Lucy and Herta, would come 
out with Father. All had been prepared for them, even their beds. What a disappointment...” 

                                                 
8 Sisters Ingeborg and Birgit took it in turns to work at Forestal until Sister Martin Chami arrived from South 

Africa. She still had to spend a couple of months at the language institute in Cochabamba to learn a little 
Spanish before assuming duty at Forestal. 



Christmas Eve was celebrated in silence. Sisters Marie-Andre and Martin invited their handyman to 
supper. He felt very honoured and happy. At 10 o’clock they listened to the Midnight Mass from 
Cologne. It was a beautifully clear reception. At 11 o’clock the two Sisters went to their little chapel to 
say the Divine Office together and to receive Holy Communion. They remained still for a long time near 
the crib in the candle-light and felt themselves united with all their dear ones at home and the Sisters in 
our many convents. 

On Monday in the late afternoon the headman of Forestal brought the nuns letters from Santa Cruz. This 
was a great Christmas gift and gave them immense joy.  

The heat that day was unbearable. The appearance of the tremendous snake on the grounds seemed to 
announce a thunder storm. The workmen killed and fried it for their supper! Early on Tuesday morning 
there was lightning and thunder followed by a cloud burst. In no time the garden was so full of water that 
it threatened to enter their house. The workman made holes in the garden wall to let the water escape. 
Within two hours 245 mm of rain had fallen... However, the Sisters were afterwards able to celebrate the 
New Year at Santa Cruz. 

The mission at Forestal also places great strain on the Sisters in Bolivia because there is no telephonic or 
other means of communication by which the Sisters in the campo can notify their companions at Santa 
Cruz of their safe arrival, nor why they sometimes cannot come home for three weeks at a time when the 
rivers are impassable. Those at Santa Cruz can only conjecture that it has been raining heavily in the 
forest and the roads are not negotiable. 

The clinic at Forestal is maintained almost entirely by donations from abroad. The two Sisters there now 
each receive a monthly salary of R35 from the State. This is their only income besides their allowance 
from the Congregation. The Indios in the forest subsist on an annual income of about R50 to R90 and 
have not the means to pay for medical treatments. This clinic is, moreover, the only medical centre within 
an area of about 40 sq. miles. In the forest the rivers form the sole water supply and they are all polluted. 
It is a hard battle to persuade the people to boil their drinking water. Typhoid and dysentery and malaria 
are, therefore, rife in all these parts. No wells exist and the only hand pump in the forest is the one 
installed by the sisters at the clinic. 

The price of transport in that country is incredible. To erect the clinic the Sisters paid almost a third of the 
cost of the total project, for only the transport of the material. Owners of trucks are reluctant to enter the 
forest on account of the bad roads and only agreed to deliver the building material at an exorbitant price. 

The poor in Bolivia have learned long ago to be silent and submissive under grinding oppression. Even if 
the poor should start some project on their own it invariably suffers shipwreck sooner or later through 
bribery and corruption. And, of course, much of their poverty stems from ignorance. The Indios have 
been exploited for so long that they have lost all hope and they no longer trust their fellow man. That the 
presence of the Sisters means something to these people can be illustrated by the following incident. On 
one of their walking trips two Sisters were accosted by a simple Indio woman who asked: “Why do the 
Madres undertake the painful march into the forest when the rains continue for weeks on end?” She 
became thoughtful when Sister replied, “Because there are so many sick people and children waiting for 
help”. Then the woman said: “Yes, everyone has let us down – the agent who buys our produce, the 
dealer, the truck owner – all have stayed away; only the sisters are always there for us.”9 Our nurses now 
notice that the Bolivians around them “are becoming health-conscious and that the battle against dirt is 
showing results by the way the people have improved in personal hygiene. The incidence of scabies and 
impetigo has diminished considerably as they learn the basics of personal and environmental cleanliness. 
The infant mortality rate has declined since mothers bring their babies to the clinic early enough for 
effective treatment. Tuberculotics now live longer and have hope of cure. Even the lepers leave their 
hiding places to seek assistance from ‘la Madre’. 

                                                 
9 During the first year the average daily attendance at the clinic was ten patients; the figure has now risen to 30 to 

60 per day. 



“The objective of this clinic service is to remove many of the causes of disease through a programme of 
preventive medicine, such as vaccination, and by providing nutritional and health education. It is a slow 
process and meanwhile the sick are attended to as they come. House visits are done on horseback but 
there is hardly time to do more than emergency calls.” 

The Sisters endeavour to restore hope and confidence in the people and to teach them ways of self-help. 
All over the forest they notice that new energy is beginning to throb. People want to live, want to work, 
because they now have the health and strength to do so... Death, darkness and bleak despair would be the 
alternative without the clinic and the school in the forest. 

 


