
CHAPTER X 

Izeli – Convent of Our Lady of the Rosary 

1890 The year 1890 was marked by a papal tribute to Father John Fagan, when Pope Leo XIII 
made him a Domestic Prelate of the Vatican with the title of Monsignor. This honour 
given to their founder, was greatly appreciated by the Sisters who, however, in spite of 
the purple, continued to address him as Father. 

At the end of 1891 the Rosary children numbered 60 boys and 40 girls. So Mother 
Mauritia, in consultation with her lawyer, Mr E Byrne, looked for a farm on which to 
accommodate them. Her own period as Prioress-General would end in 1893, and she 
naturally hoped to have her orphans settled before that time. On Mr Byrne’s 
recommendation she purchased a farm in the Izeli Valley. This had originally belonged to 
H C Kayser from whom Colonel Schermbrucker bought it in 1866. There he had built his 
home which he called Wittelsbach Castle and so the farm also came to be called 
Wittelsbach. This was the surname of the Royal House of Bavaria in which country the 
Colonel had, in early life, done military service. Subsequently he went to the Crimea and 
towards the close of the War in 1856 he settled at King William’s Town. He was a jovial 
friend to Mother Mauritia who appreciated his sterling qualities. The Sisters he called 
“girls”, and his usual query was “How are the girls getting on?” his daughters were pupils 
of the Convent School till the family moved to Cape Town when the Colonel became a 
member of the Legislative Assembly. He then sold his property to Mr C Kuhn from 
whom Mother Mauritia bought it. 

The year 1892 found the Rosary children transferred to Izeli Valley to the Wittelsbach 
Castle, now re-christened “Manresa House”. This is the 19567 Izeli presbytery and at 
that time it was the only building of any considerable size on the farm. Mother Mauritia 
chose a room for the Chapel. The Sisters and children occupied the outhouses. Father J 
Farrelly acted as the Sisters Chaplain and with him lived the then doyen missionary of the 
Eastern Border, Father John O’Connell, who spent the evening of his useful life as the 
quest of Mother Mauritia. On special occasions the King boarders were allowed to picnic 
at Izeli. They would form small groups and run to Manresa House to get the old Man’s 
blessing. He liked to see the children and they loved him. 

At the expiration of Mother Mauritia’s term of office as Prioress-General she, in 1893, 
took her abode at Izeli. She was a woman of large ideas who understood the needs of 
South Africa, and was not content with founding only educational institutes. At Izeli she 
met almost superhuman difficulties with a great-hearted Christian charity that knew no 
distinctions of race or creed. To be in distress was a sure claim to her kind relief. 

Mother Mauritia lost no time, but immediately on her arrival at Izeli she hastened to 
complete the new building and Convent further up the hill from Manresa House. On 10th 
August, 1893 Bishop Ricards and Monsignor Fagan visited the farm to consecrate the 
altar and bless the new Church. This altar was unique in that it was an isolated piece of 
masonry erected from the very foundation of the house upwards, 10 feet below and four 
feet above the floor. The sacred relics of the martyrs were placed beneath the altar stone 
of white marble. 

1893 After the solemn consecration of the altar Bishop Ricards blessed the Church and the 
various rooms of the new Convent. The formal opening of the Church and Convent took 
place on the first Sunday in September, 1893. Both were dedicated to the Sacred Heart 
and the altar to Our Lady, Queen of  the Holy Rosary. Mother Euphemia, the new 
Prioress-General was present with Mother Mauritia, now Sub-Prioress, and 70 Sisters. All 
received Holy Communion at the old Chapel in Manresa House and then the long 
procession streamed up to the new Church. Father John Farrelly carried the Blessed 



Sacrament and the Sisters sang the Pange Linqua. Then followed the Holy Sacrifice of the 
Mass in the new Church, during which the choir sang Stehle’s Salve Regina Mass. Father 
Farrelly, taking as his text “My house is a house of prayer” preached a sermon suitable to 
the occasion. He proved the reverence due to the Presence of God by Jacob’s dream of 
the ladder, by the burning bush, by the Ark of the Covenant, by Solomon’s temple and 
especially by Christ’s zeal for the house of His Father. 

 After Mass the Te Deum was chanted by the Sisters, and at 11 a.m. the Stations of the 
Cross were erected in the new Church. At this ceremony a great number of black men and 
women were present. They had seen the large banner, “Kirchweihfahren”, waving from 
the balcony and come to ask its meaning. Thus representatives of many European and 
African nations united to make the Via Crucis. This devotion over, Sister Isadore 
Wiedemann said aloud in Xhosa in short phrases five Paters and five Aves, and the 
Natives repeated them after her. They were again present in the evening at Vespers and 
Benediction. 

The new building, which serves as the Convent, is situated on the slope of the mountain 
overlooking Manresa House. It is built in Gothic style and has a frontage of 120 feet. Its 
windows were taken from St Anne’s Church, Durban Street, King William’s Town, when 
that consecrated Church was demolished to make way for the present more spacious 
building. At Izeli the contractor was Mr Annal of King William’s Town, and Mr Pilky 
was responsible for the carpentry. 

The Church was expansible as folding doors of panelled wood separated it from the 
Sisters’ refectory. These doors were opened on Sundays or whenever the crowd of 
Natives proved too large for the Church proper. Beyond the refectory was an office and 
an infirmary. A verandah ran the length of the Church and the refectory on both sides. 
From the from verandah a spiral wooden stairway led to the balcony and three spacious 
sleeping rooms. The roof was of corrugated iron and its fastenings were specially 
reinforced against hurricanes. 

Soon Mother Mauritia opened a school for Natives who were supposed to pay a nominal 
fee. However, when the locusts came, their parents had no money, so Mother Mauritia 
took the children gratis. One day twelve newcomers arrived. They had only a few rags on 
their naked bodies; so Mother Mauritia resolved to feed, clothe and educate all of them 
for no remuneration. When holiday time came many found life easier at the Convent. 
One, acting as spokesman for the rest, said: “Mother Prower, no God in my home. I will 
not go away. I beg you let me stay.” When they were able to work Mother Mauritia paid 
them a small wage in addition to all they had received for nothing. 

When Bishop Strobino visited the farm in 1892, he saw something that struck him dumb. 
His own health was failing, due no doubt, to his facing all weathers on horseback at the 
call of duty. At Izeli he was told that Rinderpest had killed the oxen; he then asked how 
they managed to plough. Mother Mauritia pointed to a distant field in the valley. He saw 
eight Dominican nuns drawing a plough across a field and behind them a ninth nun held 
the handles of the plough to guide it. There was no need of a leader or a driver for the 
Sisters were voluntary workers. Mother Mauritia told him that eight were needed for 
ploughing, and that when the field was ploughed, it would be harrowed by the six 
stronger Sisters. However, she added, “They are all willing to take their share of the 
work.” 

In 1895 Dr Fred Kolbe visited Izeli. He said  

“I could not pass through King William’s Town without spending a 
day at the Izeli Farm. Here is a subject for the new woman to meditate 
upon with profit. Instead of going about the country shrieking their 
equality with man, the Sisters of Saint Dominic have quietly settled 



down to prove it. It is a genuine farm and a large one, and there are two 
industrial institutions upon it, one for boys and one for girls; yet this 
Community is as entirely self-dependent as any other in the country, 
and, it is not only controlled, but actually worked by the Sisters and 
their pupils, with the only exception of half-a-dozen unskilled kaffir 
labourers. The nuns do their own ploughing and hoeing; they have built 
most of their own buildings themselves; all the carpentry, except one 
spiral staircase, was done by themselves. You are shown into a forge 
where a lady-blacksmith in Dominican dress makes the sparks fly quite 
as deftly as her brothers elsewhere, and you are told that all the iron 
work wanted on the farm is done here. You begin to think the world is 
turned upside down and that women have forgotten their own arts, when 
you are ushered into a room of peace where nuns, much as the world 
has always known them, are seated in silence round frames of 
embroidery, or with familiar yet mysterious piles of stuff in front of 
them plying needle and thread. This farm is the Catholic solution to the 
poor White question: here the children of the poor learn to labour and 
pray. Seeing all these things, the words of King Solomon come 
spontaneously to my mind: “Who shall find a valiant woman? Far and 
from the uttermost coasts is the price of her....” 

The Catholic Fireside of the 28th March 1908 gives an account of work at Izeli.  

“When the King Dominicans first arrived in South Africa, eager to 
sow the seeds of religion they purchased an extensive farm with the 
object of employing labourers to cultivate it for their support. They soon 
discovered that in such a country as South Africa then was, where every 
man had the gold or diamond fever rather badly, it was as easy to find 
agricultural labourers as to find the proverbial needle in a haystack. 

Nothing daunted by their inability to find men more willing to wield a 
spade in turning up potatoes than to use it in turning up gold, the Sisters 
quietly, but none the less determinedly, put their hands to the plough and 
began the cultivation of the farm themselves. As was to be expected when 
women begin an unaccustomed task, they had to contend with many 
difficulties, such as blunted instruments and broken ploughshares. 

The problem that now faced the plucky Sisters was the need of a 
blacksmith to put their implements into working order again, so they sent 
to Cape Town and secured the materials to build, and the tools to stock a 
smithy. When the smithy was built they found that the procuring of a 
smith was as difficult as securing farm labourers, so they were again 
compelled to fall back on Cape Town and succeeded, after considerable 
delay and trouble, in securing a smith to act as tutor to the Sisters. The 
aptitude with which they picked up the tricks of the trade may be gauged 
by the fact that the tutor, not recognising their equality with a man, went 
on a spree, and was speedily made aware, not of their equality with man, 
but of their superiority to him, by being summarily dismissed for his lack 
of respect due to the noble women who had hired him. From that time the 
Sisters have done their own blacksmith’s work, and there are no more 
vexatious delays in the cultivation of their farm lands; and they plod from 
morning till night attired in their white habits and black scapulars, 
ploughing, pruning and grafting or driving or herding strong-limbed 
oxen. 



It is indeed not much to say that the women blacksmiths of the 
Dominicans are experts. To watch them at work is an education to man in 
the energy, courage and adaptability of the so-called weaker sex. The 
strength and precision of the hammer-swinging by these Sisters is a 
fascination, and English visitors go miles out of their way to gaze in awe-
struck wonder and admiration at the hard-working women of the smithy. 
A visitor gives the following description: 

“The Prioress of the Convent was a woman endowed with 
uncommonly good sense. After an inspection of the vineyards, orchards 
and fields of growing crops, she conducted her visitor to the smithy. This 
was a long narrow building with a strong frame, the sides boarded and 
whole surmounted with a red cupola with slatted sides, through which the 
smoke from the smithy fires filtered. Within was all the customary 
paraphernalia incidental to the vocation of the votaires of Vulcan. 

Tied up to a strong rack in the centre of the shop was a draught horse. 
With mail-box beside her, a nun bent over the near hind foot, with a foot 
resting in her lap and with a pair of tongs, was fitting a red-hot shoe to the 
scorching hoof. With the assistance of a Sister the nun nailed the shoe, 
and patting the horse soothingly, proceeded to lift up another hoof and 
repeat the performance with a second shoe, which she had hammered into 
a perfect fit at the anvil. 

Whilst the horse-shoeing was in progress another Sister was busy 
making hinges, hooks, staples, ringbolts and other articles of builders’ 
hardware out of rod and bar iron. She hammered away in a rather 
experimental fashion and frequently exhibited her work to the horse-
shoeing nun, seeking her advice upon knotty points of the smith’s art. 
Another nun was repairing farm machinery and seemed to be an adept in 
the work.” 

1927 Mother Mauritia was sufficiently far-sighted to see that their Church, though spacious and 
also capable of being increased to the length of 40 feet, would be too small for the 
increasing black parishioners whom she hoped Izeli would soon have. So she herself 
measured out the ground on which a future Church would be built. She also collected 
money for its sanctuary lamp, and for part of the mahogany communion rail. Twenty-
seven years after her death Bishop MacSherry laid the foundation stone of the new 
building, 31st December, 1927. 

Mr Klein and Mr Braun, with a few Natives, were the builders. The former always 
declared that the church-to-be was his tomb and last building he would erect. The Church, 
however, was not regarded as urgently needed and so its erection was frequently halted to 
build for minor, but more pressing, needs. Thus Mr Klein stopped the work temporarily to 
build the hostel for Native girls, the Power Station and the boys’ dining room; but his 
heart was in his own mausoleum, and, in spite of weak and declining health, he laboured 
at the Church. This herculean task he, almost singlehanded, raised to above window 
height. He died after five years of strenuous work on 1st January, 1932. 

The work was then continued by Mr A J Clur. He, with 14 Europeans and some 30 
Natives took on the task. Mr a Howes of King William’s Town installed the electricity 
with about 50 lights, also the apparatus for ironing Church linen and baking altar bread. 
The Church also has its own water supply running in the three sacristies. 

The High Altar is of Carrara marble with an inner brick lining. The side altars are of brick 
and mortar in imitation of the High Altar. The tabernacle on Our Lady’s altar and the 
harmonium in the organ loft are gifts from Mother Augustine Geisel. The statue of Our 



Lady of Sorrows was Mr Klein’s posthumous gift. It had been ordered prior to his demise 
and arrived from Munich after his death. The Stations of the Cross are in terra cotta. 
They, and the consecration crosses, with one large crucifix form the only mural 
ornaments of the Church. 

1933 The consecration was performed with great ceremonial, on the 7th March, 1933, by 
Bishop MacSherry assisted by Fathers McDonnell, John Little, E Dahille, John Kenny 
and D L Murphy. The transfer of the Blessed Sacrament from the old to the new Church 
was particularly pathetic. At the old consecrated altar Dr M Prendergast said Mass at 6 
a.m. after this another Mass was said by Father McDonnell. At 7 a.m. the Bishop said the 
last Mass in the old Church. This was followed by the Sacrament of Confirmation 
administered to six Europeans of the Braun Family. At 9 a.m. the assembled clergy, 15 
acolytes, the Sisters and all the Europeans and Non-Europeans processed three times 
round the newly built Church; the clergy then entered and within performed the ceremony 
of the diagonal cross of ash on which was traced the Latin and Greek alphabets. The 
anointing followed the incense filled the Church. 

Three priests then went to the former Chapel to fetch the relics of Saints Amandus and 
Alicius. These they carried, litter-like, in a beautifully red-draped tabernacle, borne on a 
white silken bier, and with them they solemnly marched round the new Church. The 
relics were then placed in a costly casket, the gift of Messrs Newell Brothers, and the 
casket was cemented into the new altar. 

It was 12 o’clock noon before the people were allowed into the Church to hear the first 
Mass said by Father John Little. By this time more Priests had arrived, Fathers B 
Schmidt, P J Walshe, M Costello and C J MacSherry. The Bishop in his sermon referred 
touchingly to Mr Klein’s work, saying that this last piece done by his hands was grand 
enough to be a cathedral. The papal blessing with Solemn Benediction concluded the 
ceremony. The Priests then became the guests of the Sisters for the rest of the day. On the 
following Sunday the Stations of the Cross were blessed and erected and the new bell was 
rung for the first time on the 9th March, 1933. 

Today, 1957, Izeli farm with its Convent of Our Lady of the Rosary, and its orphanage 
for boys and girls resembles a small village. Thousands of children have passed through 
the Sisters hands and so their influence is spread throughout South Africa. The days when 
the Sisters did the work of oxen have passed, and if Mother Mauritia were to return she 
would hardly recognise the place in which she contended with so many difficulties. Her 
Native School on the North-East side of the Convent has been transferred northwards to 
the foot of the hill and is known as Saint Teresa’s Mission. It has its own Church and 
Convent; but the Priest who acts as their chaplain usually sleeps at Manresa House. The 
school is Government-aided and boarders are taken. They come not only from the 
locality; but some also from as far away as Umlamli. 

 


