
CHAPTER XI 

The Mater Infirmorum 

1899 When in 1893 Mother Euphemia Koffler succeeded Mother Mauritia as Prioress-General, 
one of her first acts was the purchase of Horseshoe Farm from Mr Flügel. Her object was 
to establish there a mission school for Natives, even as Mother Mauritia had opened an 
orphanage for Europeans at Izeli. However, her intention did not materialise because 
Mother Mauritia’s large heart had found room at Izeli for Natives as well as for 
Europeans. So for a time Flügel’s Farm, as it was popularly called, remained vacant. In 
1899 Mother Jacoba Zirn succeeded Mother Euphemia as Prioress-General. She was 
herself a trained nurse of Rhodesian fame, who had already been decorated with the 
Royal Red Cross. She decided that the farm should be turned into a sanatorium for ailing 
and aged Sisters. Thus it became known as the Mater Infirmorum, dedicated to Our Lady, 
Health of the Sick, and was spoken of briefly as “The Mater“. Soon it became not only 
what Mother Jacoba intended; but also a popular picnic spot and holiday resort for both 
pupils and Sisters. 

The small dwelling house of Mr Flügel was turned into Chapel and presbytery. At the 
back of the house a quadrangle was designed, the East wing of which was built by the 
Sisters themselves. It gave accommodation for a Superior’s bed-office room, also for a 
small refectory, bath room and kitchen. A few rooms of the West wing were also built 
and the quadrangle with its fountain was laid out. Later the whole of the East wing was 
re-cast as it stands to-day, 1957.  Mother Jacoba also built Genazzanno, a wood and iron 
cottage, near the river as a holiday house for young visiting Sisters. 

With the aid of Mr Karl Böhrer and his son Anton, both of whom were expert 
viticulturists, she laid out the land in front of the homestead, planting vines and various 
fruit trees, especially apples. In addition to the vines, the cellar at Genazzanno was 
equipped to make wine. The blue gum plantation, near Genazzanno on the bank of the 
river, formed a welcome addition for young Sisters. It also gave more privacy to the farm, 
though no doubt, it was primarily meant to be a wind screen for the vinery. 

The choice of a spot for a cemetery also fell to Mother Jacoba, and when Sister Alberta 
died in November, 1899, she was the first to be laid to rest there. Hitherto the Sisters had 
been buried either at the King William’s Town cemetery r at Izeli in a seemingly 
haphazard way. This was not due to carelessness; there could be no such thing in Mother 
Mauritia’s actions. It was because of an underground layer of rock, probably Beaufort 
shale, which in those days when blasting explosives were unknown, was believed to be 
impenetrable. 

The Böhrers, Karl and Anton, lived in the attic at Genazzanno. The young man usually 
spent the evenings in town; but the visiting Sisters would climb up the steep ladder to see 
the older man who, no doubt, enjoyed their company. He wore a cap of embroidered 
velvet, very like a truncated Fez, and sat in an old arm chair. His manners and speech 
were those of culture and he spoke both English and German. Sometimes he would falter 
over an English word and if no one helped him out of the linguistic difficulty, he would 
supply the German equivalent and then continue his sentence quite unconcerned. Anton 
saved his wages for a trip to Germany where he would have married and then returned to 
South Africa. On the way to his former home he died at sea. Foul play was suspected; but 
could not be proved even when one of his booted feet was washed ashore at East London. 
The older man stayed at the Mater till he retired to live with his daughter at Freiburg in 
Germany, where he died. An empty grave at the Mater in the North-East corner of the 
cemetery bears a cross with the inscription: “Pray for Karl and Anton Böhrer.” 



It was soon found that accommodation was insufficient at the Mater, so Mother Jacoba 
employed Mr Henning to supply the deficiency. To bridge the gap between the presbytery 
and the West wing, he built three additional rooms for ailing Sisters, and on the South 
side between the East and West wings he added 5 or 6 rooms for the same purpose. Mr 
Higgs put up a parlour where the Sisters could entertain their visitors. Later he also 
improved the whole of the West wing. 

1905 Before Mother Jacoba’s term of office ended, she arranged with Bishop MacSherry to 
consecrate the cemetery. In 1904 the mortuary Chapel had been built to commemorate 
her Silver Jubilee of Profession, and in 1905 the consecration took place. One grave was 
sheeted; all the rest of the enclosed area was consecrated. Near the Chapel three crosses 
were erected; in front of these stood three lighted candles. Candles were also placed 
North, South, East and West in the cemetery. According to regulation the crosses were to 
stand until their underground bases had rotted and the candles were to burn till their wax 
and wicks were consumed. 

All was ready for the consecration but on the previous evening Sister Blasia Huber 
noticed an ugly patch of tall dry grass which she thought was unsightly. Mother Jacoba 
said it should be cut down; but Sister declared it to be infested with snakes, so she 
suggested it should be burnt. Reluctantly Mother gave consent. What was Sister’s horror 
when the wind carried the flames to the two drought-stricken cypresses growing on either 
side of the Chapel. Already the flames were licking the roof and no running water was at 
hand. Frantically they worked to beat out the devastating fire as they invoked the power 
of all the Saints. The Chapel was saved and the charred remains of a whole collection of 
snakes lay on the spot where the grass had been. Next day the consecration was 
solemnised; but, as the wind blew out the candles, the Bishop ordered that they should be 
burned to their sockets when the wind ceased. That night, viewed from Izeli, the candles 
formed a lovely mass like twinkling stars in the darkness. 

1927 When, in 1927, the Mother House was celebrating its Golden Jubilee the Sisters at the 
Mater asked for a new Church. They considered that this would be an excellent memorial 
of their own Silver Jubilee of foundation and of the King Golden one.  Mother Jacoba had 
returned from Europe where she had retired on the termination of her Generalship in 
1905. She was now stationed as Superior of the Mater and found the Chapel quite 
inadequate. It had been made by breaking down a mud wall between two rooms in the old 
dwelling house of Mr Flügel. 

 Mother Lucy was Prioress General; but said she hardly had enough money to pay current 
expenses so she could not even think of building. A rough sketch of a plan was made and 
given to her. Tentatively she showed this to the agent for Messrs. Cordeaux, Farrow and 
Stocks of East London, Architects. She pointed out that she had no money; but that she 
would like to have a rough estimate of the cost of such a Church. He took it home and 
Mother regarded the matter as permanently closed. What was her anxious surprise when a 
week later he returned with the plan of a fine Church. Hesitantly Mother Lucy asked the 
architect’s price and expected to hear 3% of the estimate of cost. He surprised her with: 
“No cost at all, dear Lady.” Hope seemed to rise in Mother Lucy’s heart and soon she 
asked for a potential contractor. Off the architect went and returned presently with Mr A J 
Clur, a local contractor. He told Mother Lucy that he was prepared to do the building free 
of charge, as far as he himself was concerned, if she would pay the Native labourers and 
the material. Providence seemed to point the way and Mother Lucy gave the required 
consent. 

Soon the Sisters were busy writing to friends and past pupils for help. These rallied round 
their Alma Mater and sent money for material and for tradesmen to build a Church at the 
Mater for the Golden Jubilee of the Convent of the Sacred Heart, King William’s Town. 
On the 23rd April, 1927, Bishop MacSherry laid the foundation stone and soon the walls 



were going up apace. Stained glass windows had to be paid for. Marie Clarke (Letellier) 
gave one in memory of her child Thelma; another was given for a blessing on Cissie and 
Bans Unsworth and their family, the Connellans of Kei Road; the Saunders family, the 
Galvin family, Dr Schulze and family, each of these gave a window. Even dear Father 
MacTiernan’s name figures on the list. God bless each of these generous benefactors! So 
many were the contributions that came from loyal devotion to the teachers of their 
childhood days that Mother Lucy said, “Truly, under Providence, the Church is being 
built by past pupils.” 

Father Bernard Schmidt made the High and side altars in teak. The Lady altar was 
donated as a memorial to Sister Ursula Kiernan by her cousin, Bartle Bailie of Peddie; 
and its beautiful statue of maiden Mother, Mother was given by Sister Ernestine 
Oberauer’s people in Germany; that of the Sacred Heart came from Sister Albertine 
König’s uncle, while the statue of Saint Joseph was sent from Sister Ludmilla Höss’s 
family. the inscription over the tabernacle of the High Altar is restful: “Ego sum. Nolite 
timere.” Fear Not, I still exist. What words could have been more appropriate? Obviously 
none. 

On the 16th September, 1927, the Church was consecrated by Bishop Hugh MacSherry 
according to the Roman Rite of the Catholic Church. The document, embedded beneath 
the foundation stone, says the Church is to be in honour of the Blessed Virgin Mary, 
Queen of the Most Holy Rosary, as a memorial of the Golden Jubilee of the foundation of  
the Mother House, Convent of  the Sacred Heart, King William’s Town; as a lasting 
remembrance of the first Sisters of this Congregation namely: 

Mary Mauritia Tiefenböck 
Mary Euphemia Koffler 
Mary Reginald Fischer 
Mary Eleonora Petitpierre 
Mary Clare Huber 
Mary Jacoba Zirn 
Mary Gertrude Walter. 

To mark the day more especially Bishop MacSherry, in addition to the usual indulgences 
for visiting the Church, gave to the Mother House at King William’s Town and to all its 
branches the privilege of Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament every year on the 14th 
September. The day following the consecration Father Bernard Schmid said the first mass 
in the consecrated Church and Father MacTiernan blessd and erected the Stations of the 
Cross. These stations were changed in 1957 for a set made by Sister Digna Günthner in 
high relief in Plaster of Paris. This beautiful set was a gift from Sister Georgina 
Schönhofer  to commemorate her Diamond Jubilee of Profession. 

The Church was finished and consecrated; but had only half a tower and no bell. A 
Church without a bell! That must not be. However, Mother Lucy was adamant. She had 
no money was all the reply the Sisters received to their pressing appeals. She suggested 
that they continue to trust in prayer. When she returned to King what was her surprise 
when, on opening her post, she found a cheque for £50 from the Sheehan family, King 
William’s Town. It was signed Mrs Mount Stephen Margaret Sheehan. “The bell!” she 
thought. “From past pupils again.” So the bell was ordered from Munich. It arrived at the 
Mater Infirmorum towards the end of 1929, and was blessed by Bishop MacSherry on the 
last day of that year. Its inscription reads: “Donated by the Sheehan family King 
William’s Town. Ave Maria, Ora pro nobis. Mich goss: Rudolf Oberascher, Muenchen.” 
On one side of the bell is the image of the Calvary Group. On the other is that of the 
Madonna and Child. The Bishop in his address explained the use of bells in the Catholic 
Church. He said the rites of the baptism resemble those of the consecration of a Bishop. 
The ceremony lasted an hour and ended with the Te Deum. 



In addition to the usual blessing of a bell the one at the Mater Infirmorum has a special 
blessing against devastating storms. Hence it is always rung when storms approach, and it 
is significant that, though surrounding farms have suffered, the Mater Infirmorum has at 
no time been badly stricken by storms. The K.C.B. U.1 donated the sanctuary lamp to the 
Church, and Sister Georgina Schönhofer, when she was Superior at the Sanatorium, 
erected the stalls. 

The new presbytery which had been built in 1922, gave, with the old Chapel, more 
accommodation to the Sisters. But after the Native riots in East London and elsewhere, 
1952, Genazzanno was not deemed safe, so sleeping quarters were removed thence. This 
was a great diminution of sleeping accommodation and it practically cut out all over-night 
visitors. Saint Joseph’s, with its 20 cubicles, built when Mother Johanna Pflaum was in 
charge, did not adequately supply the need. The maximum number of beds, 1957, is only 
60, so at times even the sick have to be refused accommodation.  

Hitherto each grave in the little cemetery was furnished with a wooden cross. As the 
years went by these became very weathered and the epitaphs were almost indecipherable. 
When Mother Aquilina became Prioress-General in 1953, she undertook the herculean 
task of having cement crosses with epitaphs in plastic on each grave. This has no been 
almost completed, and the over 300 graves with their crosses and herbing of cement are a 
beautiful sight, though the plastic writing is not yet finished.2 The nine Priests and one 
Brother have different tombstones and the front row on the right as you enter the 
cemetery is reserved for them. As the cemetery is a private one only those, apart from 
Sisters, are buried there who have made a special request to that effect. 

The first resident Priest at the Mater Infirmorum was Father John MacTiernan. Appointed 
thereto by Bishop MacSherry, for twenty-seven years he never left his post. Somewhat 
asthmatical himself, no doubt the result of his early labours in God’s vineyard, he was 
able to sympathise with the ailing, and he never hesitated to obey willingly the first call to 
the bedside of any Sister. Daily, in all weathers, he carried the Blessed Sacrament to the 
bedridden, and, when any Sister was critically ill, he remained on call day and night. This 
was heroic on his part for his Asthma and weak heart necessitated slow walking and often 
he was short of breath. He seldom lay on a bed. His custom was to relax in any easy 
chair. 

There he sat on the morning of the 10th September, 1930, when Mother Jacoba paid him 
her usual daily visit. He was chuckling over a short Irish story which he had just read. He 
shared the joke with Mother and they both enjoyed its humour. He said he was not too 
well; but, as usual, he made light of his illness. In fact he was so ill that Father James 
Kelly, fearing he might die at any time, had given him the Last Anointing. 

At 4 p.m. Mother Jacoba was on her way to see the patient again when she heard his bell 
ring. She quickened her steps and reached his room just after Sister Henrica Koch, the 
house-keeper, Sister Engelberta Fischer, the nurse, and Sister Blasia Huber, the assistant, 
had also arrived. The moment of passing was at hand. “Go forth, Christian soul, in the 
name of the Father who created thee, in the name of the Son who redeemed thee, in the 
name of the Holy Ghost who sanctified thee.” Father MacTiernan’s spirit was with God.  

                                                      
1 K.C.B.U. King Convent and Branches Union 

2 The cemetery was vandalised on several occasions in 1999 and the crosses were removed to be replaced with 
simpler gravestones. In 2003 these were once again consecrated. 



Solemn Pontifical Requiem Mass was celebrated by Bishop Hugh MacSherry, who also 
officiated at the graveside. From 45 to 50 Priests were present. He rests in our cemetery 
among the many Sisters whose passing he had helped to make easy.3 

 

                                                      
3 Up to 1962 there was left part of the original farmstead, which in turn had served as Chapel and Sisters’ quarters. 

Owing to its dilapidated condition it had to be demolished to be replaced by a plain, practical modern hospital 
wing containing ten single rooms for patients and other badly needed additions. 

By 1967 the Mater Infirmorum proved once more too small to accommodate our aged and infirm Sisters. As 
the General Council had closed the School and boarding house at the Convent in Stutterheim, this was put to 
the use of those Sisters who were no longer able to fill posts in the other Convents. 


