
CHAPTER V 

Consecrated Church – King William’s Town, 1887 

1887 The number of Sisters and Catholic children had now increased so greatly that the 
Convent Chapel at King William’s Town could no longer contain them all. The boarders 
and the Sisters’ Community filled it to capacity. The rest, i.e. the Rosary Children, the 
boys and the Native pupils had to kneel in the corridor between the Chapel and the main 
entrance. Mother Mauritia realised the need of building a new and more spacious Church 
and she set to work to obtain the necessary money from benefactors. 

The first contributions were received from Germany when Canon A Soratroy, Father John 
Nadler, Father Bartholomew Ponholzer and Miss Sophie Stadler, all of Augsburg, sent 
generous contributions. Every Sister took a keen interest in the projected Church. 
Numerous letters and cards were dispatched to friends and relatives not only in Europe 
but also in South Africa. All responded with great generosity and so, by the 15th April, 
1887, it was possible to have the ceremony of laying the foundation stone of the plan 
drawn by Mr Adolf Grellert. Mr Charles Andre was the successful tenderer for the sum of 
£2700 to be settled in progress payments. He, the architect and three masons assisted at 
the laying of the foundation stone. Bishop Ricards, ever ready to evince practical interest 
in the progress of the Convent, came from Grahamstown for the occasion. 

The 15th April, 1887, should ever be remembered as the day on which the foundation 
stone of the Convent Church was laid. As the midday Angelus pealed from the convent 
tower the procession of Sisters and children advanced to the spot where the new East 
Wing of the building would end. Headed by a cross bearer, the boy pupils led the long 
file. Next came the Rosary children followed by the children of Mary and the Holy 
Angels, all dressed in white and with pale blue sashes. Then, just in front of the clergy, 
came the white-robed Sisters with their black mantles. As the children marched along 
they sang “Sing, sing, ye Angel bands” in honour of Our Lady. 

At the extreme East end of the projected building stood respectfully Mr Adolf Grellert, 
the Architect, and the chief builder, Mr Karl Andre, with three of his masons. Where the 
High Altar was destined to be placed stood a large cross. The Sisters had decorated this 
with lovely dahlias and beneath it was a prie Dieu and a small table holding salt and 
water. Bishop Ricards in cope and mitre approached the cross, blessed the salt and water 
and then, with the priests, chanted the antiphons and psalms, the Litany of the Saints and 
other prayers. Dr Allen then read loud and distinctly the following document written on 
parchment: 

In nomine Sanctissimae Trinitatis, Patris et Filii et Spiritus Sancti, 
Nunc Lapidem Angularem Ecclesiae Beatae Virginis Mariae sub titulo 
Reginae Sacratissimi Rosarii posuit Dr. Jacobus David Racards ex 
Grahamstown, Episcopus Retimonensis i.p.i. ante diem XVII Calendas 
maji A.D. millesimi octingentesimi octogesimi septimi, Leone XIII 
Papa pascente oves Christi ac celebrante jubilaeum suum magnum 
sacerdotale; Victoria Regina Anglorum celebrante jubilaeum magnum 
gubernationis suae; Sorere Maria Mauritia Tiefenböck O.S.D., Matre 
Priorissa Conventus Sanctissimi Cordis Jesu; Praesentibus 
Reverendis Patribus Johanne Fagan, Fundatore Conventus; Johanne 
Allen S.T.D., Confessore Domus, Ferdinando Engels S.J. Confessore 
Extraordinaris; Jacobe Fitzhenry, Missionario Queenstown; Gulielmo 
Quirk, Missionario King William’s Town; Architecto: Adolfo Grellert; 
Strutore Principali: Carolo Andre. 

Sit Lapis Angularis Domus Domini in finem usque saeculi, Amen. 



The annalist continues a recommendation to future generations to preserve this with the 
utmost care for it is a copy of the original document placed in a bottle with English, 
German and Indian coins enclosed, sealed and put in a groove beneath the Foundation 
Stone. 

The architect had a silver trowel adorned with a bunch of fresh violets. He placed some 
mortar on a palette and presented the Bishop with the trowel. Bishop Ricards spread the 
mortar over the lower stone. By means of pulleys, controlled by the masons, slowly the 
stone descended into the mortar and the actual laying was completed. Unfortunately rain 
now fell heavily and so the rest of the ceremony was carried on mainly by the Priests. The 
Sisters, too, remained for the usual blessings prescribed at fixed positions of the future 
Church; but most of the children sought cover on the verandah of one of the adjacent 
buildings. 

At the close of the ceremony the Bishop addressed the Sisters in their Chapel. His 
beautiful words pointed out that they were taking part in the extension of God’s Church 
by the works they were doing. He reminded them in God’s name that the Sacramental 
Presence in their Church was ever waiting for them to come and be strengthened for the 
trials and difficulties they met with day by day. Thus he explained a Convent Church 
becomes a paradise on earth. 

The Document was, of course written some time before the laying of the Foundation 
Stone. Unfortunately on the day Father Fagan was not able to be present. He was at 
Keiskama Hoek at the bedside of the dying Baron Defin, Chamberlaind to His Majesty, 
Franz Josef, Emperor of Austria, and returned only on the following day. The translation 
of document is as follows:-  

“In the name of the Most Holy Trinity, Father, Son and Holy Ghost, 
Dr James David Ricards of Grahamstown, Bishop of Retimo, has laid this 
Foundation Stone of the Church of the Blessed Virgin Mary, under the 
title of the Queen of the Most Holy Rosary, on the 15th April in the year 
1887, when Pope Leo XIII was reigning over the fold of Christ and 
celebrating his Golden Jubilee of priesthood; Victoria Queen of the 
English was celebrating the Golden Jubilee of her reign; Sister Mary 
Mauritia Tiefenböck was Mother Prioress of the Convent of the Sacred 
Heart of Jesus; in the presence of the Rev Fathers John Fagan, Founder of 
the Convent; John Allen S.T.D., Confessor of the House; Ferdinand 
Engels S.J.  Confessor Extra-ordinary; James Fitzhenry, Missionary of 
Queenstown; William Quirk, Missionary of King William’s Town; 
Architect, Adolf Grellert; Chief Builder, Charles Andre. May it be the 
Foundation Stone of the house of the Lord for ever and ever, Amen. 

At the laying of the Foundation Stone the documentary evidence was “This foundation 
stone of the Church of the Blessed Virgin Mary under the title of Queen of the Most Holy 
Rosary” was laid by Bishop J. D. Ricards. However, three years later 29-30th April, 1890, 
the Convent annalist records that the Church was dedicated to the Sacred Heart and the 
altar to Our Lady, Queen of the Holy Rosary. Whether this done intentionally or 
inadvertently cannot be said; but up to and including the 1957 the anniversaries have been 
kept according to the entry of the annalist. 

Previous to the laying of the foundation stone the Sisters were very busy. In the new plan 
the existing kitchen occupied the site of the Sisters’ Oratory. That meant they must 
demolish their kitchen and erect a new one. Sister M Gertrude Walter and Sister M 
Baptista Schachtner, both excellent masons, built a new kitchen in the garden, almost in 
line with the existing Chapel. This was of brick and mortar and dedicated to Saint Joseph. 
Mother Mauritia herself designed the hearth, which later resulted in what might have 



been a serious fire. Sister Agnes Vordermayr was cook with Sister Vincent Schneider as 
her assistant. This kitchen was rebuilt in 1922 and extended in the direction of the main 
building. 

However, already in 1890 one Sunday morning Dr Allen waited long for the Sisters to 
come to the 7 o’clock Mass. They were all busy carrying buckets of water from slow 
running taps to the kitchen. The under-floor hearth had proved faulty and the entire floor 
was burnt out. The united efforts of the Sisters prevented the complete destruction of the 
kitchen. 

Meanwhile the Church building went on apace. One of the masons fell from the 
scaffolding and broke his leg. He was carried on a stretcher to Grey Hospital where Dr 
FitzGerald set the broken limb, and he was back at work before the completion of the 
building. So quickly did the walls grow that Sister Reginald Fischer was urged to 
complete her list of contributors towards the marble altar as soon as possible. Mr Herbert 
Baker’s name headed the list. His home was Glendower House in Hill Street, which later 
the de la Salle Brothers turned into a school for Catholic Boys. 

In 1888 the stained glass windows arrived from Mayer’s Factory, Munich. The tiled floor 
in cream and brown seemed satisfactory; but the ceiling gave a deal of trouble and even 
when finished it did not meet with Mother Mauritia’s approval. Some of the spiritual and 
material benefactors are mentioned on the windows. In the Sanctuary are fittingly placed 
Saint Ursula’s Convent, Augsburg, Father Fagan, Bishop Von Dinkel and Archbishop 
Anton Von Steikele. Every year till his death in October, 1889, the last-named cleric sent 
the Sisters £150 as an alms for their Mission. 

The Windows of the clerestory represent the twelve Apostles and commemorate chiefly 
the overseas benefactors, who contributed towards the building of the Church. Those in 
the North and South wings represent the Saints of the Dominican Order or those 
connected therewith. Saint Dominic’s window is in the vestry and in the early days it was 
customary for the Novices to go there every evening for special prayers. These 
Dominican windows commemorate chiefly the benefactors who were at the time living in 
South Africa, many of whole children had joined the Congregation. 

The High Altar in Carrara marble, designed and made at Genoa, by Montarsolo Vittorio, 
arrived at the Convent on the 14th April, 1890. Its packing had not been good enough for 
the long rough transit from Italy to King William’s Town, and on opening the cases the 
altar was found to be very badly broken. The disappointment was great and the Sisters 
feared that no one in South Africa would be able to put the pieces together. However, a 
local sculptor, Mr Dover, came forward and offered his services. He carefully arranged 
the pieces until the altar stood as it stands today, the huge cracks carefully hidden, so that 
one could hardly believe that such a structure had been made out of what looked like 
builders’ rubble. 

The slab of white Carrara marble is 5½ feet long. The stone supporting the slab consists 
of a frame of white marble, in which the sienna marbled front is inlaid upon a background 
of grey, and decorated with a sculptured wreath and a branch of lilies joined by a floating 
ribbon of white marble. The tabernacle is of grey marble with a golden-rayed image of 
the heart of Christ over the door. On either side of the tabernacle are three panels, 
resembling the tabernacle, but fronted with monstrance, chalice and vial. The reredos, a 
masterpiece in Roman style, is grey marble ornamented in sienna and black. The canopy 
over the tabernacle is in white marble resting on four pairs of slender columns with 
graceful pinnacles. The central pinnacle is ornamented with black. It is a pity that the 
tabernacle is not in accordance with Roman liturgy. It cannot be tented and fronted only 
by a curtain. It should be a tent completely covered by a veil. 



On the 25th April, 1890, Bishop Ricards again came to King William’s Town; this time 
for the ceremonies of the consecration of the Altar and Church. On the 26th both he and 
Dr Allen kept an all-day strict fast, and on the 27th, together they said Matins and Lauds 
of several martyrs in the sacristy of the new Church in the presence of the relics that were 
now ready to be placed in the newly erected altar.  The Sisters, too, had fasted on the 
previous day, though this was not of obligation, and they said the same Divine Office as 
the priests, but in their old Chapel in the presence of the Blessed Sacrament. 

 The case in which the altar relics had been packed in the long trip across the sea had been 
hopelessly broken. This was not noticed until the afternoon of the 26th. The relics 
themselves, from the catacombs of Rome, were uninjured. The broken mass was handed 
to Mr Dover, who, after looking carefully at it, said he thought he could do the work; but 
asked to be given the honour of paying for it; but there was no time to lose. Mr Newell 
and Mother Mauritia gratefully granted his request. Mr Dover took the precious 
fragments to his office where he and his assistant worked continuously until 10 p.m. to 
make a marble slab as similar to the shattered one as was possible. At that late hour they 
brought it in triumph to the Convent and Mother Mauritia placed it in the sacristy. 

Next day, the 28th April, Bishop Ricards went through the entire ceremony of 
consecration according to the Roman Rite. He was ably assisted by Msgr Fagan, Dr 
Allen, Fathers P Strobino, William Quirk, F Engels S.J. and J Kelly. After the formal 
procession round the Church, the clergy alone entered and the Bishop blessed the walls 
and floor using the customary ashes for the diagonal cross on which the Latin and Greek 
alphabet were traced. The consecration crosses, 12 in number, were blessed and anointed 
with Holy Oil. These consisted of a circle of brass about 4 inches in diameter. The crosses 
stood out in burnished brass against a red background. Unfortunately when the Church 
was renovated in 1953 they were taken down by the builders and lost. Then followed the 
consecration of the Altar during which incense was freely used. The ceremony lasted 
from 6 a.m. till 9 a.m. and only then was the Pontifical Mass started. The Sisters, with 
Mother Euphemia Koffler at the harmonium, formed the choir, and at the end of the Mass 
the Blessed Sacrament was reserved in the new Church. 

Next day the official opening of the Church was performed in the presence of a large 
audience of both Catholic and Non-Catholic persons. Again the Bishop officiated and, in 
an appropriate sermon explained the meaning of a consecration. He said a solemnly 
consecrated Church was separated from common use; it was something to be entirely 
appropriated to the solemn services of God. He explained that sinful man had fallen from 
a consecrated state. The very earth and air and all the elements thereof  were 
contaminated by the Fall. In consecration the curse of Adam is removed, and the objects 
consecrated are sanctified. They acquire, not an intrinsic but a relative sanctity. Hence, in 
a consecrated Church, the very ground on which it stands is no longer profane, but as 
sacred as the precincts of the burning bush which Moses beheld with awe and veneration, 
and of which God spoke thus: “Put off the shoes from thy feet for the place whereon thou 
standest is holy ground.” 

He continued to develop his text “The hour cometh and now is when the true adorers 
shall adore the Father in spirit and in truth. For the Father also seeketh such to adore 
him.”  He dwelt long and forcibly on the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass.” This he explained 
as the central action of the Catholic Church and traced it back to the Last Supper and to 
Calvary. He showed that it is essentially identical with the service which Saint John refers 
to as service “in spirit and in truth.” 

Bishop Ricards also alluded to the Samaritan woman whose query had evoked the text 
from Saint John’s Gospel. He referred, too, to the well-known passage in Forster’s Life of 
Charles Dickens, when the famous author, travelling in Italy, had a dream which to him 
was, as he told his most intimate friend, a supernatural vision of the Blessed Virgin. He 



said that the moment he realised that one so pleasing to God had condescended to visit 
him, the question “Which is the true religion?” came involuntarily to his lips. He was, 
continued the Bishop, not more favourably disposed towards the Catholic religion than 
was the Samaritan woman to the Jewish people; yet, singularly enough, he added to his 
query “Is it the Roman Catholics?” the reply was clear and distinct “By the sacrifice of 
the Cross our ransom was paid; by that of the Mass the ransom is applied.” The Bishop 
went on to apply this to the good Sisters, who, at great sacrifice to themselves, had built 
that beautiful Church so that they and all those connected with their Institute might daily 
worship “in spirit and in truth” during the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass. 

At the end of the Mass the Bishop spoke from the altar saying that on the previous day he 
and his priests had solemnly consecrated the Church and the Altar. He then declared the 
Church to be open, and commanded that the 30th April should be kept as a first class Feast 
in honour of the consecration. Finally he intoned the Te Deum which the Sisters and 
Priests sang. This closed the ceremony. 

 


