
CHAPTER IV 

East London 

1847 In July, 1847, Sir Charles Forsyth R. N. in H. M. S. Beagle was sent by Governor Sir H. 
Pottinger to inspect the mouth of the Buffalo River and to report whether it was a suitable 
place to land troops and stores as The War of The Axe was then being waged in the 
Amatola Mountains. The outcome of the report was, in December, 1847, the 
establishment of Fort Glamorgan to accommodate 300 men. Civilians then began to settle 
at Fort Glamorgan on the West bank of the Buffalo and they formed the nucleus of the 
modern East London. To encourage men to settle and remain on the dangerous frontier 
the Government brought out in the Lady Kenway young girls, of whom 153 were Irish 
and 21 English. These married and made homes at Panmure as the East bank was then 
called. In 1850, 2,315 Germans arrived and also settled on the East bank nearer to the 
river mouth. 

1870 Thus in 1870, there were three villages: Fort Glamorgan, The German Village and 
Panmure. In 1873, these three villages were made into one municipality under municipal 
commissioners, the chairman of whom was Mr John Gately, a practising Catholic, whose 
son Louis became a priest, and whose daughter Rosanna joined the Congregation of the 
King Dominicans as Sister Amanda. 

This was the harbour in which the seven foundresses landed in October, 1877. Here, 
presumably they heard their first Mass in the Eastern Province. One of their early friends 
at King William’s Town, was Colonel Schermbrucker M.P. In 1886 when travelling in 
Holland he ordered a dredger for the East London Harbour which, owing to soil erosion 
in the upper valleys, blocked the harbour to vessels of any considerable size. The dredger 
was called “Lucy” after the Colonel’s wife, and, slowly but surely, the Lucy deepened the 
channel to the sea, and by 1888 ocean-going vessels regularly entered the harbour. From 
then onward the progress of East London, the only river-harbour of the Union, was 
assured. 

The call for the Sisters’ services to open schools for children was, in 1883, becoming 
more and more insistent. Memories of how they had landed in East London six years 
previously probably inclined Mother Mauritia more favourably to the sea port where her 
party had been welcomed by Father Coughlan. In 1879, he had been succeeded by Father 
H Fitzhenry, who, in the very first year of his parish duties, opened for East London the 
first Catholic School for Boys. When on the 10th February Bishop Ricards visited the 
school 16 pupils were present. Lucky boys to have had so competent a teacher as Father 
Fitzhenry! From 1881 to 1882 Father F.P. O’Rourke continued the good work, and was 
succeeded by Father Peter Strobino 1882 to 1887. However, the onus of teaching was too 
heavy when connected with parish duties so Father Strobino welcomed the Sisters to his 
parish. 

In May, 1879, Mother Mauritia had bought an acre of ground in East London as a site for 
a future Convent which should be, not only a school, but also a place of relaxation for the 
Sisters from the Mother House, near the Mother House. There they could spend their 
holidays and it was decided that this Branch was to be a filial of the King Convent and 
must never be independent. However, the first site was not suitable so, on the 9th January, 
Mother Mauritia paid £449 for an acre of ground bordering on Buffalo Street. It was 
bought on the advice Mr John Gately, the mayor, and, as it was too small, the adjoining 
erf was purchased for another $500 from Kr Kretzmann, 1st March, 1882. 

On March 13th, Mr E. G. Bompass drew the plan of the Convent. There were 8 tenderers 
and the contract was given to Mr Cooper. On the 11th April, the foundation stone was 
laid, simply and without publicity. Mother Mauritia did not wish her Sisters to be 



beholden to any one for contributions. She desired that the Mother House at King 
William’s Town should bear the entire expense of the new Convent of the Sacred Heart. 
An objectionable and unsightly gully ran along the Eastern border of the Convent. On the 
18th June the municipality of East London suggested that this gully adjacent to the 
Convent ground would be leased to the Convent for 100 years at the cost of £100. The 
Sisters paid the £100 and transformed the unhygienic spot into a useful garden by 
planting therein fruit trees and vegetables. 

The new building was completed in December, 1882. It was a double-storey brick and 
mortar structure; the large façade along Buffalo Street was ornamented with two statues 
in white stone, one to Our Lady and one to Saint Joseph. There were two wings, one 
facing Stevenson Street and one parallel to Albany Street. 

With Mother Clare Huber as superior the pioneering community travelled from the 
Mother House in two waggons each drawn by a 16-span of oxen. They arrived on the 28th 
December, 1882. Next morning Father Fagan said Mass in the Convent chapel before 
returning to King William’s Town. On the following Sunday, 1st January, 1883, eighty 
Catholics assisted at Mass in the Convent Chapel which thereafter served the 
congregation as a Parish Church until the opening, in 1894, of the present Church of the 
Immaculate Conception. 

For the next fortnight manual work was the order of the day. The Sisters cleaned 
windows, scrubbed floors, made simple furniture for class rooms. They were particularly 
busy with their Chapel. They painted the wooden altar and the tabernacle which had been 
made for them by the Trappists of Dunbrody. As a background for the altar they hung the 
life-sized oil painting of the Sacred Heart after whom their Convent was named. This 
painting was the work of a Munich artist, K Baumeister, who had been commissioned by 
a priest in Augsburg to paint it for the Sisters. 

1883 On the first day of school, 23rd January, 1883, sixty-three pupils, boys and girls, were 
admitted, and before the end of the year the number was increased to 300. The Convent, 
unlike most of the houses in East London at that time, was not made entirely of wood and 
iron, though the Sisters’ living rooms were so made. Such houses were usually portable 
and could be moved at the convenience of the owners. They were supported on 
sneezewood blocks and the entire building was moved from place to place. The floors of 
verandahs were strewn with crushed shells. The Convent, however, was a fixture on solid 
foundations. Apart from the Chapel, the most useful part of the building was a broad 
verandah at the back of the house occupying the position of the present community room. 
This was screened from public view and, with its wooden floor and corrugated iron roof it 
served the Sisters as a living room. Bishop Ricards had blessed the house and the Chapel 
on 13th January, 1883, and on the 14th a reception took place in the Convent such as that 
town had never before witnessed. 

Among the six postulants clothed that day with the Dominican habit, were two young 
ladies who were destined to be leaders among their fellow Religious. Sister M Lucy 
Kaltenstadler was to steer the ship of the Congregation through deeps and shallows for 
eighteen long years. Today, 1957, she lives in quiet retirement at the Mater Infirmorum. 
Sister M Joseph Ryan later became Prioress of the Oakford Dominicans; but right on until 
her death she remained a loyal friend of the King Dominicans whom she often visited. 
The remaining four who received the habit on that day were: Sr M Augustine Schäffler, 
Sr M Bertranda Keller, Sr M Stephana Hanshuber and Sr M Agnes Vordermeyer. After 
the ceremony Bishop Ricards administered the Sacrament of Confirmation to some 
parishioners. Among these was a woman of 60 years, Mrs Bauer from Potsdam, 
Germany, who had come to South Africa with the German Settlers in 1856. 



Among the many non-Catholics whom the Sisters instructed at East London in the 
Catholic religion at this time was Mrs Charlotte Sweetnam, nee Pohl, who had left her 
three young children at the King Convent. Under the guidance of Sister Margaret 
McConville she was received into the Church on the 12th September, 1887, by Father 
Patrick Neville who had succeeded Father Strobino as parish priest at East London. 

In May, 1883 Sister Margaret McConville became superior of the East London Convent, 
and in March of the same year Bishop Ricards again visited the Sisters. Realising their 
lack of money he gave a public lecture on St Thomas More. The large class room was 
filled to capacity and a silver collection was taken towards the school library. The Sisters 
conducted two schools for girls and tow for boys. They were called High and Mission 
Schools. The latter were government-aided but only one teacher in each received a small 
salary. The schools were visited by Government Inspectors, who with their expert advice 
were a great help to the teachers. The Sisters also gave private lessons in Art and plain 
needlework, and the annual exhibits of their pupils were the envy of many East London 
ladies. 

After teaching all day they worked in the evenings, to raise funds for a Parish Church. 
Their own small Chapel was proving inadequate to accommodate the growing Catholic 
congregation. 

In June, 1883, owing to an outbreak of smallpox, King William’s Town was in quarantine 
and the Sisters could not spend their June vacation there. Sister Alexandra Delaney, a 
Dominican Tertiary, took some of the King boarders to the sea. Among these was 
Charlotte Adendorff, an excellent swimmer. Unfortunately the girls decided to go off on 
their own and have a swim. Charlotte, aged 17, was drowned, and the others had to be 
helped out of the water. The accident occurred on the 21st June, 1883. At the inquest Kate 
Fielding, Minnie Webb and also Mother Margaret had to give evidence. 

On the 2nd December, 1894, Father James Kelly laid the foundation stone of the new 
Church of the Immaculate Conception. Bishop Ricards had died earlier in the year and his 
successor was too busy to come to East London. There seemed, however, no point in 
waiting for the Bishop as the walls were already growing apace. Meanwhile the Sisters 
had improved their own building. They had, by their own exertions, erected a fine hall, 
dedicated to St Joseph. This adjoined the conventual wing in Albany Street. The hall was 
not insured; but it was lent to outsiders for evening entertainment. 

Alas, in the early hours of the morning after one such entertainment, police whistles – 
there was no fire brigade in those days – announced that the hall was in flames. Two 
railway lads, going off duty, gave the alarms. Captain Cochrane and Mr Roberts found a 
hydrant in Buffalo Street which gave which gave sufficient water, but the fire had taken 
too firm a hold on the hall to save it. All the police could do was to prevent the flames 
from going to the adjoining Sisters’ dormitory and thus jeopardising the entire building. 
The loss was great – two valuable pianos, a number of stringed instruments and many 
accessories necessary to the work of a busy school were devoured by greedy flames at a 
time when the Sisters were struggling for their very existence. Yet they blamed no one for 
the devastation and calmly started to re-build. 

East London was now a rapidly growing seaport so in 1899 Mother Euphemia Koffler 
who had succeeded Mother Mauritia as Prioress General, decided to erect a new Convent 
on the sea-beach in addition to the one in Albany Street. Longfellow Street was the spot 
chosen to suit the convenience of the children living in the Quigney. It was thought that 
this Convent might also serve as a seaside vacation residence for Sisters in delicate health 
coming from the inland Branches of the Congregation. The building planned by Father 
Fitzhenry at a cost of £2000 was double-storeyed with balconies and verandahs facing 
seaward, so it commanded an extensive view of the entire roadstead and of Bats’ Cave to 



the East. The harbour and its shipping was visible westwards. Thus was established 
another educational institute; but this was intended to be a primary school for day pupils 
only. 

1898  Mother Reginald and her staff arrived at the new Maris Stella Convent in February, 1898, 
and, before the end of the year, there were 125 pupils on the roll. In September she was 
assigned to Fort Beaufort and, much to the regret of the children and staff, she left to do 
pioneering work at that Convent. Sister Bernardine Penn replaced her at Maris Stella. 
Again, as in Albany Street, the Sisters threw open their Chapel to the parish. The largest 
room in the Convent had been chosen; unfortunately it was not on the ground floor. 
However, it served its purpose until 1918 when the large parish Church of the Holy 
Redeemer was built by Father Daniel O’Flanagan. 

Nowadays the Maris Stella site has deteriorated and instead of miles of sea view one sees 
only roofs of houses, residences of East London’s teeming population. The sea is still 
visible towards Bats’ Cave; but the coastal view is spoilt by the tens of holiday makers. 
Yet, though no longer a desirable holiday resort for the Sisters, as a school, the place is a 
success. It has a staff of about 11 Sisters and a roll of some 300 pupils. Besides the usual 
mission work done at the school, in the afternoons and evenings private religious 
instruction is given to individual adults. This occupies a good deal of the chief catechist’s 
time; but it has resulted in many converts to the Faith among the Europeans and the 
Chinese. 

Another form of Catholic Action is done at Maris Stella, mission work among domestic 
servants. It is surprising how easily Coloured and Africans fall away from religious duties 
when they come to a large town. Theoretically they know where they can hear Mass, but 
in practice, the knowledge is not applied. The Coloured servant of the Convent, Japie, 
asked to be instructed in the Catholic Faith. Taught through the medium of Afrikaans, he 
soon became an exemplary Catholic and has been instrumental in bringing back to the 
Faith many of his lapsed Coloured Friends. 

In 1928 a heavy gale took the roof off the back verandah. The corrugated iron was blown 
right over the Convent and deposited in Rhodes Street. Guardian Angels must have been 
very busy for there were no casualties. How fervently the Sisters said the Te Deum at 
Matins when they thought of how the falling sheets might have cleaved any passer-by. In 
1929, hurricane-proof roofing prevented the repetition of the near-tragedy. At the end of 
the year Mr Clur presented the Community with a concrete pedestal for the Statue of Our 
Lady of Lourdes given by the local Convent of the Sacred Heart. 

Cambridge – St Pius Convent 

Entering East London from King William’s Town the national road passes through 
Cambridge. Here the Holy Cross Sisters of Aliwal North bought two lots: Nos. 46 and 37 
for £825 and £1350 respectively. A small room, formerly a butcher’s shop, on the corner 
of Brabant and Kitchener Streets, was on the property, and the Sisters had transformed 
this into a Chapel. Later the room had been divided into two for commercial class rooms. 

However, after 21 years of educational work at Cambridge, the Holy Cross Sisters found 
that this was their only branch Convent in the East London area, whereas the King 
Dominicans had two Convents for Europeans and two for Non-Europeans in East 
London. Thus they felt isolated from the Holy Cross area which was mainly in the 
Northern Cape. Add to this the financial difficulties at Cambridge; they had to pay high 
interest on the debt of their buildings, and the buildings themselves, old and in disrepair, 
proved very expensive. Besides this, it was rumoured that the De la Salle Brothers were 
about to open a school for boys in East London and it was feared this would deplete the 
number of their boy pupils. 



1933 So, after consultation with Bishop MacSherry and Bishop Demont, permission was 
obtained to sell the Cambridge Convent to the King William’s Town Dominicans. 
Accordingly, on the 23rd May, 1933, Mother Augustine Geisel paid £2375 for the 
property to Mother Dominic Goebel, Provincial of the Holy Cross Sisters. When the 
Dominicans took over Father Bernard Schmidt had already, in 1928, built the parish 
Church adjoining the Convent grounds; but as there was no oratory for the Sisters the first 
thing they did was to choose a small room for a private Chapel, and the rest of the old 
Convent was divided into conventual quarters, hostels for small boys and girls and class 
rooms. The grounds were large as Father Schmidt allowed the pupils to use part of the 
parish ground. No building changes on any large scale were effected until 1954 when the 
Sisters built their own oratory attached to the parish Church and gave £1000 towards 
extending the Sanctuary of the parish Church. Otherwise they continued to live in the 
dilapidated old buildings even though, after rain, some of the rooms were several inches 
under water. 

The pioneer Dominicans arrived in small groups within a few days of each other. Sister 
Margaret Mary Knobel and Sister Rosaria Galonska came first and the community of 
eleven was complete in March, 1933. On the 8th April, the Blessed Sacrament was 
brought to the Chapel. In July schools opened with 22 boarders and 56 day pupils; but by 
the end of the year the roll had increased to 118. In 1941 and 1942 essential repairs were 
done to make the place more habitable. 

On the 2nd February, 1943, Father Schmidt arranged for a procession with lighted candles. 
As he brought up the rear of the procession and entered the back of the Church he intoned 
the “Nunc dimittis.” His whole soul seemed in the sounds he uttered. To those who 
listened the words seemed awe-inspiring and prophetic. No doubt the good Father felt 
like the aged Simeon when at the presentation in the temple he took the Holy Child in his 
arms and said these self-same words: “Nunc dimittis servum tuum, Domine.” This was 
Father’s last Mass in Cambridge. That very day he went as a patient to Saint Joseph’s 
Hospital, Port Elizabeth, and on the 11th May of the same year he died. His death cast a 
gloom over the whole of Cambridge. After taking his precious remains to be buried at 
Lilyfontein, Bishop Colbert and 28 priests had dinner at the Cambridge Convent. The 
Sisters had formed the choir at both the Requiem Mass and at the funeral, and for 30 days 
after the death, the children daily sang the De Profundis after Mass for the repose of his 
soul. 

In 1939, Mother Pius Galvin became superior of the Cambridge Convent. She loved the 
children and they reciprocated her love by confidently bringing her all their little troubles 
to be assuaged and their difficulties to be solved. Bernie, aged three, one day asked her if 
God made everything even cats, dogs and – he seemed to want to say more but could not. 
So Mother told him that God had really made all the animals. With a burst of confidence 
Bernie said: “He should not have made the oxes!” poor little man, he used to run away as 
fast as his short legs would carry him the moment an ox came in sight. 

Mother Pius was greatly helped by her two brothers who lived in Cape Town. At their 
expense Father Schmidt had carved a beautiful altar for the Sisters’ tiny Chapel. They 
also helped by donating educational material. The grounds were now tidied. Fixed seats 
were put into the ground for the children, and an old dilapidated shack was transformed 
into a play room for the little boys. When, in July, Mother Pius was elected as one of the 
councillors of the Prioress General, she was automatically released from the post of 
prioress at Cambridge, to the great sorrow of all who had lived with her. Her place was 
taken temporarily by a series of Sisters in succession. 

On 16th November, 1954, Mass was said for the last time in the Sisters’ Chapel. 
Thereafter the Sisters used their own oratory for all devotions. On the 19th Father Hanley 
erected the Stations of the Cross in the oratory. The altar in the old Chapel was then 



dismantled and taken to the newly-opened House of Studies, Calaroga II, Grahamstown. 
Generously Mother Benedicta Reim also gave the Church vestments and other Chapel 
accessories to Calaroga. 

Today, 1958, the old dilapidated buildings that formed the Convent, are demolished and 
replaced by a large double-storey up-to-date building. The first sod was turned on the 1st 
September, 1955, by Father Hanley. The children sang “Unless the Lord build the house” 
and “Bless this House”. The school roll was then 262. The new imposing building was 
officially opened by Bishop E Green in the presence of well-wishers. Mother Aquilina 
Spiegel, Prioress General, was represented by Mother Carina Betzl, Prioress Provincial. 
At last the school can boast of class rooms for 300 pupils and for nearly 100 boarders. 
The school is in three sections with separate dormitories and separate ablution facilities. 
The conventual section is apart from that of the children and the Sisters now have the 
comfort of modern amenities. After the formal blessing of the house on the 18th August, 
1957, Bishop E Green congratulated the Congregation on the erection of so beautiful a 
building. 

In 1913 Monsignor James Kelly started on a very small scale a school at East London for 
the benefit of Indian, Chinese and Coloured children. At the time there were no 
educational facilities available for these races. Sister Gabriel White was the principal 
teacher and there she instilled into unkempt children lessons of cleanliness, order and 
neatness as well as the three Rs. The school room was the library of Saint Vincent de 
Paul’s Society on the spot where Saint Anthony’s School for Europeans in 1957 stands. 

In 1921, the Indians and Coloured were removed to Saint Francis Xavier’s Mission 
school, the hall of which is a memorial to Mrs Ann Knobel, the mother of our Sister 
Margaret Mary. At first this school was occupied by the Sisters only during school hours; 
but in less than ten years it had a resident community of eight Sisters. At present two 
European Sisters live there permanently with a Community of African Sisters. The school 
is a flourishing concern and hundreds of Coloured children owe to it their entire 
education. 

Meanwhile the Chinese children were also transferred to the spacious Chinese School in 
Saint Peter’s Road. This does not belong to the Congregation; but Sisters resident at the 
Convent of the Sacred Heart teach the Chinese children there during the morning school 
hours and in the afternoon they are taught by their own Chinese teachers. Thus, though 
far from their Native land, they learn the lessons of loyalty and fidelity to their own 
country. 

East Bank Location – St Peter Claver Mission 

1928 The East Bank Location was, in 1928, an accumulation of sordid hovels without any of 
the amenities of life. These filthy hovels teemed with children who, without parental 
control, literally brought themselves up, living in squalor and dirt. To counteract such 
shocking conditions Mother Augustine Geisel established there a Catholic Mission 
dedicated to St Peter Claver. In 1928 she sent a small staff of Sisters to teach the children 
hygienic conditions and to raise their standard of living. At first school was held on week 
days in a barn-like room, and a sliding partition transformed the class room into a Chapel 
on Sundays. All was very primitive and the accommodation for the Sisters was crude in 
the extreme. 

Year by year the numbers increased and a cleaner and healthier atmosphere emanated 
from it. Children began to take a pride in personal cleanliness. In orderly fashion they 
assembled each day in the quadrangle in the shadow of the large crucifix which the 
Sisters had erected. They saw the flower and vegetable gardens at the Convent and were 
encouraged to cultivate similar plots at their own homes. 



In 1949 the Sisters opened at the same place the Saint Peter Claver Clinic for Non-
Europeans. This was a long overdue necessity. At last African mothers could bring their 
children to the Sisters for medical attention which they received gratis. Sister Mary Aidan 
Quinlan, in charge of the clinic, was an Irish medical doctor, a graduate of two 
Universities, Cork and Witwatersrand. She and her African Sister assistant helped those 
brought to the clinic and also visited the sick in their homes. She was in truth, as her 
patients called her, their mother and friend. How often must her mind have gone to her 
green island home, when, by contrast, she saw around her no gardens, but only corrugated 
iron shacks unfit for human habitation. Hardest of all for her was the glaring evidence of 
laziness and sloth that had no desire to make an effort to reform. 

Knowing the home she had come from and her career at two universities, a visitor asked 
to be shown her private apartments. “Private apartments?” queried her guide. “She has 
none; but I’ll show you where she sleeps.” She did. They went to a dormitory in which 
there were six sleeping cubicles, curtained with white sheeting. Each cell contained a 
small iron bedstead with a coir mattress and a locker on which rested an enamel jug and 
basin. There was nothing else at all as each cell was only nine foot by seven. Pointing to 
one of these spotless but barrack-like cells she said, “This is Sister Aidan’s.” Silently the 
visitor left the dormitory. 

In 1951 the old Church class room became a school room proper and a spacious Church 
was built behind the quadrangle. The grounds were laid out and lowers or growing 
vegetables were seen everywhere. It was hoped that the example of making every inch of 
ground useful and beautiful would be followed by the Natives in their own disreputable 
homes. At this time the teaching staff consisted of three African Sisters and four African 
secular teachers. In addition there was a European Sister in charge, a cook and the clinic 
staff composed of Doctor Aidan and her assistant African nurse. In 1952 there were 350 
pupils on the roll. 

1952 Then came tragedy. On Sunday, 9th November, 1952, there was a Native riot at Duncan 
Village as the location was called. Sister Aidan was at the Mater Dei Hospital when news 
of the trouble came. With words characteristic of her life of service she went to her car 
saying: “I had better go and see if I can help.” She went and the horrible orgy of her death 
was the result. 

At 5 p.m. she drove into the midst of the frenzied mob ready to give first aid to all who 
needed it. She was stoned in her car. Fourteen large stones were afterwards found in the 
burnt out vehicle. These had been hurled at her and with sticks they struck her. They 
horribly mutilated the body. Parts were roasted in the burning car and eaten by the 
savages. Intense heat cause by the burning, added to the madness of the throng, prevented 
all approach to the burning mass. Pathetic scenes took place. One Native woman bravely 
stepped forward and with waving arms shouted, “She is our friend.” She was immediately 
struck down and beaten to death. An onlooker said that when the windscreen of the car 
was smashed in the face of the victim she saw Sister Aidan cover her face with her hands 
round which her rosary was twined. True enough the rosary was later found in the 
wreckage and its beads were embedded in the charred facial and finger bones. From a 
distance a priest gave the final absolution for a passing soul. 

Next the raging mob moved onwards to destroy the entire mission. Father O’Malley was 
at the evening Benediction when two loyal lads rushed into the building warning him to 
flee. At the same time the police van took the Sisters at the Church door while the priest 
secured the Blessed Sacrament. With his sacred burden he drove away in his own car and 
the police van carried the Sisters to the Convent of the Sacred Heart in Albany Street. The 
desperadoes burnt the mission and razed to the ground all that it included: Convent, 
presbytery, school, two clinics, Church – nothing was spared. Probably the halt that the 
rioters made to murder Sister Aidan saved the lives of the rest of the community. She 



gave her life to save others and that precious life was taken so cruelly by the very persons 
to whom she had given all her professional service during the years that followed her 
doctorate at the Witwatersrand University. 

The official record reads: A Dominican medical Sister who had worked untiringly for 
three years at the East Bank Location on behalf of the Natives, died inside her burning car 
9th November 1952. Sister Mary Aidan, Doctor Elsie Quinlan, was born in Cork where 
she took her bachelor’s Degree in Social Sciences at the Cork University. She came to 
South Africa in 1938. After taking her vows at King William’s Town she was sent by her 
Superiors to the Witwatersrand University where she graduated as a medical doctor. She 
worked among the natives at the Glen Grey Mission Hospital for nearly four years. 

In 1949 she was transferred to Saint Peter Claver’s Mission. Her services were free of 
charge and she treated an average of 120 Natives per day. On the Monday before her 
death she had attended 140 sick Natives. During her three years’ service she spent herself 
for the well-being of the Duncan Village Natives. Her murder during the riots was an act 
of base ingratitude. The fact that the murder was perpetrated not by those she had served, 
but by a gang of irresponsible hooligans, gave but cold comfort to the Congregation that 
mourns her loss. 

1954 In 1954 the Congregation re-built the school and Father O’Malley re-built the Church. 
However, the African Sisters who teach there live at Saint Francis Xavier’s Mission in 
Maclean Street. Only cement and steel were used in the structure of the new building. 
This would prevent a second destruction by burning. There is no trust to be put in the 
hooligans who were responsible for the first conflagration. 

The Mater Dei Hospital 

At the Mater Dei Hospital, East London, the King Dominicans exercise another social 
duty, that of nursing the sick. The nucleus of this hospital must be looked for in Saint 
Peter’s Road. There at what is now the Chinese School a secular nurse, Sister Hubble, ran 
a small private maternity home. In about 1929 she moved to 12 Saint Matthews Road. 
With the help of Mother Augustine Geisel, Prioress General, she had her new home 
refurnished and renovated and Bishop Hugh MacSherry suggested the beautiful name of 
the Mather Dei Maternity Home. After some time Sr Hubble found that she could not run 
the place alone, and, on the advice of Father P J Walshe Mother Augustine again helped. 
This time she lent a staff of two, Sister Adeline Mack and Sister Christopher Anzinger. A 
little later Sister Kilian Fleischmann arrived. 

1940 In 1940 Mother Augustine bought the home from Sister Hubble. The pioneer staff 
consisted of Sister Adeline, superior, Sister Magda Weber, Sister Theophana Eckl, and 
Sister Petra Heckmann. When they arrived there were but two patients and only twelve 
bookings; but before the end of 1941 the house was full to capacity. Soon a new wing had 
to be added and even further extensions proved inadequate to accommodate the numerous 
patients and the necessary staff. Medical men of East London watched with interest and 
satisfaction the conscientious work done by the Sisters and urged the Congregation of 
King Dominicans to supply the City’s need for hospitalisation by opening, in more 
spacious surroundings, a large private hospital. 

Already in 1940 Mother Augustine had purchased Woodleigh, the former residence of Sir 
Charles Crewe. This had been rented on a lease which expired in 1944. So, in 1945, 
Woodleigh was demolished and in its spacious grounds the new Mater Dei Hospital was 
erected. On the 25th March, 1946, with a silver trowel in his hand, Bishop James Colbert 
laid the foundation stone saying:- “In the faith of Jesus Christ we set this first stone in the 
foundation, in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost, that true faith 
may flourish here and the fear of God and brotherly love, and that this place may be 



devoted to the care of the sick, to prayer and invocation and praise of the same Jesus 
Christ, Our Lord.” 

The architects were Messrs. Farrow, Stocks and Farrow and the builders Messrs. Pike and 
Son, East London. By December 18th, 1947, one wing, containing the nurses quarters and 
the maternity wards, was ready for occupation. A fleet of cars and ambulances conveyed 
Mother Magda and her entire staff with 22 patients and their babies, away from St 
Matthews Road to No 45 St Marks Road. On the 22nd December, Monsignor H Boyle 
said the first Mass in the Mater Dei Chapel. Just one sad note struck the Sisters, Mother 
Augustine was no longer with them bodily to share the triumph of the transfer; but they 
knew the institute and all its future work would be one of many memorials to her brave 
and energetic spirit. Her successor, Mother Demetria Hemmer, took her place as 
representative of the Congregation. 

The building continues so the nursing staff was at the mercy of plasterers and plumbers 
hurrying to be ready for the official opening on the 26th April, 1949. The great day began 
with Solemn High Mass celebrated according to the Dominican Rite. Four Fathers of the 
Order who had come to East London for the occasion were at the altar. Monsignor J B 
Rosenthal, Bishop Elect of Queenstown, blessed the new building. Bishop Hugh Boyle, 
who on the 2nd February, 1949, had succeeded Bishop Colbert, was also present. Father, 
later Monsignor, J O’Keefe was master of Ceremonies. 

The Mayor, Councillor D Lazarus, in his speech, briefly outlined the work of the 
Dominican Sisters from King William’s Town to the Zambesi between 1877 and 1948. 
He referred particularly to their work at East London during the Great ‘Flu of 1918, when 
the Dominican habit became a well-known sight in the location, the North End and in 
other parts of the City where their work for the sick and the suffering would never be 
forgotten. He offered his warmest good wishes for the magnificent work they were doing 
for the citizens of East London. After his speech Bishop Boyle handed him the key with 
which the Mayor opened the main entrance to the building and then declared it to be 
officially opened. 

The hospital has medical, surgical and maternity wards and also a mother-craft clinic. It is 
a training centre for maternity nurses. Thousands of mothers proudly say “My baby was 
born at the Mater Dei.” 

1949 On 28th February, 1949, Bishop H Boyle consecrated the marble altar of the Chapel and 
dedicated the Chapel itself. A special blessing was granted those who visited the Chapel 
on the day and on the anniversary. In April of the same year the roof cells were 
completed and occupied. In July, after eight years of pioneering, up-hill work, for the 
Mater Dei when it was in both St Matthews and St Marks Roads, Mother Magda was 
replaced by Mother Ottilia Thum. Thereafter two or three Sisters occupied her post at 
short intervals until on the 1st January, 1957, the office of Prioress was filled by Mother 
Hilmar Stich. 

Two Mothers belonging to the General Council died at the Mater Dei Hospital, Mother 
Pius Galvin in 1951 and Mother Alacoque Brien in 1953. Between these two deaths, in 
1952, the tragedy of the Native Riots occurred when Sister Aidan Quinlan met her terrible 
death. 

In 1953 the Lourdes Grotto at the Mater Dei was completed. Its beautiful statue arrived 
later from Holland. In 1956, the new sterilising room and the doctor’s room were ready 
for use in the maternity block, and the old sterilising room was free to be adapted as a 
long overdue milk kitchen. Unfortunately at this time Doctor Waddell, who had given the 
midwifery lectures to the students since the inception of the training school, had to inform 
the matron that he could no longer continue the work. 



The mater Dei Hospital owes its very existence to the East London doctors who have so 
nobly aided the endeavours of the staff. The Congregation would like to put on record its 
lasting gratitude to each one of the medical men who have helped to bring about the 
success of the institute. 

When the Mater Dei staff left No. 12 Saint Matthew’s Road their vacated home was 
converted into Saint Anne’s Hostel for working girls. It gave accommodation to 32 young 
ladies working in the City. From 1948 to 1955 it rarely had a vacancy. In fact it usually 
had a long waiting list. However, when the De la Salle Brothers, opposite the New Mater 
Dei Hospital, decided that they had not sufficient space to expand, their property came 
into the market and was bought by Mother Demetria. 

The place was in great disrepair and as there was no staff to occupy it, it deteriorated 
rapidly. Tramps soon got to know of the unoccupied house and enjoyed free night lodging 
by breaking windows. The once beautiful home of Mr Burnham-King, with its tower 
known as The Nightingale’s Cage, now cut a sorry figure. Mr Vogelsang was engaged to 
repair the place and it was decided to transfer Saint Anne’s Hostel from Saint Matthew’s 
Road to No. 36 Saint Mark’s Road. Sister Edward Liebhart was in charge at the time of 
the transfer, and it was with heavy hearts that she and her staff took some of their 
boarders and all their belongings to the new Saint Anne’s. Sister Edward then left on an 
indefinite holiday and her place was taken by Sister Bertrand Singhammer. 

The school section of the old De la Salle College, known as Saint Raymond’s, after 
suitable repairs, was used to house the Government School children from the Sacred 
Heart Convent in Albany Street. This Convent was overcrowded with pupils and its 
locality had become so commercialised that it was found essential to lessen the number of 
its pupils. This was best done by transferring the entire Government School to Saint 
Raymond’s. 

At the same time the question of moving the Sacred Heart Convent High School to a 
more residential area was discussed and with this in view Mother Aquilina Spiegel, 
Prioress General, purchased Red House. A tenant was put on the premises until such time 
as it would be possible to implement the transfer. This change of locality is proof of the 
great advance that has been made in the East London Fighting Port, as it is called, and at 
the same time it shows how wonderfully the Sacred Heart Convent has grown. Its 
hundreds of pupils had increased till every inch of what was once considered spacious 
ground was either built upon or turned into sports courts. The Convent School more than 
holds its own when compared with other schools. In 1951 the school orchestra won the 
Gold Medal at the Eisteddfod. Twelve of the Convent pupils attended the Music and Arts 
Festival held in Durban. Some of these were even asked to play in the City of Durban 
Orchestra while one of them was given the privilege of broadcasting during the Festival. 
The pupils enjoy all the additional aids usual in City schools and every year they have 
good results in both Matriculation and Junior Certificate Examinations. 

The Boy’s School in the old double-storey building was declared unsafe. There Sister 
Alexia Bolton, Sister Annunciata Flannery and many other Sisters had taught boys in the 
early days. The small library belonging to the Saint Vincent de Paul Society, where Sister 
Gabriel taught her polyglot pupils who spoke Kitchen Dutch, Chinese, Indian and 
English, gave place to Saint Anthony’s School for Boys. At the end of 1953, owing to 
shortage of staff, the Sisters withdrew from teaching at this school. The De la Salle 
Brothers took it over. 

 


