
CHAPTER XII 

Graaff Reinet – Convent of the Sacred Heart 

1838 In 1838 the first Bishop and Vicar Apostolic of the Cape of Good Hope landed at Cape 
Town. He was Dr Raymond Griffith and in July of that year he visited the Eastern portion 
of his vast Vicariate and arrived at Graaff Reinet on the 21st August. He was the guest of 
Mr Abos who lived on the market square. The Bishop had letters of introduction to W. C. 
van Ryneveld, the Civil Commissioner, and also to the Justice of the Peace. These two 
gentlemen visited him at the home of Mr Abos. It is interesting to note that the ‘Van 
Ryneveld Pass Lake’ perpetuates the memory of the Civil Commissioner, who, in 1838, 
showed marked hospitality to Bishop Griffith on his first visit to Graaff Reinet. The 
Bishop thus describes the ‘Gem of the Karoo’ as it was in those early days: 

“This is a beautiful town. The houses are neat, white-washed and 
thatched. They are seldom more than one storey high and have a 
room and a window over the centre of the front. The streets are 
planted with lemon and orange trees, and are very regular. Water, 
clear and limpid, is conveyed through the streets for irrigation 
purposes. The whole town is surrounded by mountains, quite an 
oasis in the desert. One would never suppose that so neat a town 
could exist in such a lone and desolate country.” 

The Bishop celebrated the first Mass at Graaff Reinet on 24th August, 1838, presumably in 
the house of Mr Abos. There were some 16 persons present, half of whom were Catholics. 
Among these was a Frenchman, an Italian and a Spaniard. Mass was offered again on 26th 
August and on the following day the Bishop left for Beaufort West en route for Cape 
Town. 

In 1847 Father Aidan Devereux was consecrated Bishop and Vicar Apostolic of the Eastern 
Vicariate and when he returned from Europe in 1849, he brought with him three Belgian 
Priests, several clerical students and some Franciscan female tertiaries. Father John van 
Cauwerlaert, one of the Belgian Priests, was accompanied by his two sisters Maria 
Theresia and Marie Antoinette and a Hollander, Miss van Decken. Mr Dubois, one of the 
student Priests tells us that these ladies wore the veil of religion and some sort of habit. 
They were prepared to help Father van Cauwerlaert by opening a free mission school in 
Graaff Reinet. Later, in 1850 the Bishop suggested that Miss Marie Antoinette and Miss 
van Decken should go to the Grahamstown Convent to improve their knowledge of English 
so that they might also establish at Graaff Reinet a fee-paying school to aid the 
missionaries. In the next year this school was established when in December Marie 
returned to her sister and brother. Miss van Decken, however, remained in Grahamstown as 
she had decided to try her vocation at the Assumption Convent. Mr Dubois acted as 
catechist at the school until May, 1850, when he returned to Grahamstown to complete his 
studies previous to his ordination. 

The year 1852 was tragic for the Catholic missionaries. A malignant fever caused the death 
of the two Miss van Cauwerlaerts on the 24th February and 4th March. In July of the same 
year Father van Cauwerlaert applied to Dr Devereux for permission to return to his Abbey 
of Grimsbergen, the Mother House of the Premonstratensians. After obtaining this 
permission he returned to sell his few belongings. Then, on his return trip to the coast, he 
died at Klipheuvel in the District of George, 18th March, 1854. 

Bishop Devereux then realised the loneliness of the Priest at Graaff Reinet, and so, when 
he sent Father de Sany to replace Father Cauwerlaert, he also appointed Father 
Hoendervangers as travelling priest with headquarters at Graaff Reinet. Father de Sany’s 
stay was brief and for a time Graaff Reinet had no resident Priest. 



1852 In October, 1852, Father J D Ricards worked there for a few weeks. In May, 1856 Bishop 
Moran transferred Father Grennan there from Durghersdorp. He, in the next year, built the 
Church at Graaff Reinet. In April of the same year Father Hugh Lennon became resident 
Priest. This young man who was only 27 years old when he arrived laboured alone in 
Graaff Reinet for seven years and died on 4th April, 1864, while he was in the very act of 
saying Mass. At the time of his burial there was no Catholic plot in the cemetery so the 
Anglican Minister very kindly offered him a place in the Anglican section. The offer was 
accepted; but four years later in 1868, the body was exhumed and he was buried deep 
under the wooden floor of the Catholic Church. There was no indication above the floor 
that a body lay beneath it. However, when Father William O’Brien was Parish Priest of 
Graaff Reinet he noticed that the floor boards creaked at one spot. He took up the section of 
the floor and found the grave with its slate slab on which was engraved the history of 
Father Lennon’s early burial and exhumation, with his re-burial. This was written in Latin 
and in English. He typed a copy and hung this framed in the Church; but left the grave and 
the slab untouched. 

Father T Looby renovated the Church in 1956 and brought the slab flush with the newly 
tiled floor so that its history may be read by all. After Father Lennon’s demise other Priests 
followed in rapid succession. In this unsatisfactory state of affairs, Bishop Ricards, while in 
London in 1875, made an agreement with the Provincial of the Jesuits, Father Peter Galway 
by which the Graaff Reinet Mission would be taken over by his Society. So Father 
Widdershoven (later of King William’s Town) and Father van Wersche left Grahamstown 
for the Karroo. They were accompanied by Father Fitzhenry. Thus for 14 years, that is, 
until the end of 1889, Graaff Reinet was served by the Jesuits. They built a school near the 
Church and, besides the usual curriculum, they taught French, German, Nederlands and 
Latin. Many years later, when asked why his sermons sounded like those of a Jesuit, Father 
Rissonnelli said: “I was, as a Priest, in the Jesuit Novitiate at Graaff Reinet, and when, in 
1889 it was broken up, I decided that it was God’s will that I should remain a secular 
Priest.”  

Before the Jesuits left Graaff Reinet some missionary ladies tried to do what the Misses 
Cauwerlaerts had previously done. Chief among these workers was a Mrs Egge, who had 
tried her vocation as an Assumptionist, but had left their Congregation. She was called 
Sister Claver; but her health was very precarious. At the end of the year 1888 she left South 
Africa for Australia and did not return. 

1888 In December 1888 Father Daignault S. J. had asked Bishop Ricards to allow Mother 
Mauritia to open a Convent at Graaff Reinet. In his request Father Daignault had asked for 
nuns on four conditions: 

1. That Dominican Sisters of King William’s Town should be sent to Graaff Reinet; 
2. They should have the right to receive and train novices; 
3. They should be under the spiritual direction of the Jesuits; 
4. They should be at the disposal of the Superior of Zambesi. 

Mother Mauritia evidently was not aware of these conditions, and was anxious to help 
wherever she was needed. So she telegraphed the Bishop, “Please let me go to Graaff 
Reinet. Absolutely necessary.” To this the Bishop replied: “Will not consent to your 
founding Convent in Graaff Reinet.” Dr Allen and Father Fagan both earnestly seconded 
Father Daignault’s request. However, even when Mother Rose Whitty of Port Elizabeth 
said she could not send Sisters from the Holy Rosary Convent and, in spite of frequent 
requests from Father Daignault, the Bishop remained adamant in his refusal. This was the 
state of affairs when the Jesuits decided to withdraw from Graaff Reinet, in 1889. 

1893 In 1893 Bishop Peter Strobino’s health made it necessary for him to live in the Karroo. He 
chose Graaff Reinet as his residence and asked Mother Euphemia Koffler to open a 



Convent there. From Father MacTiernan he himself took over all the duties of Parish Priest. 
And he supervised the necessary repairs to the house for the coming of the Sisters. He even 
went to King William’s Town to fetch them and escort them to their new foundation. The 
party travelled by rail. The General Manager of the Railways placed a first class saloon at 
their disposal and in this they remained until they reached Graaff Reinet on the Bishop’s 
name day, 29th June, 1984. 

The Catholics of ‘The Gem’ gave them a grand reception. The pioneers who knew that 
their work would not be all “beer and skittles” were: Mother Augustine Schäffler, 
(Superior), Sister Amanda Gately, Sister Ambrose Hoffenwanger, Sister Apolonia Noe, 
Sister Dominic Vogel and Sister Arnolda Schmid. A few days later Sister Columba Koller 
and Sister Hieronyma Hegele brought the number of the community to eight. Mother 
Euphemia and Sister Ursula Kiernan accompanied the party. Troubles looked ahead. The 
Dutch Minister had spoken from the pulpit against the Sisters. He threatened with eternal 
punishment anyone of his congregation who should send children to the Nuns’ School. 
However, the Sisters put their trust in Divine Providence and so the contract between 
Bishop Strobino and Mother Euphemia was signed. The terms were: 

1. That the Congregation of the King William’s Town Dominicans agreed to take 
over the premises from the Bishop and to pay the Vicariate £900; 

2. The Church and the plot of ground about 50 feet from the back of the projected 
new presbytery would belong to the Mission and not to the Sisters; 

3. The Sisters bound themselves to teach any Coloured children should any of these, 
who were Catholics, ask for tuition. 

Bishop Strobino thought he could manage the work of the Parish as well as his episcopal 
duties, so Father MacTiernan left for Izeli, and Father Frese, who had just arrived from 
Europe and knew very little English, remained at Graaff Reinet. 

The year 1894 closed with Midnight Mass at Christmas time, the first in Graaff Reinet. In 
1895 Father Frese was transferred to Queenstown, and Father Gerard, a Trappist, came as 
Bishop’s assistant. 

Building plans for the new schools were being discussed when the estate adjoining the 
Sisters’ property was put up for sale. It consisted of a residence with outhouses and a fine 
garden. By purchasing this in 1895 for £810 plans were discarded, for the Bishop said: 
“The Sisters may have the whole of my present grounds down to the Church.” Towards the 
end of this year the health of the “Little Bishop”, as he was affectionately called, greatly 
deteriorated, and walking became so difficult that in October he purchased a pair of 
crutches. Incidentally these crutches were afterwards sent to the Mater Infirmorum. 

It was evident that, in spite of enormous will power, the Bishop could not be responsible 
for Parish duties. So Father Nicholias Brown and Dr Ughetti acted as his assistants. At the 
end of the year the poor sick Bishop had his back put in Plaster of Paris. However, the pain 
was so great that this operation proved only the first of many attempts to support the spine. 
He himself chronicles: “The year 1896 began in pain. Thanks be to God!” to-day, 2nd 
January, my birthday, 40 years old. The Holy Will of God be done! May He be thanked for 
all His blessings!” 

The Sisters nursed him with loving care. They were edified, but saddened by his constant 
patience in intense suffering. On the doctor’s advice he undertook the painful journey to 
Port Elizabeth for further setting of the Plaster of Paris. The tortuous treatment continued; 
but gave no relief, so, in May, the patient returned to Graaff-Reinet. During his absence 
Father MacTiernan had returned to help Dr Ughetti in his Parish work. 

Bishop Strobino had several times solicited the Propaganda to allow him to retire from his 
Episcopal office. News arrived that his co-adjutor, Father Hugh MacSherry of Dundalk had 



been consecrated Bishop on 2nd August, 1896. This greatly cheered the little Bishop and he 
hoped he might still live to welcome his successor. It was not to be. At Graaff Reinet on 1st 
October, 1896 he died and Bishop MacSherry landed at Port Elizabeth on 20th December of 
the same year. The body of Bishop Strobino was brought to Port Elizabeth, and at his own 
request, was laid to rest next to that of his former colleague and friend, Father 
O’Donoghue. 

The Convent started with only five boarders. The first name on the roll was Dolly Slabbert.  
Paper money was in those days unheard of. Thus boarding school fees were paid in hard 
coin. Dolly’s brother used to pay his sister’s fees thus: when he arrived he dived his hand 
into a bulging pocket and pulled out a handful of golden coins. How badly the Sisters 
needed them! They were poor in the extreme. Mother Augustin’s weak health needed 
strengthening food; but there was no money to purchase this. One day a neighbourly hen 
came in and laid an egg on the altar step. She strutted out, loudly proclaiming the unusual 
venue of her grand feat. The egg was made into an omelette for the sick nun. After this the 
Church door was closed to poultry; but one or other hen came almost daily to deposit an 
egg in one of the Sisters’ rooms. 

There were two schools, the private Convent school and the Government school. Pupils of 
both were housed in the one solitary hall of which the Convent could boast. There were 
also the class rooms built by the Jesuits. In spite of extreme poverty the Sisters were happy 
and always looked forward to the time when they would be together at the evening 
recreation. The Boys from the near-by Government School played the usual pranks on the 
few boarders, and at one time became so troublesome that the matter was reported to the 
police. Unfortunately the appointed guard did not report his tactics to the Sisters, and so, to 
his distress and that of the Sisters, he was mistaken for a burglar. 

Mother Augustine’s health continued to deteriorate and so she was succeeded by Mother 
Bernardine Penn. Later Superiors were Mother Antonina Dowd, Mother Salesia Käs, 
Mother Udalrica Schneider. The last-mentioned started regular commercial lessons at the 
Convent. Fathers T McCann, T Cullinan and others acted as chaplains to the Sisters; but 
the Priests were changed so often that they refused to unpack their luggage saying it was 
hardly worthwhile, as Graaff Reinet Priests did not remain long. 

The Sisters carried on their educational labours and even had pupil teacher classes. Their 
arduous labour and devotion to duty resulted in a high degree of proficiency among their 
pupils. This was attained at great personal sacrifice, for, when the Sisters were obliged to 
go into town on business, they would return with mantles bespattered with and hurled at 
them in derision by young school boys. Even as late as 1935, a stone was thrown into the 
Superior’s room and fell near the table at which she was writing. The same night a gang of 
school boys threw bad eggs and cut-up papers into the boarders’ dormitory. Such was the 
result of the violent prejudice of the Dutch Reformed Ministers against the religion of the 
Sisters.  

During the Anglo-Boer Was, 1899 – 1902, Graaff Reinet was guarded on the outskirts by 
the town guards and was garrisoned by the Imperial Troops. Martial law caused the 
imprisonment or deportation of several men; all bicycles and horses were confiscated and a 
curfew was imposed. However, the Sisters quietly and without any ostentation continued, 
each day, labour of love. After the War the flourishing condition of the town temporarily 
declined until about 1920. However, in 1920 electricity was installed. This and an excellent 
water supply were marked progressive features of which the Sisters made use. 

1922 In 1922 boarding accommodation for boys and girls was urgently needed and buildings for 
this purpose were started. Chief among these were a Sisters’ Chapel and a Domestic 
Science room. Neither of these proved satisfactory and the Sisters were glad to change the 
former into a guest house, when in 1950 they moved into their new dwelling and lovely 



Chapel. The Domestic Science section of work was not a success, perhaps because the 
Sisters were obliged to engage secular teachers for that branch of study. They suffered 
greatly from shortage of staff. 

1939 In 1939 Father O’Donnell erected a school for Coloureds at the location. This was 
dedicated to the Little Flower and was called Saint Theresa’s Mission for Coloureds. 
However, Mother Augustine Geisel, the Prioress General, was not able to send Sisters to 
staff the Mission. She did what she could and volunteered to pay, indefinitely, the salaries 
of two secular teachers to replace the two Sisters whom she had hoped to be able to send. 
Thus two secular Coloured teachers were employed. However, on Sundays and holidays 
two Sisters always accompanied and assisted the Priest in his ministrations. 

This method of supplying the salaries of two teachers continued even after the school 
became Government aided, though Father William O’Brien then offered to do without the 
monetary assistance. Later he made the same offer and pointed out that the school was then 
self-supporting, so his offer was accepted. Mother Augustine then established a clinic at the 
location for Coloureds and Africans. 

A rather unusual feature obtains at the Graaff-Reinet Convent. Every day, and four times a 
day, since 1933, the Sisters have sent peace time readings of the weather to the 
meteorological department at Pretoria. The Convent also serves as a hostel for young 
student Sisters of our own or other Congregations who attend the local Afrikaans medium 
Opleidinsskool.  

The Sisters had one solitary servant who worked in the garden. Klaas was a Hottentot and 
had never heard of a spiritual retreat. One day he addressed Sister Arnolda Müller as usual 
and was surprised that in reply, she put her finger across her lips and shook her head. He 
understood that all talking was forbidden. So, when he went home and his wife spoke to 
him, he imitated the Esperanto practised by Sister Arnolda. Next day his wife came in tears 
to the Convent. She explained that her husband had been bewitched and could no longer 
talk. How happy she was when it was pointed out that Klaas was not bewitched, that he 
could talk; but that for five days none of the Sisters must talk. Klaas found his tongue and 
the couple laughed happily. 

In spite of fierce opposition the Convent has progressed both in numbers and in buildings. 
The average number on the roll is usually between 200 and 300; yet it has been uphill work 
as the following extract from the Advertiser in 1953 shows:  

“It is with deep regret that I heard of the unchristian actions of some of the 
‘Christian heads’ in this town. I allude to the approaches that were made to 
parents to boycott the Convent School. In one case a £5 note was tendered to get 
new uniforms for the children to attend another school. Every parent requires 
the greatest benefit for the child, and surely in a free Christian country the 
choice of the school should be left to the parent, irrespective of religious or 
political outlook. 

I know of children who were the despair of their parents becoming reformed 
beyond all hopes, through the patient, kindly efforts of the Sisters at the 
Convent, who are utterly devoted to their work. A few years ago, when a local 
school was destroyed by fire, the Convent did not hesitate to contribute 
handsomely to its rebuilding. Apparently this has been forgotten, and a most 
unjust persecution has been started against the Convent School. Is Jesus Christ 
going to ask any of us which school we attended when we were qualifying for 
heaven? We are urged on all sides to sink our differences and to co-operate for 
the general good of our land, towards peace and quiet. Surely then we must 
deplore this uncharitable example set by those who preach the Gospel of 
Christ.” 


