
A TUMULTOUS JOURNEY 
  

PREFACE 
  

At a Regional Retreat held at La Verna, South Africa in June 2007 those  

present looked at the Congregation in the light of The Earth Story, The Church Story and The Story of South 
Africa. Because Apartheid had such a major effect on the Church Story and the Story of our Congregation, it 
was requested that a history be written for our sisters to help the healing process of the effects of Apartheid on 
our personal lives. It is impossible to write this story without using the terms “black”, ”coloured” and “white” as 
painful as these terms are.  

Many do not know that Margaret Schäffler and Tshifhiwa Munzhedzi have both written extensive and 

researched papers on this topic as their theses for Master of Theology and for Second Year History respectively. 
Anyone who wants more information can ask our Archivist for these documents. Margaret’s thesis is also on the 
Internet. I do not wish to repeat what they have said so well.  

What follows is my personal account of the experience.  It has been an extremely painful journey for me, for 

some it was so painful that they no longer want to recall the happenings of those times, others have found the 
healing they need in different ways including the story telling groups we instituted as our own version of “Truth 
and Reconciliation” and they no longer have the desire, or the need, to talk about events belonging to a past that 
they are glad is over. Here and there I have quoted what sisters wrote to me and have chosen for them to be 
anonymous.  I have also included some quotes from the poem Katy van Wyk wrote as a response to what 
emerged for her during our retreat of 2007. The photographs tell their own story of the holistic life and training 
offered for individual growth and for ministry. This was in keeping with our Dominican tradition then and is 
still of value to us now.  
  
As I reflect on our history I ask myself, 
 “Why am I writing this account at all?  
   Why are people requesting another telling of our story?  
   What is the value of recalling our painful past?” 

I am not sure of my answer to these questions. You, who are reading this, will have your own reasons for 

exploring a history many wish to forget. My own understanding at this point of my life is that we remember the 
past only for the sake of the future. All of us need to be aware of how we let the past shape our attitudes and our 
behaviours in the present and how we would like it to shape the future. At this time of our South African history 
we are deeply aware how many people are letting violent attitudes and behaviours be manifest in their lives and 
so in our lives. These violent attitudes and behaviours are explainable results of past oppression and injustice.  
At the same time we see many examples of forgiveness and compassion arising out of the same past. The choice 
is ours. The clearer we are about our past, the more freedom we have to make the choices we really want to 
make now.   

 Ann Wigley 
2 February 2010  

the 20th anniversary of Nelson Mandela’s release from prison. 
  

Time before time was the deep dark void 
The void held the dream and the story 
The dream longed to become reality 
And the story yearned to be told. 
                                             Katy van Wyk 

 

 



A TUMULTUOUS JOURNEY IN TUMULTUOUS TIMES  
  

1932 to 1982 
  

 Our Congregation was born in 1877 before the discovery of gold in the Witwatersrand. All the same, people 

were flocking to South Africa from Europe in the hope of creating a new life for themselves and their families. 
They loved the wide open spaces, the wildlife and the possibilities a new world offered to them.  
  
Some only came to join the army as it offered a sure salary and sustenance for their families. They did not query 
whether the wars were just or not. It was often the only opportunity of work offered to them and they took it. 
Once here, they adopted the attitude of almost all the settlers from Europe. They felt superior to the people 
living here and that their own rights and needs held precedence over the existing population. 
  

Time before time the dream unfolded 
orderless spaces came into being 
fiery spaces –watery spaces—dry spaces 
earthy spaces – spaces for creativity, spaces for intuition 
Mystical spaces – spaces for the dance and spaces for the song. 

Katy van Wyk 
  

Into this atmosphere seven women arrived from Germany to tend to the needs of the German settlers in the 

Eastern Cape. They did this with creativity, industry and care, providing a school for them in King  
William’s Town. Within the first decade of their life in South Africa, the Sisters saw the needs of local people 
and responded to them with the same dedication and love. Convents sprang up in unlikely places all over the 
country in answer to requests and the perceived needs of the people. Many of these institutions were closed in 
the 1950’s due to government pressure to lessen the influence of the Church in African circles. Although the  
institutes were closed, the work that was done lives on in the hearts and minds of those who were there. Women 
trained at the Teacher Training College in Village Main, City Deep, Johannesburg continued meeting  
annually for decades after the school closed and still have contact with each other. More importantly they 
carried the education and spirit they had received there into schools throughout the country and were often 
promoted to leadership positions because of the quality of their work. In the 1980’s I was asked to conduct a 
workshop for seven women chosen to represent groups of leaders of pre-schools in Johannesburg and 
surrounding areas. Great was my surprise and joy when I found out that four of them had been educated at our 
school in Cradock. It is impossible to measure the fruit of the work done by our sisters, fruit that continually 
bears new seeds decades after institutes have needed to close for whatever reason.     
  

I was born, an image of God, beloved of God 
classified a person of a lesser race 
and given a new and false identity – Coloured? 

       Katy van Wyk 
 

  In the 1940’s and early 

1950’s when the 
Congregation was at its 
height in vigour, in 
numbers and in outreach, 
apartheid  
became entrenched in all 
the structures of the 
country. The Bantu 
education act was passed, 
the separate amenities act 
was passed, the Second 
World War broke out in 

Germany, the country of our origin. The same spirit that was driving Hitler was driving Hendrik Verwoerd and 
the architects of our Apartheid Regime. Hendrik Verwoerd landed in jail, as did anyone suspected of being 



Nazis at the time. Our German Sisters were granted indemnity by Jan Smuts as it was clear they did not hold the 
same racist views. However, this same indemnity gave them a loyalty to the South African Government that 
went way beyond the rule of Jan Smuts. When the Separate Amenities Act came into force they applied this 
even to members of our own Congregation. The loyalty to both Church and secular authorities was seen by most 
as loyalty to God even when the commands were clearly unscriptural. Looking back at our history many are 

shocked and wonder how that 
thinking could have been 
tolerated by so many. Others 
are resentful at having been 
treated in this unjust manner 
and deeply confused about 
what the will of God is in any 
circumstance. They feel 
themselves to have been 
buffeted this way and then that, 
all in the name of God’s will. 
Some have come to terms with 
the historical reality which is 
ours and hope that we will not 

repeat it, or allow its consequences to destroy our lives and our peace of mind now.  One sister at the end of her 
letter describing some of her painful memories said:  “Thank God I will die in this Congregation which I love so 
much. When I went through the years of discrimination God showed me the way and said: “Come follow me!”   
Another wrote: “I believe God wanted me to experience the passion of the Lord. I cried a lot. My health 
condition deteriorated a lot. Thank God I did not die then, otherwise I would have died a bitter person. I have 
now closed this chapter of my life.”  
  

Initially our African Sisters lived, prayed, ate and worked in different places and under very different 

conditions from those provided for ”White” South Africans, or for Sisters coming from Western Europe.  At 
Lilyfontein, which was the African Noviciate, the bell rang for prayer one day. Sister Anna Kugelman, the 
German novice mistress, was talking to a visitor who asked her, “Do you not need to go to prayer?”  “No,” she 
said “That is for them, I pray separately.”  Anna Kugelman did not reflect the thinking of Mother Augustine and 
the General Council of 1932 who thought that to have one inclusive Congregation would be “for the greater 
glory of God.” Their thinking was in line with political giants like, Nelson Mandela, Walter Sizulu and Oliver 
Thambo. They were young boys at that time and only beginning to think thoughts and dream dreams of a united 
South Africa. If only our sisters had had the courage to honour their own intuition rather than that of the Church 
Leaders and the “White” Leaders in South Africa, our Congregational life and history would have been very  
different. In hindsight it is easy to see this; in the day to day life of the times it was much more difficult to 
discern the best way to act.   
 
  
 
 
 

Anyone joining our 

Congregation in King William’s 
Town in the mid 1950’s or the 
1960’s  would see our African 
Sisters drinking out of tin mugs 
sitting on the benches outside the 
kitchen reserved for beggars and 
stray visitors no matter whether it 
were raining or not. One sister 
wrote: “The worst was when we 
went to East London. We were 
given tea in jam tins near the door that was leading to the toilet.” This, and many other acts of discrimination, 
was a cause of great suffering to some. Others closed their eyes in order not to see what they could not tolerate. 
When anyone asked the question: “Why don’t we simply disobey these unjust laws? Surely it is more important 

Sisters Amata and Herman doing 
research “Truth is constantly evolving 
through our conscious participation in the 
unfolding process of life.”  

Springs of Life 

Srs Dorothy and Cabrini—  
“Praying together as community is a 
fundamental element of our Dominican 
way of life.”  

Springs of Life 



to treat  everyone with the respect due to them than 
to obey the political or religious leaders who are 
asking us to do what we know is wrong and not 
according to God’s desire for us.”  The answer 
repeatedly given to such troublesome questions 
was: “If we act or talk out against apartheid, we 
will be sent back to Germany; it is better to keep 
quiet and support the  system in order to remain in 
the country and to continue the good work we have 
begun.”   
  

This kind of compromise caused confusion and 

pain in the hearts of many.  In the rule of St Augustine 
according to which we made our vows we were called to “live 
united in heart and in spirit” among ourselves. I did not 
experience this “unity of heart and spirit”. Beneath the 
alienation and discrimination which was evident all around 
me, I also experienced a desire for true communion in my 
own heart and in the hearts of sisters who had left everything 
to be a wholesome presence in our country. This desire for 
true union and belonging to the Congregation was still 
stronger in the hearts and minds of our African and 
“Coloured” sisters no matter how they were treated. I 
believed I was called to walk this journey from separation to 
union that the whole country was walking and continues to 
walk. I had no desire to go into exile and disassociate myself 
from the struggle we were all going through in the country of my birth.  I believed that if we could achieve 
union in our Congregation it would help towards achieving it in the country as a whole. The multicultural, 
international character of our Congregation continues to be meaningful as we struggle as a nation to overcome 
xenophobia and ethnic and racial divisions. St Augustine’s call to “live united in heart and in spirit” invites us to 
find new ways to live this ideal and longing of Christ himself. 
 

The death of Sr Aidan Quinlan in the early 1950’s was regarded by most of our sisters with much 

understanding of the people who had killed her and not as a reason to enforce apartheid, or to fear our African 
brothers and sisters. I was a teenager at the time and the compassion with which the Sisters spoke to us about 
the situation was edifying to me. Unfortunately there was little real contact between the “black” and the “white” 
sisters at the time and the silence around a happening that was so important to both groups engendered further 
division and mistrust. In the late 1950’s, in this atmosphere of  mistrust, the separate Diocesan Congregation of 
St Martin de Porres was formed. This was seen as a reason to rejoice and a development for the better by those 
who chose it.  “White” sisters who were not in leadership, had no say and were given no option to be part of this 
new Congregation, in fact most did not even realize it was happening as the separation was so real even before it 
was institutionalised.  
 
 

Besides being given separate living quarters, a different 

sort of crockery, different food, and countless other 
discriminations, the training offered to our “black”, 
”coloured” and “white”  sisters was  kept separate. In the 
60’s and 70’s there were three noviciates within a 50km 
radius of each other. One for “blacks”, one for 
“coloureds” and one for “whites”. This was to honour the 
Group Areas Act and also the wish of the Church 
Hierarchy in South Africa and in the Vatican. It was not 
only the practice in the King Dominican Congregation, 
but in all the Congregations in South Africa. Some 



Congregations  initially did not accept ”black”, “coloured”, Indian or Chinese vocations at all and so did not 
need to face  the challenges internally.   
  

 

Our Congregational Leadership and practically all 

of our membership turned a blind eye to the fact that 
there were German Sisters in charge of and living in 
Lilyfontein and at Francis Xavier. This created 
“mixed” communities and was also illegal, but it 
“did not matter” because they thought it was 
necessary and therefore they did not see the anomaly. 
It caused intense suffering to me as a “White” South 
African appointed in 1968 to be novice Mistress in 
King for the “White” Novices.  We found ways to 
bring our younger members together either through 
extended visits, or through times of preparation for 
final vows. During the 70’s when the “white” 
novitiate was in Brakpan, the novices went to Kwa 
Thema for much appreciated input from Sr Stella 
Hlatshwayo. Sisters preparing for Final Vows came 
together from the  different novitiates for three 
months. Slowly the division was eroded and  
consciousness raised throughout the Congregation. 

  

In the late 1960’s and early 1970’s  the sisters of the Martin de Porres Congregation asked to be re-united to 

the King Congregation. First they became a province of our Congregation and then in 1982 when the Black 
Consciousness movement and the liberation struggle was at its strongest, the Province was dissolved, again at 
the request of the sisters. At last we were simply one Congregation in South Africa as Mother Augustine and the 
Council had desired in 1932.  Some “black” sisters in Diocesan Congregations which were exclusively “black,” 
called our sisters traitors for wanting to be part of a “white” Congregation. Hard questions were asked and tough 
decisions were made. Changing structures did not change feelings and attitudes immediately. It was a new 
beginning of the interior journey towards unity of heart and spirit that we are called to by our very profession.  
  

Paradoxically, while this re-unification was happening, our “Coloured” sisters were all asked to go and live at 

Cradock. It was never seen as a separate Congregation by the leadership; they thought it would give the  
sisters a sense of identity and ownership and pride. But it felt like exile to the sisters involved, they felt 
unwanted and many left. They could not understand that they were not simply absorbed into the Congregation 
as a whole. The experiment did not work and left many painful feelings in its wake. One sister writes: “We were 
sent to Cradock on 23 December 1973 in a butcher van with no novice mistress, only the novices and us. The 
novices were sent to school because there was no one for them. We had to defend ourselves and live on the 
money we could earn. This shows that they did not want us. From then on sisters started to leave. We were 
twenty four sisters, but three remained. I thank God that things have changed.”  
  

Throughout these tumultuous years, while we as a Congregation did not speak out against the apartheid in the 

Congregation or in the country, we showed admiration for anyone outside the Congregation who did speak or 
act against the system. In fact, in the days of reading during meals, we even read the account of the Sharpeville 
Massacre, 1961, in the refectory in King. Cosmas Desmond was held up as an example to us. Our sisters in 
Europe, especially in the Netherlands, kept calling us to recognize the evils of apartheid.  Those missioned to 
Zimbabwe were also vocal in their condemnation of South Africa and her policies. However these same sisters 
never proposed an alternate way to be at our Chapters which was the only place where policy could have been 
changed in any way. I can well remember being asked by an overseas delegate from whom I expected some 
understanding to keep quiet and to stop saying things that “could be hurtful to our older sisters who had done so 
much for our country”.  I could not understand how she and others could be so vocal and critical outside the 
Chapter and so supportive of an unjust system within the Chapter.  I did not know which way to turn and all the 
time I heard the invitation: “For this have you come to this hour!” I heard the plea of our sisters for equality. I 



saw 700 thirteen and fourteen year olds standing under a tree in Ginsberg, King William’s Town in January 
when school was supposed to start, begging for teachers and a school. They had no school, no teacher, no 
books, no desks, while we, at King Convent, had big classrooms and small classes, sometimes just two pupils 
for maths, or four for history. The contrast was staggering. 
 

In the mid-sixties two sisters, Natalie Kuhn and Gerardi Hagemen, 

were sent to Lumen Vitae to study the new catechetics. Their hearts and 
minds were opened to the new theology of Vatican II and they also 
studied alongside people from different parts of  Africa who helped them 
to understand what was really happening to the people of our land. 
When they returned they opened our eyes, not only to a new catechetical 
approach, but also to a whole new theology that affected our way of 
being in Congregation and in world. The documents of Vatican II, 
especially Gaudeum et Spes, Lumen Gentium, and the document on 
Religious Life also affected us profoundly and helped us to see our 
responsibility to build a better world together with the laity around us. 
At the same time FEDOSA was formed. The early focus of FEDOSA 
was on promoting justice in and through our Congregations.  
  

Since the first two sisters were sent to Brussels for studies there has 

been a steady stream of sisters going for sabbaticals and studies in 
Europe, the Americas, Canada and Africa. They have returned with new vitality and vision and have enriched 
all of us and our way of being present in society.  Our Bishops, thanks to Archbishop Denis Hurley, sent out 
repeated statements of condemnation of the evils of apartheid. These influenced our thinking and our behaviour 
and also led the oppressed people to claim their rights with increasing vigour and to regard us as allies rather 
than as enemies. When I found myself as the only “white” in the midst of the school boycott in John Biseker, 
East London, I asked the students why they did not chase me out as they had the two other “white” teachers. 
The answer I received was: “You belong to a church that does not believe in apartheid. We do not see you as 
white.” Both of these statements were humbling and challenging to me. They contained a truth the students saw, 
which I could not see. They remembered the story of Sister Aidan with sorrow in their hearts and said; ”What 
happened to her, could happen to you, we cannot promise you your safety when a crowd is hysterical with 
anger.” I was prepared to take the risk and so were they. I remained with them and with the teachers throughout 
the struggle and received from them a gift of trust and of healing that surpassed my imagination and dreams. 
  

 

Rabindranath Tagore tells us that “the clouds of yesteryear do 

not come to bring rain or to usher a storm, but to add beauty to 
our sunsets.” In the light of the above, can this be true for us? 
  

How can remembering our past enrich our present and our 

future? Maybe we can take our cue from Nelson Mandela. He 
remembered well his 27 years on Robben Island and maybe 
even still more clearly the suffering of millions of South 
Africans. Even so, and because of this, he invited the wives of 
the very politicians who caused untold suffering to him and the 
people he loves to afternoon tea with him. He remembered how 
before he was President, he and countless others would shout 
for any team that was playing against the Springboks, that hated 
team that symbolized the oppressors to them. After he was 
President he wore Francois Pienaar’s jersey and encouraged the  

Springboks to win the World Cup!  These may seem like small acts, they are and they are possible for any of us 
and at the same time they are real acts of reconciliation. Today, almost 30 years after our own unification, for 
the sake of our whole country and our world, we need to be tireless in inventing ways to heal the wounds of 
apartheid within ourselves, our own Congregation and in the wider society.    



We are all called to remember and to tell the story – 
 that we are all one – interdependent – interconnected 
 and all of us, with all living beings, are loved and held 
          by the Maker of the Great Story! 

Katy van Wyk 
 

  
“The energy spent on daring and risking 
  as we engage in the struggles of community living 
  transforms, strengthens and enriches our relationships. 
  Inspired by the cosmic Christ who draws us all into communion, 
  we are constant in our search for new ways of being community.” 

Springs of Life. 
  
  
HISTORICAL MOMENTS OF THE INCORPORATION OF “A FRICAN ”  AND “C OLOURED”  MEMBERS TO K ING 
CONGREGATION . 
  
1929:    Domitilla Dlamini applied to enter. 
 The Apostolic Delegate and Local Ordinary told our leadership to create a separate Congregation. 

However our leadership thought it more “to the honour and glory of  God if the Black Sisters would 
become full members of the King William’s Town Congregation.” This dichotomy between what the 
Sisters wanted and what the political and ecclesiastical authorities wanted haunted the process of 
incorporation until 1982 when the final full incorporation was completed.  

  
1932: The Holy See granted the request for a separate novitiate for Black Sisters. 
  
1949: This novitiate was moved to Lilyfontein. 
  
1954:   The Group Areas Act was introduced in South Africa. It was then illegal for people of different races to 

live together or to be equal members of a body corporate.  
 Only at this stage was it decided to create an independent Diocesan Sisterhood. The General Council requested 

permission from Rome. This was granted. 
  
1956: Bishop Green of Port Elizabeth announced the possibility of forming a separate Diocesan Congregation. 
  
1958: After much consultation and in the midst of fear and confusion this Congregation of St Martin was 

formed. 
  
1966: The new Congregation held its first chapter and most of the Sisters wanted to remain independent. A few 

Sisters kept writing to the King General Council for help as they were not happy with the way their 
General Council was functioning. 

  
1968:   The Apostolic Delegate investigated the situation and suggested that the amalgamation of the St Martin 

de Porres Congregation and the King Congregation take place because many Sisters requested this 
amalgamation. 

  
 After various meetings and much deliberation the Prioress General of King sent a letter saying that the 

initiative should come from the Black Sisters themselves.  



  
1969:   At a meeting in Woodlands a vote was taken among the St Martin de Porres Sisters to determine whether 

the majority of Sisters were for or against amalgamation. 60 sisters voted.  
 The results were: 54 yes, 4 no and two invalid. 
  
1971: Once more there was a meeting at Woodlands where the actual reunion took place. Present  were, the 

Apostolic Delegate,  Monsignor John Murphy, Vicar Capitular of Port Elizabeth, Mother Fromunda 
Zimmermann, Prioress General of King,  and 64 sisters of the St Martin de Porres Congregation who 
declared of their own free will that they wished to become members of the King Congregation. They 
became full members as a separate province of St Martin de Porres. 

  
1973: Our “coloured” sisters were asked to live in Michausdal, Cradock.  
  
1982: For the first time all the sisters, “white,” “coloured” and ”black” were consulted around the issue of there 

being a separate Province of St Martin de Porres. The overwhelming desire was to have one  
 Congregation and for all to have equal status and opportunity. This was achieved in 1982 when racial 

tensions were at their peak in South Africa. There was one noviciate and many attempts were made for 
us to understand and to live our multicultural reality. 
  

2010: Structures often change faster than inner attitudes and the journey of healing from this long journey of 
desire for union, separation and once more union continues today in 2010. 
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