
CHAPTER 1 

1864 Already in the time of Sir George Grey this far-seeing Governor had suggested that 
German Sisters should be brought from Europe to teach the children of the German 
Settlers. On the 17th December, 1864, Sir John Maclean C.B., Lieutenant-Governor of 
British Kaffraria, gave six erven bordering on Queen’s Road, King William’s Town, as a 
grant in freehold to Bishop Moran in trust for educational purposes. On this ground the 
first portion of the present Convent was built. 

In 1869 on the demise of Father J. J. de Sany, Bishop Moran appointed Father John Fagan 
as Mission Priest at King William’s Town. The first priest there had been Father Dubois 
who had been appointed by Bishop A. Devereux in 1851. He said Mass at a wood and 
iron room in Berkeley Street. His successor, Father Watkins, had the honour of building 
the first Catholic Church at King William’s Town. It was a consecrated Church in Durban 
Street and dedicated to St. Anne. During the Kaffir Wars the Irish Soldiers, in 1857, 
under Father O’Neill, built St Joseph’s Hall and a presbytery was added in the same year. 
Here, then in Durban Street, was the residence of Father John Fagan who had received his 
onerous office from Bishop Moran. 

1876 In 1876 Father Fagan obtained permission form Bishop J.D. Ricards to build a convent, 
and His Lordship himself laid the foundation stone on the 14th September of that year. Mr 
Rudolf Melcher, a Viennese resident of King William’s Town, acted as Master of 
Ceremonies. Those present laid their contributions on the stone, the Bishop leading with 
£100. He was followed by the Sisters from the Assumption Convent, Grahamstown, who 
out of their poverty gave £50. May God reward these Sisters and their intrepid Superior, 
Notre Mere! They were our benefactresses even before the arrival of our Foundresses; 
and when linguistic and other difficulties to pioneering work stared our Sisters in the face, 
it was Notre Mere of Grahamstown who, not only rendered financial aid, but lent the little 
Community one of her ablest nuns, Sister Mary Lucy Manley, who remained in King 
William’s Town for two years. 

The contributions on the foundation stone totalled £1200. This and £400, the proceeds of 
a bazaar organised by the local Catholics, made things look hopeful. About the middle of 
1877, however, the building fund was so low that Bishop Ricards, when on a visit to King 
William’s Town, feared insolvency. He bluntly told Father Fagan that unless he could 
produce £1000 next day, and another £1000 in the very near future, the erection of the 
convent was to be stopped. 

When the Bishop retired for his post-prandial siesta, the indefatigable Father Fagan took 
his pocket book downtown and on his return to the presbytery surprised His Lordship 
with the requisite £1000. Let the names of the generous donors be recorded with 
gratitude: Mr E.J. Byrne, solicitor of King William’s Town, Dr J.P. FitzGerald, 
Superintendent of Grey Hospital, Messrs. Rudolf Malcher, William Hurley, Albert 
Deiringer, Patrick Mullin, Henry O’Donoghue, Thomas Logan, Edward Hartigan and 
Patrick Egan. Each of these promised £100. Additional contributions from Messrs. J.P. 
Kilduff, Beet, Colonel Schermbrucker, and others soon brought the sum up to the desired 
£2000. The building then went on apace; but Father Fagan was ever on the alert, to 
prevent a recurrence of the threat to down tools. 

Mr Harry Lowry of Umtata used to tell that one afternoon the boys of Saint Patrick’s 
were playing football and one of the team was absent. Father Fagan happened to pass and 
the boys jokingly asked him to fill the gap. He did so and entered with zest into the game. 
Imagine the surprise of the boys at the last whistle when the zealous pastor said it was up 
to them to play the game too, and give something towards the convent building fund! His 
hat was passed round and every boy cheerfully contributed his mite. 



The building of local hewn stone was completed on the 22nd October, 1877, the very day 
on which the Foundresses landed from the Balmoral Castle at East London. 

Chevalier Max Anton Fraundorffer, K.S.G., a merchant of Port Elizabeth, visited his 
home town of Augsburg, Bavaria in May 1877. He had been commissioned by Bishop 
Ricards to request Mother Hyacinth Schippert, Prioress of St. Ursula’s Convent, for a 
staff of Dominican Sisters for King William’s Town. St Ursula’s Convent at that time 
already had five Branch Houses: Woerishofen 1837, Donauwoerth 1839, Speyer 1842, 
Landsberg 1845, and Wetterhausen 1865. A request to form a Branch in the Southern 
Hemisphere, in a land where black-skinned descendants of Cham lived, was startling in 
the extreme. St Ursula’s had faced many problems but here was something quite unique. 

Founded in 1335 by six pious women calling themselves the Sisters of Voluntary 
Poverty, the Convent was affiliated to the Third Order of Saint Dominic in 394. The 
Sisters spent their time in prayer, pious exercises, needlework, and visiting the sick in 
their homes. In the 15th Century they managed to build a small chapel for their own use; 
and in 1516, this humble abode for the King of Kings was replaced by the present 
Convent Church and dedicated to St Ursula. 

During the so-called Reformation every possible means was employed to induce the 
Sisters to apostasies; but they remained staunch in their adherence to the old Faith. In 
1528 Pope Clement sent them a letter congratulating them on their faithful resistance to 
all attempts to seduce them. He wrote: “God bless you, beloved daughters in Christ, who 
have surpassed men in steadfastness and who are in no way behind the other nuns of you 
Order in undertaking. From my heart I send my blessing to all your community.” 

In 1537 the so-called reformers expelled the community of ten Sisters from St Ursula’s, 
under notice to leave within eight hours. They retired to Dillingen where they remained 
twelve years, first as guests of the Franciscan nuns and then in a house put at their 
disposal by a benefactor. In 1548 they were allowed to return to their loved home; but 
alas! only three of the original ten survived to see those loved precincts once more. They 
brought with them six recruits and at once resumed their former occupations. The Thirty 
Years’ War 1618 – 1648 brought them many hardships: heave taxes, quartering of 
soldiers, hunger, deprivation of the Sacraments, no Divine Services. After 1635, at the 
request of their Bishop, they undertook the education and religious instruction of your 
girls; but later they relinquished this. Their work of visiting the sick had become 
increasingly difficult owing to the unrest of the times, so in 1695 they passed to a purely 
contemplative life, with strict enclosure and the obligation of saying the Divine Office. 
For a whole century this was their peaceful life until the calm was again ruffled by the 
outbreak of the French Revolution, 1796. 

In 1802, by order of the Government the community of twenty-three was dissolved and 
their property sequestrated. Each Sister was allowed a small pension and they were 
permitted to remain at their Convent; but only during the will of the Government. In spite 
of their trials they kept, to the best of their ability, their community life and the Divine 
Office. They lived in great mutual charity and shared their inadequate income with those 
poorer than themselves. They were loved by all. 

In 1828 King Louis I of Bavaria resolved to restore the religious Orders of women in his 
kingdom provided that the nuns undertook some active work that was useful to the State. 
The four surviving Sisters of their community of twenty-eight accepted these conditions. 
In 1829 seven novices joined them and the Dominican Sisters of Saint Ursula began to 
devote themselves with zeal to the education of youth. Their schools flourished and the 
number of novices increased so rapidly that they were able to assist in the restoration of 
other Dominican Convents. It was then that Speyer, Woerishofen, Donauwoerth, 
Landsberg and Wettenhausen became Branch Houses of St Ursula’s. 



The Convent at Wettenhausen, their most recent Branch, was only twelve years old and 
here was the request from Bishop Ricards to help him in his vast Vicariate of 100,000 
square miles. Mother Hyacinth had a big problem to solve; but she knew she was not 
alone. The request for seven Sisters was favourably received by her community and the 
matter was referred to Bishop Pancratius Von Dinkel of Augsburg, the representative of 
the Master-General of the Dominican Order. He gladly gave his consent. Mother 
Hyacinth then called for volunteers among her Sisters. Out of the many who generously 
offered themselves for the far-distant mission, the following were chosen to be the 
pioneers of the Branch House at King William’s Town. 

1. Mother Mary Mauritia, née Terese Tiefenböck, First Prioress, born 22nd February, 
1833, at Grafenau, Bavaria. Received the Dominican habit from Mother Aquinata 
Lauter, Prioress of St Ursula’s Convent, in 1858. Professed 19th October, 1859. 

2. Sister Mary Euphemia, née Amalia Koffler, first sub-prioress and teacher of Music, 
born at Ravensburg, Wurttemberg on 18th July, 1831. Clothed in the Dominican habit 
at Wettenhausen by Mother Aquinata Lauter, 39th October, 1870. Professed at St 
Ursula’s 21st August, 1872, under Mother Hyacinth Schippert. 

3. Sr Mary Reginald, née Marie Fischer, Mistress of Needlework, born 13th May 1851, 
at Herzogenau, Bavaria; clothed on 13th June 1869, at Wettenhausen by Mother 
Aquinata Lauter; professed 21st August, 1872, at St Ursula’s under Mother Hyacinth 
Schippert. 

4. Sister Mary Eleonora, née Marie Petitpierre, first Directress of Schools, born in 
Augsburg, 17th August, 1851; clothed by Mother Aquinata Lauter at Wettenhausen, 
19th March, 1871; professed 21st August, 1872 at St Ursula’s. 

5. Sister Mary Clare, née Anna Huber, assistant teacher; born at Hofkirchen-Dorfen, 
Bavaria, 6th April, 1850; received the habit 21st August, 1872, from Mother Aquinata 
Lauter, into whose hands she made her profession 14th September, 1873. 

6. Sister Mary Gertrude née Kreszentia Walter, cook and domestic worker, born 7th 
April, 1845, at Unteroth, Bavaria. She received the habit 14th September, 1871, and 
was professed 14th September, 1873. She excelled as a carpenter and house painter 
and made a very useful pioneer worker. 

7. Miss Maria Zirn, postulant and assistant music teacher; born 2nd February, 1857, at 
Bubsheim, Wuertemberg. Clothed later as Sister Mary Jacoba; made her profession 
10th January, 1879, and was first to make her vows at the Mother House, King 
William’s Town. 

When once the choice of pioneer Sisters was finalised those chosen made a short retreat 
under the direction of their Confessor, Father Xavier Schmidt, who always remained a 
faithful friend of their Mission. 

A contract was made between Bishop Ricards and Mother Hyacinth Schippert. By this 
the latter agreed to send seven Sisters able and willing to direct an institution for the 
education of young people and for the instruction of children in the different subjects of  a 
good school, in foreign languages, Music, Drawing, Painting, Needlework and Domestic 
Science. The Bishop promised to give the Sisters the new convent at King William’s 
Town as their own property, to provide for their temporal sustenance until they could 
support themselves, to care for their spiritual welfare, to lend them the necessary money 
for their voyage to South Africa, to appoint a priest for their special confessor and 
chaplain who could speak German as well as English. Incidentally, towards paying for the 
voyage, Bishop Ricards sold the cart and horses which had been given him by the 
Catholics of King William’s Town. 



Further arrangements were made by Archbishop Anton Von Steichele of Augsburg, 
Canon Alexander Soratroy and Bishop Pancratius of Augsburg by which the seven Sisters 
were placed under the care and jurisdiction of Bishop Ricards and the said Sisters gave 
their power of attorney to Mother Hyacinth. 

1877 The Day of departure was fixed for the 14th September, 1877. Father Anton Tiefenböck, 
Mother Mauritia’s brother, was there to say farewell, also Mrs Regina Fischer, Sister 
Reginald’s Mother, Franz and Caroline Petitpierre, Sister Eleonora’s parents, Phillip and 
Marie Huber, Sister Clare’s parents, and Mr Andrew Walter, Sr Gertrude’s brother. 

For the last time the little missionary band knelt at the foot of the altar in their ancient and 
beloved Mother House, offering themselves wholly to God for the work He was 
entrusting to them in far-off South Africa. Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament was 
given by the confessor. Mother Aquinata Lauter, then Prioress of Wettenhausen, who had 
received nearly all the party into the Order, had written a touching letter of farewell. 

Contrary to the custom then prevailing of donning secular garb for a journey, the nuns 
were, as a special favour, allowed to travel in the Dominican habit. After a tender 
farewell to heartbroken but generous parents and friends, and to their Sisters in religion, 
the seven pioneers courageously passed out of the enclosure and drove away, while the 
Convent bell rang out the evening Angelus. Canon A. Soratroy always a faithful friend 
and benefactor, accompanied the Sisters to London, where they joined Mr Fraundorfer 
and his family on board the sailing vessel, the Balmoral Castle. 

The boat reached Cape Town 11th October, 1877 and the Sisters were welcomed by 
Bishop John Leonard, vicar Apostolic of the Western Vicariate. The Bishop himself went 
on board and took the party to the Dominicans of Saint Mary’s Convent. These Sisters 
had been in South Africa fourteen years. They had come from Cabra, Dublin, at the 
request of Bishop Grimley. They now welcomed their fellow-Dominicans very heartily, 
treating them as members of the same great family of Saint Dominic. Next day, for the 
first time after four weeks, they heard Mass at the Convent. After a week spent in the 
Western Cape the nuns resumed their voyage. At Port Elizabeth they were met by Bishop 
Ricards and their future chaplain, Father Arnold Widdershoven S.J. the Dominican 
Sisters of the Holy Rosary Convent, who ten years previously had left Dublin, received 
the newcomers there with sisterly affection. They had come to South Africa at the request 
of Bishop Moran and were happy to think that Bishop Ricards was bringing members of 
the same great family to the Eastern Border. 

The Bishop, with Father Widdershoven, Father Nicholas Fanning and Father Fitzhenry 
accompanied the Sisters accompanied the Sisters on the last lap of their journey to King 
William’s Town. They landed at East London 21st October and were heartily welcomed 
there by Father John Fagan. Mr John Farrel and Mr McDaniel had their ox-wagons ready 
to convey the travellers, bag and baggage, to their new home. However, the Bishop was 
told that, as the first train from East London was due to run to King William’s Town 
shortly, it would advisable for the Sisters to make use of it and it was decided that that 
would be a more fitting mode of travel. So Mr McDaniel loaded his wagon and set out 
towards King with the heavier luggage of the Sisters. It was well that they had waited for 
the train because, near Berlin, the wagon stuck in the mud and was delayed some days for 
wheel repairs as there was no such thing as a spare wheel. 

At East London the Sisters lodged at Burgher’s Hotel, a cottage which later was 
demolished to erect the single-storey Phoenix Hotel. In that growing township the 
thoughts of the good Bishop must have gone back to the earlier days when as early as the 
23rd August, 1851, Father Dubois, acting under Bishop Moran, had called at East London 
shortly after his ordination at Grahamstown, but had been unable to say Mass because his 
luggage was held up on board ship. He must also have remembered that in May, 1857 he 



himself as Father J. D. Ricards had said, at Fort Glamorgan on the West Bank of the 
Buffalo River, the first recorded Mass at East London. 

Twenty years had now gone by, and here as Bishop, he was to say Mass again and 
presumably communicate seven Dominican Sisters bound for King William’s Town in 
his own Vicariate. He had only five months previously, May, 1877, appointed Father 
Coughlan first resident priest at East London. Now he wended his way to the primitive 
church of wood and iron, erected by the good Father in St Paul’s Road. This building still, 
in 1956, stands; but it ceased to be the parish church of East London in June 1894. Here 
then on the 22nd October, 1877, the Sister Foundresses heard Mass and received Holy 
Communion and the same afternoon at 3 o’clock the entire party left East London by train 
for King William’s Town. 

 


