
CHAPTER III 

The Gaika-Galeeka War and Progress 1877 – 1887 

When in 1877 the Sisters arrived in South Africa the country was in the throes of the 
Gaika-Galeeka War. It seemed rash, to put it mildly, that gentle nuns accustomed to 
cloistered life and new to the country, were going right into the capital of Kaffraria within 
sight of the Amatola Mountains whose forests were the haunts of the Amaxhosa. When 
the party landed at Port Elizabeth Bishop Ricards asked Mother Mauritia, who was a 
trained nurse, if her Sisters would be willing to nurse the wounded in case of an overflow 
of patients at the Grey Hospital. The Sisters gladly consented to do this work of mercy. 
However, they were not called upon to redeem their promise, as after their arrival, no 
more wounded soldiers were brought into town. 

Yet the War lingered on. From their Convent the Sisters could see the camp fires burning 
on the heights of the Amatola Mountains, and they knew that dark death-dealing forms 
roamed naked in the dense forests of those slopes. In the early mornings the stillness 
would be broken by the monotonous war chants of the savages and by the M-Ta-ta of 
their march. Incidentally this thud of bare feet moving to the sound of their own deep 
voices, has given the name of Umtata to the capital town of Tembuland in the Transkei. 

On one occasion the Natives executed a dance in front of the Convent, many with shields 
and assegais performing in agile fashion on the very walls of the yard. They laughed at 
the jagged potsherds and glass which been cemented into a section of the wall, and 
seemed delighted to show that their feet danced on these without injury. Hundreds of 
black men, women and children were encamped as refugees and war prisoners in the 
hospital grounds in Queen’s Road directly opposite the Convent. 

Among those who took part in this war dance was one stalwart Adam Ngaba. He 
remained with his tribe and later settled in the Izeli Valley. Twenty years later, in 1899, 
he met two of the King William’s Town Dominicans riding on donkeys through the 
Valley trying to Christianise Amaxhosa. Woolly-haired, dark-skinned Adam came under 
the influence of Christianity, and he decided to separate himself from his wild life, and in 
future to spend his time working for the Sisters. He became the messenger boy between 
King and the Convent Sanatorium, the Mater Infirmorum, and twice every day in all 
weathers he walked to and from the Mater carrying the post and many parcels. At that 
time there was no bridge over the Buffalo River and often he risked his life going over the 
deeply submerged stepping stones. His aim was to get to the other side and what did it 
matter if the water was waist high. He was not a man to be stopped by obstacles. 

Well known to every Sister he had for each a characteristic name which in his Xhosa 
language sounded like running water. One meant Sister Bunch of Roses, another Sister 
Pray-Pray, another Sister Garden and one gloried in the name of Sister Jesus, Mary, 
Joseph. If he was annoyed his most potent threat was: “I will no dig your grave.” That is 
indeed the most terrible threat a Native can give, for, according to their tenets, the spirit 
cannot rest if the body is exposed to the birds of the air. However, in Adam’s case the 
threat was never carried out. He had taken on himself this work of mercy, and as soon as 
one grave was filled he faithfully dug the next. In November 1929 he developed 
Pneumonia and died on the 17th of that month. He is buried in Mater Cemetery near the 
many graves that he himself had dug. 

Once a fine black specimen of a man entered the Convent and the entire community were 
quickly on the spot to eject him. Though he terrified the Sister he chuckled at the sight on 
their combined effort and walked out at the main entrance. In more recent times a burglar 
entered the same room; but he found nothing to steal except the black and white beans 
that had been used at a meeting to cast a ballot. 



The warlike savages plundered the surrounding farms. They killed the farmers and their 
sons; but in many cases allowed the women and young girls to escape. Many a mother, 
rushing from her farm on hearing of the approach of the fierce warriors, hastily dressed 
her young sons and girls and fled with her increased number of daughters, while her 
menfolk delayed with their guns and sandbags the approaching enemy. It meant certain 
death to the defenders, and slow torture at that; but they had saved their wives and 
children. Nothing was left of their farms but scorched earth. Their cattle and sheep were 
slaughtered to feed the on-coming hordes. 

In spite of these terrors the Natives did no harm to the Sisters. The black children from 
the other side of Queen’s Road would come to the kitchen asking for bread and saying 
they were very hungry. The Sisters, filled with pity for the dark-skinned urchins, gave out 
of their poverty what little they could. In doing this they made the common mistake of 
missionaries in South Africa. They had still to learn that those small beggars were sent by 
parents whose religion was a slice of bread and who believed that the donors were giving 
only because they feared the donees. Great excitement prevailed one day among the 
Sisters and pupils when Doctor FitzGerald, Surgeon Superintendent of the Grey Hospital, 
and a life-long friend and benefactor of the Convent, brought the captive Chief Krali, and 
his retinue on a visit to the nuns. In full dress, with beaded arms and legs, large ostrich 
plumes in his headgear, a gorgeous blanket covering his beaded body and loin cloth, but 
without assegai and shield, he formed a magnificent sight. His retinue behind him were 
similarly clothed, but without the splendour of their Chief. 

It required no little courage on the part of the Sisters, thus honoured by the visit, to 
prevent their flying in horror from their honourable guest. But Mother Mauritia was calm 
and seemed filled with a great longing to Christianise their great Chief on the spot. 
However, she restrained her zealous desire and, through the interpreter, told her visitor 
that he and his suite were welcome. She also thanked Dr FitzGerald for having brought so 
great a guest to visit the Convent. A chorus of welcome was then sung by the pupils, after 
which the guest and his suite departed. During the singing a contented smile softened the 
savage features, and rows of ivory white teeth were displayed between protruding lips. 
The Convent annalist ends her entry with: “Never before had such deference been paid to 
the black people.” No doubt, however, the great Chief inspired more fear that awe, and 
sighs of relief were heaved at his departure. 

In Mother Mauritia’s energetic brain there was awakened a great longing for the 
conversion of the Heathen. Before that urge could be implemented the Convent had to 
face the usual hardships resultant on war. All the farms in the district had been destroyed, 
so fresh meat and vegetables were at a premium. Drought conditions of the worst type 
prevailed. Water for cooking had to be purchased @ 2/6d1. per barrel. An epidemic of a 
highly dangerous nature did not spare the Convent inmates. The child who was registered 
as the first Catholic boarder of the institute was a victim. She died on the feast of the 
Immaculate Conception, 1879. Sister Euphemia, the sub-prioress, lay at the point of death 
and received the last Anointing. Fortunately she recovered. 

Sister Mary Lucy Manly, who had been loaned to the Community by the Assumption 
Sisters of Grahamstown, as a help to the teaching staff, was also stricken. When she was 
convalescent Notre Mere herself came to King William’s Town to take her back to 
Grahamstown. She had been helping the King Dominicans for two whole years, during 
which the pioneers were being initiated into their work. Thus the Assumption Sisters 
were among the earliest benefactors of the Congregation. Notre Mere gave both in cash 
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and in educational service out of her own poverty and need. The window in the Church 
representing Saint Agnes of Montepulciano pays tribute to benefactions.  

In spite of the harassing 9th Kaffir War against Kreli and Sandile progress and work 
continued at the Convent. On the 14th September, 1878, the first anniversary of the Sisters 
departure from St Ursula’s, Father Widdershoven erected the Stations of the Cross in the 
Sisters’ Chapel. They were a gift from the chaplain of St Ursula’s, Canon A. Soratroy and 
they remained in use till 1928, when they were sent to St Joseph’s Mission Church in 
Durban Street. Canon Soratroy was a great spiritual and temporal benefactor of the early 
Sisters. The Window dedicated to St John in the Convent Church commemorates his 
many benefactions the Convent. 

In February, 1878, Mr Albert Deiringer made a new altar for the Convent to replace the 
rickety wood and brick structure which had been in the Sisters’ Chapel since their arrival. 
He had previously conceived the idea of building a well for the Sisters to catch the rain 
water from the entire building. It was cemented and had rounded walls and a closed-in 
roof of corrugated iron. The pump and well were a mark of the generosity and 
thoughtfulness of Mr A Deiringer; but in 1957 the structure was demolished to give place 
for a suitable flight of steps leading into the Church. St Hyacinth’s window in the Church 
commemorates these and many other generous deeds of Mr Albert Deiringer.  

The Altar, donated by his family, remained in the Convent Chapel until 1890, when it 
was removed to the East London Sisters’ Chapel where it continued to do service till 
1932. In the early days of St Catherine’s Nursing Home, Queenstown, it was used at the 
Home; and when their Chapel was moved to the present panelled one upstairs the wood 
had decayed and could no longer be used. The crucifix on the altar in the Sisters’ Chapel 
was one which the Convent carpenter had patched to the best of her ability. The leading 
Catholic gentlemen, who had, in 1876, guaranteed the money for the Convent building, 
now again came forward with a precious silver standing crucifix to be placed over the 
tabernacle. This joint gift of early benefactors still stands on the marble Our Lady’s altar 
of the consecrated Church. 

The gift was signed by J Harvey, E J Byrne, J P FitzGerald, U W Hurly, E Hartigan, J 
Logan, P Egan, and M D Weldon. The second signature, that of Mr Edmund J Byrne, a 
King William’s Town Lawyer, belongs to one of the earliest members of the local firm 
Squire Smith and Laurie, to which the Convent throughout the years has always appealed 
in legal matters. Even after his retirement and departure for Ireland Mr Byrne continued 
his support. When, on the 13th March, 1915, he died in Dublin, his sister Josephine, acting 
as his executrix, notified the King Convent that her brother had left the Congregation 
£1,500. This legacy and the interest accruing therefrom was spent in laying out the 
quadrangle at Loreto. As the Sisters walk through the quadrangle and see its fountain and 
the niche dedicated to Our Lady they are reminded to pray for our departed benefactors. 

The Catholics of King William’s Town at that time resembled the early Christians, and, 
with one heart and one soul they helped the seven Sisters as though they and the 
newcomers were all one family. Thus Mrs Pegler, the mother of Alice Pegler, who later 
retained her contact with the Convent, showed them an easy way to bake bread. Each 
morning early she would come and mix the dough and then bake it outside the kitchen in 
a three-legged pot with a fire beneath it. So, too, Mrs Kilduff used every morning to send 
her young sister, Winefried, later Mrs E J C Woodrow, with a jug of fresh milk. Daily, 
too, did Mrs Woolfrey send her daughter with a basket of fresh vegetables and fruit, while 
Mrs Malcher donated puddings and dessert of various kinds. 

When Mrs Crowe head the Sisters had no table covers she sent linoleum for this purpose, 
while Mrs Gleeson lent bedsteads until such time as they could afford to buy them. 
People in the surrounding villages and towns also helped and the annals contain frequent 



entries of which only two can here be chosen. “Today Mrs Niland sent two cows and two 
calves to supply us with milk. The calves, when a little bigger will also supply meat.” 
And we find: “Today Mrs Connellan sent two sucking pigs and a bag of meal. All 
gratefully received.” 

Early in 1879 Father John Allen D. D. succeeded Father Widdershoven S. J. as Convent 
Chaplain. His name, with those of Bishop J. D. Ricards and Father John Fagan must ever 
be associated with the early days of the King William’s Town Dominicans. He was the 
trusted friend and prudent adviser of Mother Mauritia, and an expert spiritual guide to the 
growing community. Add to this, he was an able instructor and tutor to the teaching staff 
in classics, mathematics and other branches of higher education, then becoming very 
necessary owing to the extension of the school curriculum. 

Twice a year he preached a retreat of five days to the Sisters. The manuscript of these 
sermons is still preserved in the Convent Archives. His book “Our Own Will and How to 
Detect it in Our Actions”, now long out of print, was written specially for his spiritual 
daughters. Mother Mauritia gave a copy to each Sister and bade her study it diligently. He 
translated the Constitutions from German into English and also a treatise on the Rule of 
St Augustine by Father Weininger S. J. and made annotations thereon. His work called 
“The Perfect Nun” was appended to the book containing the Constitutions. It, with the 
Imitation of Christ formed the sole spiritual library of the Community for the first 20 
years of its existence. 

Every Sister, young and old, was given a copy of “The Perfect Nun” and the 
Constitutions, until the first edition was exhausted. The novices were thoroughly 
grounded in the contents and a paragraph of the book had to be read daily by each Sister. 
Father Allen also turned into English a book which was read in the refectory every 
evening at supper. It commemorated day by day some saint or saintly person of the Order. 
How well it was studied and wept over every year by the young Sisters who had to read 
aloud the former chaplain’s – to them – indecipherable writing in English, of which 
language they knew so little. 

1886 In November, 1886 Bishop Ricards presented the community with a printing machine 
which was promptly utilised. Copies of the Constitutions and “The Perfect Nun” were 
made and the press was also used for concert programmes and for innumerable loose-leaf 
prayers. Later this machine found its way to Keilands and finally to Rhodesia. In 1887 
Father Allen chose the Cardinal Virtues as the theme of the annual retreat for the Nuns. 
These sermons he delivered first in English and then in German. Another retreat was 
given on the Dominican motto, Veritas. In fact the good priest was indefatigable in his 
efforts for the spiritual, doctrinal and educational perfection of the Sisters committed to 
his care. 

His working knowledge of German also enabled him to give spiritual aid to the German 
Settlers in the Buffalo Valley. Thus we find him giving a mission to these Settlers at 
Lilyfontein, near East London. Add to these seemingly herculean tasks Father Allen 
obtained for the Sisters from Bishop Ricards the hitherto unheard-of privilege of 
receiving Holy Communion six times a week. The day of the weekly Confession was the 
only one in which the Community did not approach the Holy Table. How great was the 
joy of the Nuns for this unusual favour! At that time Communion was allowed even to 
religious only three or four times a week. Now hardships and sacrifices were easy for the 
Master, for whom the Sisters laboured; He visited them almost daily. 

Towards the end of 1883 it became evident that God would soon call to her eternal home 
Sister Mary Aquinata Frei, an expert in Art Needlework and church embroidery. She had 
come to South Africa from Wettenhausen in fulfilment of a promise made on the 
restoration of her health, through the intercession of Blessed Crescentia of Kaufbeuren. 



As a patient she edified all by her patience and even joy in great suffering. She died a 
holy death fortified by all the rites of the Church, 21st January 1884, the first King 
Dominican to enter eternity. When Father Allen saw the Sisters weeping over loss he 
consoled them by saying: “There is no Purgatory for nuns.” These words which passed 
into a proverb among the early Sisters, often served to encourage them to greater fidelity 
to their vocation. To Mother Mauritia the priest said: “Instead of offering you my 
condolence I congratulate you for Sister Aquinata is today celebrating her nuptials in 
heaven as a true Spouse of Christ.” 

The children, dressed in white, formed a funeral procession attended also by many 
townspeople. The Sisters accompanied the cortege only to the convent gates; the hearse 
then took the remains to the local cemetery where Mother Mauritia had bought a plot for 
her deceased Sisters. Father Fagan presided at the graveside of this our first Sister to enter 
eternity and first of ten to be buried in the local cemetery. The list of those buried there is: 
- 

Sister Mary Aquinata Frei 
Sister Mary Yolanda O’Sullivan 
Sister Mary Aquinata Hartwanger 
Sister Mary Paula Quirk 
Sister Mary Pius Zilk 
Sister Mary Ottilia Ecker 
Sister Mary Sebastian McConville 
Sister Mary Benedicta Zott 
Sister Mary Theresa Bader 
Sister Mary Aquinata Devine (First at Izeli then at the Mater Infirmorum 

Cemetery) 

Oh, death, where is thy victory when Faith bids us hope! 

1883 At the time of the death of Sister Aquinata Frei the Community numbered 42. This was 
six years after the arrival of the Sisters and 42 was just six times the original number of 
seven. Now, in 1957, over 340 Dominican Sisters have left to receive their eternal reward 
and their living members are well over 800. On the 14th September 1883, Mother 
Mauritia was again elected Prioress in an assembly presided over by Bishop Ricards. Two 
years later the sodality of the Children of Mary was aggregated to the Prima Primaria, the 
archconfraternity at Rome. 

In 1886 came the sad news of the death by drowning of King Louis of Bavaria. It was a 
personal sorrow for the Sisters for they hailed from Augsburg. A letter of condolence and 
promises of prayers for her son was sent to the Queen Mother. 

When school opened in January, 1887 the Convent had five different educational 
institutions: 

1. Senior boarders under Sister M Ursula Kiernan, Sister M Imelda Ebner and Sister 
M Bertranda Keller; 

2. Junior boarders under Mother Reginald Fischer and Sister M Yolanda Kilkelly; 

3. The Rosary Children under Sister M Clare Huber; 

4. The 16 boy boarders under Sister M Stephana Hanshuber; 

5. The African Children under Sister M Antonina Dowd who spoke the Xhosa 
language. 

To house these various groups a number of buildings had been erected by the Sisters 
around the massive structure in stone that now formed the Convent. It consisted of the 
original central portion built by Father Fagan in 1876 and the attached West wing which 



had been added for some 50 boarders. As circumstances demanded a number of single 
storeyed buildings sprang up. 

At right angles to the West wing, which was in stone, and facing the main entrance was St 
Joseph’s as an additional hostel for the High School children. The Rosary Children’s 
Hostel ran parallel to this at the extreme East end of the Convent property. In line with 
this; but at the back of the Convent was the hostel for European boys; and at the back, 
near the kitchen, the Natives were housed. As numbers increased rapidly in all branches, 
with the exception of the Native section, the Sisters themselves took off the roofs of the 
three hostels for Europeans which they themselves had built, and added steeping 
accommodation overhead. This supplied the housing need for many a long year, until it 
became necessary to purchase Loreto. 

 


