
CHAPTER IX 

Oakford and Fort Beaufort 

1889 Mother Mauritia had asked Bishop Ricards for permission to send a party of missionary 
Sisters to Graff-Reinet. He replied: “Go to Natal. I have promised Bishop Jolivet.” The 
result of this telegraphic message was that on 27th January, 1889, Mother Mauritia and 
Sister Rose Niland, accompanied by Doctor John Allen, sailed from East London on the 
Courland. They went to interview Bishop Jolivet, to offer their services to send Sisters to 
Natal for the purpose of Christianising the Zulus. 

The Bishop suggested that they should open a mission school at Oakford, a secluded spot 
five miles from Verulam station about 25 miles from Durban. It was a poor locality 
hidden from the eyes of the world; but Mother Mauritia was not looking for anything 
spectacular. She remembered Kreli’s visit to her at King William’s Town and how she 
had yearned to convert the heathen. Here was a race even more powerful than that of the 
Amaxhosa, a race that was regal in habits and customs, and she gladly accepted Bishop 
Jolivet’s offer. It was suggested that in order to pay their way, the Sisters, when they 
came might open a fee-paying school for Europeans. The Bishop could offer no monetary 
assistance. Mother Mauritia and her companions then returned to King William’s Town. 
She communicated with Bishop Ricards. He agreed with the arrangement made, but 
added one more item. He said that Mother Mauritia must insist that all buildings erected 
in Natal should be made in the name of the Mother House at King William’s Town and 
paid for by the Congregation. This, he pointed out, had not been done at Potchefstroom. 
There the property and buildings were in the name of whoever was, at the time of 
purchase, the local Prioress. This, the Bishop said, might cause difficulty especially in 
cases where the Sisters separated from the rest of the Congregation. 

When the decision was finally made to send missionaries to Natal, volunteers were called 
for and the following Sisters were chosen: 

Sister M Gabriel Foley, Superior 
Sister M Hyacinth Hilkinger 
Sister M Joseph Ryan 
Sister M Columba O’Sullivan 
Sister M Gertrude Walter 
Sister M Beatrix Holdenried 
Sister M Alphonsa Scherer 
Sister M Raphael Walter 

A contract was drawn up between Mother Mauritia as representing the Congregation and 
Bishop Jolivet. 

By this Mother Mauritia agreed to purchase the property at Oakford from the Bishop and 
also to pay for the erection of a Convent at the same. This was duly built by the Trappists 
who had left Dunbrody for Mariannhill and were at the same place.  

On 25th March, 1889 the Sisters arrived and began the arduous task of opening a school 
for Zulu children. The difficulties were great. The Zulu language was not known by any 
of the little band. Zulu customs were different from those of the Amaxhosa. Instead of 
children accustomed to begging under every pretence, they now dealt with children who, 
in almost regal fashion refused their poor proffered gifts. Climatic differences also tried 
the Sisters. Natal, by comparison with the Cape, seemed to them almost tropical in 
climate, and the damp heat sapped their strength. However, they knew that pioneers are 
meant to overcome such difficulties. Soon the number of their Zulu pupils increased to 60 
and the language question was met by beginning at once with an industrial school at 
which practical handling of tools taught the pupils how to handle them, and the teachers 



to express the method of handling them. Minor difficulties were overcome by patience 
and perseverance. 

Very soon after the arrival of the pioneer Sisters it was thought advisable to open a school 
for European children. The area was expanding, new residents were settling in the 
locality, and as it was five miles from the Verulam Station, parents of moderate means 
found it difficult to send their children to schools at Verulam and Durban. Thus a local 
school, run by the Sisters, was desirable. For this purpose, the building of a boarding 
school, a large double-storeyed  place, was forthwith begun. The necessary money was 
supplied by the King William’s Town Mother House, and another staff of Sisters arrived 
for the new school and the boarding house for girls. Soon a new need was felt. Parents 
begged the Sisters to educate their sons as well as their daughters. This necessitated 
building again and boys of 14 and under were admitted. Both schools were well 
patronised, not only by the surrounding districts, but also by the more distant parts of the 
Transvaal. The Sisters, too, soon became more conversant with the Zulu language so all 
three of their institutes, the boarding, day and industrial schools were making good 
progress. King William’s Town had sent sufficient staff for the separate institutes; but all 
the Sisters enjoyed one happy life in community. As far as possible they followed the 
horary of the Mother House at King William’s Town, and local difficulties were settled 
by Mother Gabriel, the Superior. 

Then came the first big sorrow. Bishop Jolivet wished them to be independent of their 
loved Mother House, Convent of the Sacred Heart, King William’s Town. It was King 
that financed their endeavours; it was King that had sent their recruits. They had recently 
decided to open a branch at Newcastle. Who would supply money and Sisters if they 
could not appeal to King. It seemed but justice, too, that if Oakford separated from the 
Mother House, the latter should be remunerated at least for the money spent on their 
buildings. Another point that needed consideration was that Sister Gertrude Walter wan 
one of the original seven Foundresses of the King Convent. It was hoped by the residents 
at the Mother House that at least she would return to them, and that the option of 
returning should also be offered to the other Sisters in Natal. Bishop Jolivet viewed the 
matter of monetary remuneration and also of the Sisters to return to King William’s Town 
in a different light. Bishop Ricards reminded him of the term he had suggested in the 
contract saying that the buildings belonged to the Congregation. 

While these proceedings were in progress the Sisters in Natal were still puzzling their 
brains how they could staff the new foundation at Newcastle. Under the circumstances 
they could expect no recruits from King William’s Town. So Sister Gabriel, accompanied 
by Sister Joseph, with the permission of Bishop Jolivet, undertook a journey to Europe in 
April, 1892. In their absence, Mother Rose Niland acted as prioress at Oakford, and when 
the travellers returned with 12 zealous recruits, she was made Prioress of the newly 
founded Priory at Newcastle.1 

These were the first acts of the newly formed Oakford Dominicans who, after being 
founded by Mother Mauritia in March 1889 became independent of their Mother House 
in February 1890. 

At Newcastle Mother Rose in turn became independent of Oakford and formed the 
Congregation of Newcastle Dominicans of which she became the first Prioress General 
just as Mother Gertrude was of the Oakford Dominicans. Today, 1957, they have made 
good progress and form two large separate Congregations, and one can hardly recognise 
the tiny nuclei set to grow by their Mother House at King William’s Town. 

                                                      
1 With financial assistance from her relatives Sr Rose Niland improved the new foundation of Newcastle 

and with the help of a few lay Sisters ran the new establishment independently of Oakford. 



1838 As early as 1838 Bishop P R Griffith O.P. visited Fort Beaufort where he met the Chief 
Makono. He found the place fortified and guarded by 309 soldiers and there were in 
addition 70 civilians. In the Bishop’s diary we read: “Let a Vicar Apostolic with priests 
who know perfectly well the Dutch language go and fix himself at Fort Beaufort, and 
thence let him announce the Gospel to the neighbouring tribes, and he shall not, perhaps, 
have uselessly carried the cross into solitudes, until now inaccessible to civilisation.” 

Later in that same year he ordained as priest in the barrack room at Cape Town Father 
Thomas Murphy, and, early in 1839, sent him to the border as assistant to Dr Burke, who, 
however, died a week later. So this young man of 33 years took charge of the newly 
established mission with headquarters at Grahamstown. His mission included Fort 
Beaufort and any other military forts along the frontier. Thus he was the pioneer of the 
Church in the Eastern Province. Many of the settlers in his area had never seen a Priest, 
and had heard of one only as a monster of depravity. His flock comprised about a dozen 
scattered people and to show the stupid prejudice of his day, we need only remind 
ourselves that when he knelt in sorrow beside the mortal remains of Dr Burke, the field-
cornet came and asked him if he had killed the man who lay there. 

However, the good Priest, in the spirit of Faith, lived down the violent opposition of the 
ignorant and he and his black horse soon became the pride and darling of the warm-
hearted Irish soldiers. His noblest monument is the Pro-Cathedral at Grahamstown, which 
he dedicated 21st July, 1844. Often did he ride on his black horse to Fort Beaufort, a 
distance of nearly 50 miles, barely resting the splendid animal while the soldiers were 
changing saddles and mounting their relays. 

Father George Gibson, son of a Manchester cotton broker was the first resident Priest of 
Fort Beaufort, and he arrived there in 1843. He was fired with missionary zeal; but found 
that, owing to Native wars, he was not able to go among the surrounding tribes of 
Hottentots and Amaxhosa. He certainly received no encouragement or assistance to build 
a church or even a residence in Fort Beaufort. He had a room next to the fort, the rent of 
which was so high that with a year of it he might have built a small chapel. Father Aidan 
Devereux, later Bishop, was the nearest Priest at Georgetown. He would have helped; but 
was himself penniless, and could do nothing. Hence, Father Gibson was soon heavily in 
debt and had to resign his post. He returned to England where he was appointed to the 
pastoral charge of Hornby in succession to Dr Lingard, the celebrated historian. 

1844 In 1884 when war was rampant round the Border forts, the Imperial Government granted 
as a free gift in For Beaufort, the site on which St Michael’s Church now stands. In the 
Deed of Donation we find this clause: ‘that the church or chapel to be erected should have 
windowsills at least 6 feet from the floor.’ This wise precaution was necessary so that the 
building might easily be converted into a place of refuge for women and children in the 
event of an attack by the Natives who swarmed the neighbouring kloofs and forests. 

In 1851 the appointment of Father James O’Connell brought Fort Beaufort and the 
District the blessing of a permanently resident Priest. For 40 years he laboured in Season 
and out of season with love and devotion. He was the very model of a missionary Priest. 
Alone and horseback, he gave his services wherever he could, braving for that purpose all 
weathers and other dangers. He saw the need of having a Church at the fort, and with 
characteristic energy undertook the gigantic task of erecting it. Thousands of miles he 
rode about the district, crossing unbridged rivers often at the peril of his life. Thus he 
collected his very limited funds. Sometimes he was refused outright and turned from the 
door; but he was always patient and gentle and grateful for even the smallest donation. 
The usual kindly men who were ever ready to help in their own areas stretched out their 
helping hands to him. Thus we find Messrs W Bradshaw, Eli Duffy, George Walsh and 
Patrick Egan among his generous contributors. Subscriptions also came from Browns 



Farm, Post Retief and Mr J Niland of Holywood. At length he had the happiness of seeing 
the foundation laid. 

The honour of laying this corner stone was offered to Bishop Devereux and so he left 
Grahamstown on 26th September 1853 en route to Fort Beaufort. Imagine the Bishop’s 
horror when he found the Koonap River, which he had to cross, a raging torrent. 
Branches of trees and driftwood were being carried seawards by the muddy waters. In 
vain the Bishop and his companion Priest paced the bank to find a possible passage for 
their horses. The sudden appearance of two floating dead animals made them realise the 
danger of an attempt to cross; yet they dared not turn back. So, for ten days and nights 
they waited for the waters to subside. They ate sparingly so as to make their provisions 
last the longer. At night their only covering was their coat and they lay on their kit hags 
with saddles for pillows. On the 7th October the waters had subsided and on the 10th of the 
same month they reached Fort Beaufort. The stone was laid under the invocation of the 
Blessed Virgin Mary and Saint Michael the Archangel. On 28th January, 1857, the Church 
was dedicated by Bishop Moran, assisted by Father O’Connell, Father J D Ricards and 
three other Priests. 

As chaplain to the forces Father O’Connell was well known to and popular among the 
officers and persons of every creed. On one occasion he received orders from the Imperial 
Government stating that he should include in his duties official religious service at 
Durban in the morning and at Fort Beaufort in the afternoon. He replied he was willing to 
do this, provided the Government would supply a horse capable of doing the trip. He was 
equally respected by the Natives. Strict orders were given by the paramount Chief, 
Sandile, that the Unfundisi in white coat and riding a white horse must not be molested. 

The number of Bishops associated with this Church at Fort Beaufort is worthy of 
mention. Bishop Aidan Devereux laid the foundation stone, Bishop Moran Dedicated it. 
He was assisted by Father, later Bishop, J D Ricards, who often preached many eloquent 
sermons therein. Bishop P Strobino began his priestly duties as pastor of Alice which was 
later amalgamated with Fort Beaufort. Bishop Hugh MacSherry officiated at the 
celebration of its Golden Jubilee in 1907, and again ten years later at it Diamond Jubilee. 
As a half-way church between Grahamstown and King William’s Town, both Bishop J 
Colbert2 and Bishop H Boyle frequently said Mass and preached in the church. Then, in 
January 1957, Bishop H Boyle preached and was celebrant at the Pontifical High Mass in 
honour of the centenary of the Church.3 

In 1887 Father John Fagan became resident priest at Fort Beaufort and worked there in 
the footsteps of those who had gone before him with zeal and devotedness. At his request 
Mother Euphemia Koffler sent a little band of pioneers to form a branch of King 
Dominicans at Fort Beaufort. According to The Watchman of 16th August, 1899, the first 
public announcement of this took place when some members of a croquet club asked 
Monsignor Fagan to be present to accept a tournament purse and distribute prizes. He did 
so and in thanking the players for the purse, he told them he had bought property at 
Durban Street which he hoped to turn into a Convent staffed by Dominican Sisters. He 
added that the money they had given him would go towards that object. 

So, on 27th September, 1899, the Sisters arrived. Mother Reginald, lately of Maris Stella, 
East London, became Sister Superior. The branch began in a very humble, tentative way 
in the small cottage in Durban Street. Father Fagan and his parishioners welcomed them 
to form the tenth branch Convent of the Dominican Sisters since their arrival in South 
Africa in 1877. In the very next month the children gave a little entertainment to celebrate 

                                                      
2 Bishop J Colbert died in 1955 

3 Bishop H Boyle had been appointed Bishop of Johannesburg in 1954 



Father Fagan’s ordination anniversary. This was to encourage in the children the gracious 
virtue of gratitude to the Priest. 

In 1900 Mother Dympna Doyle replaced Mother Reginald as superior of the Convent of 
the Sacred Heart, Fort Beaufort. In May of that year the Convent distinguished itself by 
its first public concert. The Advocate of the 11th May congratulated the nuns and the 
pupils not only on the success of the entertainment; but especially on the happy 
inspiration that made them devote the entire proceeds to charity. The concert was given in 
response to Sir Gordon Sprigg’s appeal to aid the widows and orphans of Colonists who 
had fallen in the Anglo-Boer War. The hall, of which the stage was tastefully decorated 
by the Sisters, was filled to overflowing; and enjoyment, pure and unalloyed, reigned for 
nearly three hours. The labour of preparing the children and their costumes must have 
been immense, and the Sisters received congratulations on discovery and development of 
so much talent in the children of Fort Beaufort. Soon the small cottage bought by Father 
Fagan was entirely inadequate to house the Sisters and their school for European boys 
and girls, so, in 1910, a new double-storey building was erected. However, even with this 
addition, accommodation facilities were still very limited. The community suffered most, 
as sleeping apartments were scattered and rooms were too small for community life. 

In 1936 Mother Beata Straub remedied many defects by enclosing the front verandah. At 
the same time she greatly extended and enclosed another verandah, and added a third 
storey to the back of the entire building. This gave the Sisters their own quarters. At the 
same time there was ample accommodation for both boarders and day pupils. She also 
terraced back ground sloping down to the tennis courts and laundry, and effected several 
other amenities. Her successor, Mother Johanna Pflaum, walled in the grounds, and thus 
made the entire place more conventual. Mother Jerome Müller built the swimming bath, 
which especially in Summer, is a valuable asset. 

Since the beginning of 1956 the Sacred Heart Fathers have taken over the pastoral duties 
of Fort Beaufort from the secular Priests.4 The parish now included Lower Blinkwater, 
Lovedale, Alice and Fort Hare. 

In 1922 Father Walshe brought Sister Beatrix Schönhofer two small Coloured children 
and asked her to teach them. “Where?” asked the astonished Sister. “Here in the kitchen if 
you like; so long as they are taught.” Sister smiled and began the first lesson. This was the 
beginning of Saint Joseph’s Mission School at Fort Beaufort. Soon the pupils proved too 
many for the kitchen, so they were transferred to a room in one of the Convent cottages 
and when that was filled to capacity they overflowed into Father’s garage. The grand day 
came at the end of 1922 when Father built a real cottage whose rooms would serve as 
class rooms for separate classes. 

1926 In 1926 Saint Joseph’s became a Government School with a grant to the principal, Sister 
Frances Moosman. Sister Norberta Rieble succeeded her in 1927. Sister Margaret Mary 
Knobel followed in 1929 and in 1931 Sister Reinildis Thurn. By this time the roll had 
increased to about 150 and class rooms had been added to accommodate all. The 
Government showed its appreciation by giving a grant to each of four teachers, one of 
whom was Lilian Essop, the first Coloured and secular teacher of the school. 

 In accordance with the Group Areas Act, the School had, in 1954, to be transferred from 
the town to the Newtown Location where Father P Duffy built a large school with five 
well ventilated class rooms, also a staff room, kitchen and store rooms. More than 1100 
pupils have been enrolled since those two little children were given their first lesson in 

                                                      
4 This arrangement was rescinded in 1963 when the Prefecture of Louis Trichardt was given to the Sacred 

Heart Fathers. 



the presbytery kitchen. Ten of these are now trained teachers, two are qualified nurses, 
and three are training to become nurses.5 

 

                                                      
5 According to the wish of the Government the school was entirely run by Coloured secular teachers. 


