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FORWARD
Catholic History at the Cape before 1877
1486

The first Europeans who came to South Africa were, of course, all Catholics. For forty
years Prince Henry the Navigator, aided Portuguese sailors to round South Africa in the
hope of finding a seaway to India. He was deeply religious and, though his ostensible aim
was commercial, no ship was aided by him unless it carried a priest to spread Christianity.
The ships were also obliged to take marble or stone crosses to be planted on the virgin soil.
Thus the first act of Bartholomew Diaz, on landing in August, 1436, was to erect a cross at
Angra Pequina. Then, on the 14th September, the feast of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross,
he raised another Which even today gives its name to the Island of Santa Cruz in Algoa
Bay.
Here, too, historians tell us, “religious rites” were held. Probably there was a priest on
board, so one would like to think that that was the first Mass celebrated in South Africa,
1486. The stormy Cape proved too disastrous for the Portuguese so they built their first
Catholic Church at Saint Helena. From this Island their adventurers continued the quest of
a seaway to India until the golden days of the
Portuguese ended.

1501

However, before their decline was complete John de Nueva in 1501 erected a stone
building where visiting priests might offer Mass at Mossel Bay, which he called Saint
Blaise.

1530

At the Diet of Augsburg, 25th June, 1530, Luther promulgated his new doctrine. In 1652,
Van Riebeeck, a ship’s surgeon, arrived at the Cape of Storms. He went ashore with the
passengers and crew from Holland and proclaimed the country the Colony of the Cape of
Good Hope for the Dutch East India Company in the name of the Prince of Orange. Ten
years later Rev. van Arkel was appointed first resident clergyman of the Dutch Reformed
Church at the Cape. He opened a small school where children were taught to read the
Bible, and to do simple sums.

1660

In May, 1660, the Marechal, a French ship, was wrecked at the mouth of the Salt River. All
on board were saved including a Catholic Bishop with a few of his clergy. Several
restrictions were placed on the ill-fated passengers and among these, Mr. Theal tells us,
was that “no meetings should be held for the celebration of worship according to the ritual
of the Church of Rome.” This is the first act of religious intolerance recorded in South
Africa.
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1685

In 1685, the Lord of Mydrecht, absolute ruler for the Dutch East India Company,
promulgated two laws:1.
2.

Baptism in the Dutch Reformed Church was to be a condition for civil rights.
Roman Catholics and persons of bad character were to be excluded from the
settlement.

In the same year six Jesuits called at the Cape and were kindly received by Van der Stel.
They were scientists and came to study the eclipse of the moons of Jupiter. They found
many Catholics at the “Castle with its nine houses” as they called the nucleus of modern
Cape Town; but they were not allowed to say Mass on land; nor were the people allowed to
attend Mass on board. Their visits to the priest-scientists too had to be secret. The privilege
of saying Mass on land was also refused in 1686 to some Portuguese who were wrecked
near Rondebosch.
From 1686 to 1804 one might say that the Catholic Church disappeared from South
African History; but it continued to exist in the hearts of individuals, whose greatest
treasure was their Rosary. However, when the Dutch returned General de Mist declared
that all religious societies were to enjoy equal protection from the laws. However, they
were not to hold public assemblies without the knowledge and consent of the GovernorGeneral. This proclamation, published on the 25th July, 1804, might be called the Magna
Charter of Catholicity at the Cape, for, though there were set-backs, they proved only
temporary or local; and in 1817 Lord Charles Somerset declared that all religious
denominations were entitled to equal privileges according to the fundamental law of the
Batavian Republic.
1818

Then followed a period of social ostracism when, to be a Catholic, meant that one was
excluded from the best society. In 1818, Pope Pius VII erected the Vicariate Apostolic of
the Cape of Good Hope and adjacent territories. This included Mauritius and Reunion and
the two first Bishops of the newly created vicariate, Bishop Bede Slater and Bishop
William Placid Morris, resided on these islands. In 1820 Bishop Slater assigned Father
Scully to officiate at Cape Town. Though the Catholics were numerous and at least a third
of the troops in the garrison were Catholics, financial and social difficulties loomed so
largely, that his parishioners verged on becoming schismatics. This was due to the fact that
the priest was overruled by his Church Wardens. They paid him a paltry salary and had the
administration of the rest of whatever money was collected by the parishioners. This led to
a heavy debt on the miserable little Church, a debt which no priest could cope with. So on
the 11th July, 1824, the Catholics found that Father Scully had taken advantage of a
departing ship and had left them.
Father Theodore Wagener then attempted to shoulder the debt; but found the suspicions,
quarrels and resignations of the wardens so great that, after seven years labour, he resigned
and was succeeded on the 16th May, 1832, by Father Rishton. For three years this good
man tried to wipe out the debt; but he realised that only dire necessity would force the
money from these self-appointed officials; so he decided to let them have the responsibility
of the debt by going away on the 27th March, 1835, for a holiday of indefinite length.
Father, later Bishop, Ullsthorne, on his way to England to take up the position of Vicar
Apostolic, called at the Cape where he met Father Rishton. He wrote in his journal: “We
put into port at the Cape of Good Hope, where I found but one priest for the whole of South
Africa, Rev T. Rishton, a Benedictine from Ampleforth Abbey, an accomplished man. His
congregation was a mixture of all nations from Europe and the East and gave him so much
trouble that he often falls into fits of abstraction and grinds his teeth together. He was
subsequently brought to England with the loss of his mind. This was the first opportunity I
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had to see the result of leaving a priest alone in a remote country. Later I was destined to
see more of this evil.”
1837

Father Thomas Moral O.S.D., who hailed from Burgos, Spain, officiated in 1836 and 1837.
From June to July, during his second year of service, such unprecedented rains fell, that,
among other buildings, the Catholic Church, about which there had been so much
unpleasantness, fell in. Thus ended the evil days and prepared for the advent of Bishop P.R.
Griffith. On the 6th June, 1837, Pope Gregory XVI constituted the Cape of Good Hope as a
vicariate separate from Mauritius, and on the 14th April, 1838, Bishop Griffith arrived on
the Claudine, accompanied by two priests. With him were his brother and sister. He then
began the arduous task which he carried to a successful end in spite of disheartening caused
chiefly by the indifference of his strayed sheep.
This historical sketch has been written to show the foundation on which the Catholics had
to build in South Africa. That foundation was one of difficulty and strife, and the difficulty
obtains even to the present day. Among the sorrows of so recent a bishop as Bishop
Strobino, was that he met so-called Catholics who told him it did not pay to be Catholic in
South Africa. In 1847, the vicariate of the Cape of Good Hope was divided into Eastern
and Western Vicariates, and Bishop Aidan Devereux became the first bishop of the Eastern
Vicariate.

1847

The brief was issued by Pope Pius IX on the 30th July, 1847, and Dr Devereux was
consecrated at Saint Mary’s Cathedral, Cape Town, by Bishop Griffith. During his
episcopate he visited the exiled Pope at Gaeta. On the same tour in 1849 at Paris, he
secured the services of the Assumption Sisters with Eugenie Milleret, Soeur Marie de Jesu,
Notre Mars, as superior. At Brussels the Canon of the cathedral gave him a printing press,
and thus the energetic Bishop was able to get published ‘The Colonist’, the first Catholic
paper in South Africa.
The press was later given to Mr John Quin who took it to Fort Beaufort, where he became
the founder of the ‘Fort Beaufort Advocate’, a paper which is still issued there.

CHAPTER 1
1864

Already in the time of Sir George Grey this far-seeing Governor had suggested that
German Sisters should be brought from Europe to teach the children of the German
Settlers. On the 17th December, 1864, Sir John Maclean C.B., Lieutenant-Governor of
British Kaffraria, gave six erven bordering on Queen’s Road, King William’s Town, as a
grant in freehold to Bishop Moran in trust for educational purposes. On this ground the first
portion of the present Convent was built.
In 1869 on the demise of Father J. J. de Sany, Bishop Moran appointed Father John Fagan
as Mission Priest at King William’s Town. The first priest there had been Father Dubois
who had been appointed by Bishop A. Devereux in 1851. He said Mass at a wood and iron
room in Berkeley Street. His successor, Father Watkins, had the honour of building the first
Catholic Church at King William’s Town. It was a consecrated Church in Durban Street
and dedicated to St. Anne. During the Kaffir Wars the Irish Soldiers, in 1857, under Father
O’Neill, built St Joseph’s Hall and a presbytery was added in the same year. Here, then in
Durban Street, was the residence of Father John Fagan who had received his onerous office
from Bishop Moran.

1876

In 1876 Father Fagan obtained permission form Bishop J.D. Ricards to build a convent,
and His Lordship himself laid the foundation stone on the 14th September of that year. Mr
Rudolf Melcher, a Viennese resident of King William’s Town, acted as Master of
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Ceremonies. Those present laid their contributions on the stone, the Bishop leading with
£100. He was followed by the Sisters from the Assumption Convent, Grahamstown, who
out of their poverty gave £50. May God reward these Sisters and their intrepid Superior,
Notre Mere! They were our benefactresses even before the arrival of our Foundresses; and
when linguistic and other difficulties to pioneering work stared our Sisters in the face, it
was Notre Mere of Grahamstown who, not only rendered financial aid, but lent the little
Community one of her ablest nuns, Sister Mary Lucy Manley, who remained in King
William’s Town for two years.
The contributions on the foundation stone totalled £1200. This and £400, the proceeds of a
bazaar organised by the local Catholics, made things look hopeful. About the middle of
1877, however, the building fund was so low that Bishop Ricards, when on a visit to King
William’s Town, feared insolvency. He bluntly told Father Fagan that unless he could
produce £1000 next day, and another £1000 in the very near future, the erection of the
convent was to be stopped.
When the Bishop retired for his post-prandial siesta, the indefatigable Father Fagan took
his pocket book downtown and on his return to the presbytery surprised His Lordship with
the requisite £1000. Let the names of the generous donors be recorded with gratitude: Mr
E.J. Byrne, solicitor of King William’s Town, Dr J.P. FitzGerald, Superintendent of Grey
Hospital, Messrs. Rudolf Malcher, William Hurley, Albert Deiringer, Patrick Mullin,
Henry O’Donoghue, Thomas Logan, Edward Hartigan and Patrick Egan. Each of these
promised £100. Additional contributions from Messrs. J.P. Kilduff, Beet, Colonel
Schermbrucker, and others soon brought the sum up to the desired £2000. The building
then went on apace; but Father Fagan was ever on the alert, to prevent a recurrence of the
threat to down tools.
Mr Harry Lowry of Umtata used to tell that one afternoon the boys of Saint Patrick’s were
playing football and one of the team was absent. Father Fagan happened to pass and the
boys jokingly asked him to fill the gap. He did so and entered with zest into the game.
Imagine the surprise of the boys at the last whistle when the zealous pastor said it was up to
them to play the game too, and give something towards the convent building fund! His hat
was passed round and every boy cheerfully contributed his mite.
The building of local hewn stone was completed on the 22nd October, 1877, the very day on
which the Foundresses landed from the Balmoral Castle at East London.
Chevalier Max Anton Fraundorffer, K.S.G., a merchant of Port Elizabeth, visited his home
town of Augsburg, Bavaria in May 1877. He had been commissioned by Bishop Ricards to
request Mother Hyacinth Schippert, Prioress of St. Ursula’s Convent, for a staff of
Dominican Sisters for King William’s Town. St Ursula’s Convent at that time already had
five Branch Houses: Woerishofen 1837, Donauwoerth 1839, Speyer 1842, Landsberg
1845, and Wetterhausen 1865. A request to form a Branch in the Southern Hemisphere, in
a land where black-skinned descendants of Cham lived, was startling in the extreme. St
Ursula’s had faced many problems but here was something quite unique.
Founded in 1335 by six pious women calling themselves the Sisters of Voluntary Poverty,
the Convent was affiliated to the Third Order of Saint Dominic in 394. The Sisters spent
their time in prayer, pious exercises, needlework, and visiting the sick in their homes. In
the 15th Century they managed to build a small chapel for their own use; and in 1516, this
humble abode for the King of Kings was replaced by the present Convent Church and
dedicated to St Ursula.
During the so-called Reformation every possible means was employed to induce the Sisters
to apostasies; but they remained staunch in their adherence to the old Faith. In 1528 Pope
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Clement sent them a letter congratulating them on their faithful resistance to all attempts to
seduce them. He wrote: “God bless you, beloved daughters in Christ, who have surpassed
men in steadfastness and who are in no way behind the other nuns of you Order in
undertaking. From my heart I send my blessing to all your community.”
In 1537 the so-called reformers expelled the community of ten Sisters from St Ursula’s,
under notice to leave within eight hours. They retired to Dillingen where they remained
twelve years, first as guests of the Franciscan nuns and then in a house put at their disposal
by a benefactor. In 1548 they were allowed to return to their loved home; but alas! only
three of the original ten survived to see those loved precincts once more. They brought with
them six recruits and at once resumed their former occupations. The Thirty Years’ War
1618 – 1648 brought them many hardships: heave taxes, quartering of soldiers, hunger,
deprivation of the Sacraments, no Divine Services. After 1635, at the request of their
Bishop, they undertook the education and religious instruction of your girls; but later they
relinquished this. Their work of visiting the sick had become increasingly difficult owing to
the unrest of the times, so in 1695 they passed to a purely contemplative life, with strict
enclosure and the obligation of saying the Divine Office. For a whole century this was their
peaceful life until the calm was again ruffled by the outbreak of the French Revolution,
1796.
In 1802, by order of the Government the community of twenty-three was dissolved and
their property sequestrated. Each Sister was allowed a small pension and they were
permitted to remain at their Convent; but only during the will of the Government. In spite
of their trials they kept, to the best of their ability, their community life and the Divine
Office. They lived in great mutual charity and shared their inadequate income with those
poorer than themselves. They were loved by all.
In 1828 King Louis I of Bavaria resolved to restore the religious Orders of women in his
kingdom provided that the nuns undertook some active work that was useful to the State.
The four surviving Sisters of their community of twenty-eight accepted these conditions. In
1829 seven novices joined them and the Dominican Sisters of Saint Ursula began to devote
themselves with zeal to the education of youth. Their schools flourished and the number of
novices increased so rapidly that they were able to assist in the restoration of other
Dominican Convents. It was then that Speyer, Woerishofen, Donauwoerth, Landsberg and
Wettenhausen became Branch Houses of St Ursula’s.
The Convent at Wettenhausen, their most recent Branch, was only twelve years old and
here was the request from Bishop Ricards to help him in his vast Vicariate of 100,000
square miles. Mother Hyacinth had a big problem to solve; but she knew she was not alone.
The request for seven Sisters was favourably received by her community and the matter
was referred to Bishop Pancratius Von Dinkel of Augsburg, the representative of the
Master-General of the Dominican Order. He gladly gave his consent. Mother Hyacinth then
called for volunteers among her Sisters. Out of the many who generously offered
themselves for the far-distant mission, the following were chosen to be the pioneers of the
Branch House at King William’s Town.
1. Mother Mary Mauritia, née Terese Tiefenböck, First Prioress, born 22nd February,
1833, at Grafenau, Bavaria. Received the Dominican habit from Mother Aquinata
Lauter, Prioress of St Ursula’s Convent, in 1858. Professed 19th October, 1859.
2. Sister Mary Euphemia, née Amalia Koffler, first sub-prioress and teacher of Music,
born at Ravensburg, Wurttemberg on 18th July, 1831. Clothed in the Dominican habit
at Wettenhausen by Mother Aquinata Lauter, 39th October, 1870. Professed at St
Ursula’s 21st August, 1872, under Mother Hyacinth Schippert.
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3. Sr Mary Reginald, née Marie Fischer, Mistress of Needlework, born 13th May 1851,
at Herzogenau, Bavaria; clothed on 13th June 1869, at Wettenhausen by Mother
Aquinata Lauter; professed 21st August, 1872, at St Ursula’s under Mother Hyacinth
Schippert.
4. Sister Mary Eleonora, née Marie Petitpierre, first Directress of Schools, born in
Augsburg, 17th August, 1851; clothed by Mother Aquinata Lauter at Wettenhausen,
19th March, 1871; professed 21st August, 1872 at St Ursula’s.
5. Sister Mary Clare, née Anna Huber, assistant teacher; born at Hofkirchen-Dorfen,
Bavaria, 6th April, 1850; received the habit 21st August, 1872, from Mother Aquinata
Lauter, into whose hands she made her profession 14th September, 1873.
6. Sister Mary Gertrude née Kreszentia Walter, cook and domestic worker, born 7th
April, 1845, at Unteroth, Bavaria. She received the habit 14th September, 1871, and
was professed 14th September, 1873. She excelled as a carpenter and house painter and
made a very useful pioneer worker.
7. Miss Maria Zirn, postulant and assistant music teacher; born 2nd February, 1857, at
Bubsheim, Wuertemberg. Clothed later as Sister Mary Jacoba; made her profession
10th January, 1879, and was first to make her vows at the Mother House, King
William’s Town.
When once the choice of pioneer Sisters was finalised those chosen made a short retreat
under the direction of their Confessor, Father Xavier Schmidt, who always remained a
faithful friend of their Mission.
A contract was made between Bishop Ricards and Mother Hyacinth Schippert. By this the
latter agreed to send seven Sisters able and willing to direct an institution for the education
of young people and for the instruction of children in the different subjects of a good
school, in foreign languages, Music, Drawing, Painting, Needlework and Domestic
Science. The Bishop promised to give the Sisters the new convent at King William’s Town
as their own property, to provide for their temporal sustenance until they could support
themselves, to care for their spiritual welfare, to lend them the necessary money for their
voyage to South Africa, to appoint a priest for their special confessor and chaplain who
could speak German as well as English. Incidentally, towards paying for the voyage,
Bishop Ricards sold the cart and horses which had been given him by the Catholics of King
William’s Town.
Further arrangements were made by Archbishop Anton Von Steichele of Augsburg, Canon
Alexander Soratroy and Bishop Pancratius of Augsburg by which the seven Sisters were
placed under the care and jurisdiction of Bishop Ricards and the said Sisters gave their
power of attorney to Mother Hyacinth.
1877

The Day of departure was fixed for the 14th September, 1877. Father Anton Tiefenböck,
Mother Mauritia’s brother, was there to say farewell, also Mrs Regina Fischer, Sister
Reginald’s Mother, Franz and Caroline Petitpierre, Sister Eleonora’s parents, Phillip and
Marie Huber, Sister Clare’s parents, and Mr Andrew Walter, Sr Gertrude’s brother.
For the last time the little missionary band knelt at the foot of the altar in their ancient and
beloved Mother House, offering themselves wholly to God for the work He was entrusting
to them in far-off South Africa. Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament was given by the
confessor. Mother Aquinata Lauter, then Prioress of Wettenhausen, who had received
nearly all the party into the Order, had written a touching letter of farewell.
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Contrary to the custom then prevailing of donning secular garb for a journey, the nuns
were, as a special favour, allowed to travel in the Dominican habit. After a tender farewell
to heartbroken but generous parents and friends, and to their Sisters in religion, the seven
pioneers courageously passed out of the enclosure and drove away, while the Convent bell
rang out the evening Angelus. Canon A. Soratroy always a faithful friend and benefactor,
accompanied the Sisters to London, where they joined Mr Fraundorfer and his family on
board the sailing vessel, the Balmoral Castle.
The boat reached Cape Town 11th October, 1877 and the Sisters were welcomed by Bishop
John Leonard, vicar Apostolic of the Western Vicariate. The Bishop himself went on board
and took the party to the Dominicans of Saint Mary’s Convent. These Sisters had been in
South Africa fourteen years. They had come from Cabra, Dublin, at the request of Bishop
Grimley. They now welcomed their fellow-Dominicans very heartily, treating them as
members of the same great family of Saint Dominic. Next day, for the first time after four
weeks, they heard Mass at the Convent. After a week spent in the Western Cape the nuns
resumed their voyage. At Port Elizabeth they were met by Bishop Ricards and their future
chaplain, Father Arnold Widdershoven S.J. the Dominican Sisters of the Holy Rosary
Convent, who ten years previously had left Dublin, received the newcomers there with
sisterly affection. They had come to South Africa at the request of Bishop Moran and were
happy to think that Bishop Ricards was bringing members of the same great family to the
Eastern Border.
The Bishop, with Father Widdershoven, Father Nicholas Fanning and Father Fitzhenry
accompanied the Sisters accompanied the Sisters on the last lap of their journey to King
William’s Town. They landed at East London 21st October and were heartily welcomed
there by Father John Fagan. Mr John Farrel and Mr McDaniel had their ox-wagons ready to
convey the travellers, bag and baggage, to their new home. However, the Bishop was told
that, as the first train from East London was due to run to King William’s Town shortly, it
would advisable for the Sisters to make use of it and it was decided that that would be a
more fitting mode of travel. So Mr McDaniel loaded his wagon and set out towards King
with the heavier luggage of the Sisters. It was well that they had waited for the train
because, near Berlin, the wagon stuck in the mud and was delayed some days for wheel
repairs as there was no such thing as a spare wheel.
At East London the Sisters lodged at Burgher’s Hotel, a cottage which later was
demolished to erect the single-storey Phoenix Hotel. In that growing township the thoughts
of the good Bishop must have gone back to the earlier days when as early as the 23rd
August, 1851, Father Dubois, acting under Bishop Moran, had called at East London
shortly after his ordination at Grahamstown, but had been unable to say Mass because his
luggage was held up on board ship. He must also have remembered that in May, 1857 he
himself as Father J. D. Ricards had said, at Fort Glamorgan on the West Bank of the
Buffalo River, the first recorded Mass at East London.
Twenty years had now gone by, and here as Bishop, he was to say Mass again and
presumably communicate seven Dominican Sisters bound for King William’s Town in his
own Vicariate. He had only five months previously, May, 1877, appointed Father Coughlan
first resident priest at East London. Now he wended his way to the primitive church of
wood and iron, erected by the good Father in St Paul’s Road. This building still, in 1956,
stands; but it ceased to be the parish church of East London in June 1894. Here then on the
22nd October, 1877, the Sister Foundresses heard Mass and received Holy Communion and
the same afternoon at 3 o’clock the entire party left East London by train for King
William’s Town.
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CHAPTER II
The Arrival at King William’s Town
1877

Great excitement prevailed in King William’s Town on that 23rd October, 1877, when the
first train was due to arrive. Though it was expected only in the late afternoon everyone
was alert from early morning. A little after 5 p. m., amid the cheers of the townspeople, the
train slowly steamed into the station. The Sisters received a hearty welcome and a
bodyguard of seven gentlemen took up positions to ward from their persons any
overcrowding of the inhabitants. Thus guarded by Doctor JP FitzGerald, Colonel
Schermbrucker, Messrs. EJ Byrne, A Deiringer, H. O’Donoghue, E. Hartigan, Patrick Egan
and many others the party walked the short distance from the railway station to the
Convent.
Their new home, which they reached just when it was time to ring the evening Angelus,
was built of local stone and faced South on Queen’s Road. The building consisted of five
rooms on the ground floor and four on the first floor. The largest room on the ground floor
had been chosen as a chapel. It is now, 1957, used as the Sisters’ Community room. A
scroll over the roughly-made altar read “Sanctus, Sanctus, Sanctus! While a small screen in
one of the doors showed the way to their future Sacristy which was, like the kitchen, only a
small wood and iron lean-to.
On a small side altar was a statue of Our Lady. This had been donated by Father Fagan. He
had no money to buy a new one so he took the one from his own little consecrated church
of St. Anne. Placed on a stretcher at St Anne’s it was carried through the streets of King
William’s Town to the convent chapel by Messrs. John Hartigan, Albert Deiringer, John
O’Donoghue and Rudolf Malcher, on the 22nd October, 1877, the very day on which the
Sisters landed at East London. This was the chief statue of Our Lady at the Convent and it
remained in that place of honour till the 11th May, 1911, when the present beautiful statue
came for the niched marble side altar which is the memorial of the first superior of the
Congregation, Mother M. Mauritia Tiefenboeck.
Bishop Ricards made a touching address to welcome the Sisters; but their thoughts must
have gone back yearningly from the empty house to the convent home they had left in
Augsburg. However, their hearts rose to a sursum corda as Father Fagan entered the chapel
carrying the Blessed Sacrament and saying “Pax huic domui!” to which the clergy
answered “Et omnibus habitanibus in ea!” no one had noticed Father’s absence when he
quietly slipped away to fetch the Sacred Host from St Anne’s church in Fleet Street.
Benediction was given by the Bishop and the Te Deum was sung; then followed the
blessing of their new home.
The shades of evening had now fallen; the visitors departed to their homes leaving the
Sisters alone with their Sacramental God. Together they recited the rosary, begging Our
Lady’s blessing on their benefactors and on their future work. The great undertaking had
begun. During the next three weeks Bishop Ricards remained in King William’s Town
saying Mass daily in their lowly chapel. Every morning and afternoon he and Father Fagan
gave the Sisters lessons in English. As they were highly-educated ladies in their own
language with French as a secondary tongue they showed themselves apt in mastering the
rudiments of English and so in time became sufficiently competent to teach the language of
their adopted country.
In the very next year the Sisters became independent of their Mother House, St Ursula’s;
but until 1905 they continued to receive annually groups of postulants for work in South
Africa. Thus for 27 years the former Mother House acted as a recruiting centre for its
daughter Branch. Father Widdershoven remained their chaplain till January, 1879, when he
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was recalled to Grahamstown. Ten years later he was transferred Udenhout, Holland,
where he died as Professor of chemistry 2nd July, 1889. For two years he had been in
charge of the spiritual welfare of the Sisters guiding and directing them in their unexpected
pioneering difficulties. Instructions on religious life had been given regularly. He also
preached in their mother-tongue when giving their retreats. Like themselves he was a
religious and so was ready to relinquish his good work at the call of obedience. However,
his two years at King William’s Town had a lasting influence on the Congregation. In
addition to the invaluable spiritual aid he had rendered the Sisters, his two-year service
formed the first link between the King Dominicans and the Jesuit Fathers of Grahamstown.
After 1891 the Jesuits from St Aidan’s College, Grahamstown, regularly gave the annual
retreat to the Sisters. Thus these learned and holy men were instrumental in bringing Christ
nearer to each community of nuns; and from the Jesuit devotion to the Sacred Heart
obtained the idea of devoting each of the earlier founded convents to the Sacred Heart. East
London, Queenstown, Fort Beaufort, Cradock, Graaff Reinet, Potchefstroom, Klerksdorp,
Belgravia, Ermelo are all dedicated to the Sacred Heart. Thus the Congregation puts on
record its indebtedness to the Jesuits as spiritual benefactors. The names of Father Apel,
Father Engels, Father Hornig and many others have individual as well as communal
memories. Father Apel was bent on installing the idea that there was no evil in the world
except sin. With this as a fundamental basis, he seemed to regard all sorrows as not only of
secondary value, but he even transformed them into joy, the joy of giving something
worthwhile to the Sacred Heart.
Another Jesuit, Father Crawley, had preached the King William’s Sisters’ retreat in 1910,
and was due to give another to the Holy Cross Sisters in Aliwal North. At his farewell,
Mother Lucy Kaltenstadler said playfully: “Father, why don’t you go on strike? You have
been teaching during the entire school term and now spend your holidays giving retreats.”
He replied: “Mother, strikes don’t pay in eternity.” On his way to Aliwal the dreadful
Gaika Loop tragedy occurred. When the train left the rails the Aliwal coaches were
telescoped and Father was found on his bunk with a piece of metal piping rammed right
through his brain. He had been called to his eternal home and, though he did not go on
strike, he had not to give the retreat.
At the same tragedy the Mother Provincial of Aliwal North, Sister Marie Therese, and her
companion Sister were also injured. They were brought to the Convent of the Sacred Heart,
Queenstown, by ambulance and were nursed by our Sisters until they were able to return to
Aliwal.
Though the Sisters had arrived at King William’s Town on the 23rd October, 1877, it was
decided that Foundation Day should be the day on which they had left Saint Ursula’s,
Augsburg, 14th September, feast of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross.
1878

The new Convent Schools opened on the 23rd January, 1878. The number of children on
that day was 20 boarders and 80 day pupils. These numbers far exceeded the expectation of
the Sisters. The children were graded according to their knowledge of English and in some
cases a child of twelve was placed only in the grades. This happened especially with
children from German-speaking families. However, they were promoted as soon as they
had mastered sufficient English to follow a higher class. Other children and their parents
saw the marked progress of the pupils and soon barriers of religious prejudice fell away
and the number on the roll increased beyond the capacity of the very limited class rooms.
On the 24th August, 1878, an additional contract was made between Bishop Ricards and
Bishop P. von Dinkel by which it was agreed that: - The seven Dominican Sisters, who on
the 14th September, 1877, left the Dominican Convent of Saint Ursula, Augsburg, for the
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new Convent of the Sacred Heart, King William’s Town, would henceforth be under the
jurisdiction of the Bishop of the Eastern Vicariate of the Cape of Good Hope.
Besides their class teaching the nuns were engaged in giving private tuition in Music, Art
and Languages. In that military town of the Border the barracks was the seat of social life.
Its ladies would ride on fine horses to the Convent in the early morning and remain during
the school hours for their lessons. Pianos twanged, landscapes were painted, French and
German were taught. What a joy it must have been for the Sisters to teach their Mother
tongue to the children of the settlers. In school, English was the first language, German the
second.
Each day the first half-hour was devoted to teaching catechism to the Catholics and Bible
History to the Non-Catholics. On Sundays there were classes in Christian Doctrine. This
was followed by half-an-hour of general instruction in Christian morality given by Father
Widdershoven S.J. After this individuals were prepared for the Sacraments. By the end of
1878, pupils were drawn to the boarding school from every part of the frontier districts and
the roll had risen to 200. Schools closed with a public convert and a display of pupil’s
work. This dual function received laudatory notices in the Kaffrarian Watchman, leading
local paper of the day.
1879

It was evident that a wing should be added to the central section of the Convent. So the
West wing facing North and South was completed in 1879. Like the original building it
was made of local stone and consisted of three rooms on the ground floor. These could
easily be converted into one large hall as occasion demanded; and one large room in the
first floor served as a dormitory for the boarders. A wooden stairway from the extreme
West room led to the upstairs dormitory in which there was placed a large statue of Our
Lady. Children were encouraged to love the Blessed Virgin as a Mother. On one occasion
one of the small boarders admired her companion’s patent leather shoes. Her own were dull
beside these bright shiny objects. Off she trotted to the Sister on duty: “I would like a pair
of shoes like those. Please get them for me.” The Sister replied: “I suggest that you go over
to the altar and ask Our Lady for a pair. Then we shall see what can be done.” Off the little
one pattered and her prayer was: “Dear Mother Mary, please send me a pair of shoes like
those which Kathleen has. My Mummy will pay for them. I want them very badly.” Next
day the shoes were on the altar to the surprise and joy of the child. She clasped them in her
arms and said: “Oh, thank you, Mother Mary.” Then she put them on and ran off to show
her treasure to all she met. Truly God blessed the convent and who lived their gently lives
therein.

1877

The 21st November, 1877, was marked at the Convent by the first clothing in the habit of
Saint Dominic. The chapel was filled to capacity with visitors eager to witness the novel
ceremony. Bishop Ricards officiated and gave the Latin form of his own baptismal name,
James, to Marie Zirn, the postulant who had accompanied the Sisters from Germany. Then
began the fulfilment of the psalmist’s words: “After her virgins be brought unto the King,”
for since that feast of Our Lady’s Presentation in the temple well over 1,000 young girls
have consecrated themselves to God in the ranks of the Dominican Sisters of King
William’s Town. Sister Mary Jacoba made her Profession of Poverty, Chastity and
Obedience for life on Bishop Ricards birthday, 10th January, 1879; and on that day the first
two postulants from South Africa received the habit of the Order and previously the 1st
South African-born young lady had become a postulant.
The young ladies from the United Kingdom were Ellen Foley and Brigid Kiernan. The
former was a born Londoner and later when the King Dominicans founded a Convent at
Oakford, after they had separated from King, she became, as Sister M Gabriel, the first
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Prioress General of the Congregation of Oakford Dominicans. The other, as Sister Mary
Ursula of Trim, was the first Irish-born subject admitted to the Community. For 25 years
she served Mother Mauritia and her successors as bookkeeper and secretary, and died in
1905 on the 25th anniversary of her profession. Incidentally it may be mentioned that Our
Lady’s side altar at the Mater Infirmorum church was, in 1927, erected to Sister Ursula’s
memory by her cousin Mr Bartle Bailey of Peddie, whose family was among the earliest
friends and benefactors of the Convent. His name is commemorated with prayerful
gratitude for many benefactions, on the window in the Sisters’ church representing St
Matthew.
1879

The first South African-born postulant entered 8th January 1879. She was Miss Mary
McConville from the Western Vicariate. In religion she became Sister Mary Margaret.
Others from Cape Town followed and proved valuable members of the Congregation.
Four young ladies arrived from St Ursula’s in February, 1879: Francesca Frei, Katherine
Hilkinger, Agatha Vogel and Monica Schmidt. These were the first German recruits; others
followed and formed the chief source of the majority of vocations until 1905. Thus the
Sisters were mainly of German extraction but there was no racial or national antipathy. The
prevailing attitude was that all belonged to the Kingdom of Heaven. These newly professed
Sisters, together with other nations which have joined in later years, have combined to form
the character of a King Dominican Sister. This character, whatever its other qualities,
possesses at least one which is readiness to go valiantly forward to do God’s Will in any
sphere prescribed by Obedience; but always to avoid the limelight.

1880

On the 11th August, 1880, Sister Gabriel Foley, Sister Ursula Kiernan and Sister Margaret
McConville together with four recruits from Germany made their profession for life. These
four were now Sister Aquinata Frei, Sister Hyacinth Hilkinger, Sister Dominic Vogel and
Sister Arnolda Schmidt. As the Chapel was too small for the occasion, the three class
rooms had their partitions removed to form one large temporary chapel. The seven Sisters
who knelt in the improvised Sanctuary showed the cosmopolitan character of the new
institute. It represented four nations: the English, Irish, South African and German in
proportion 1:1:1:4.
In 1880, Mother Mauritia received a quintet of postulants all of whom destined to play
important roles in the extension of the Dominican Order in South Africa and elsewhere.
Agnes Niland, as Mother Rose of Newcastle, when Prioress-General of that section after it
had been severed from King William’s Town, founded convents in Natal, the Transvaal,
England and Rome. From blitzed England, she still continued to direct her Sisters in their
far-distant and more peaceful homes. At the wish of her subjects and by the command of
the Pope, she remained in office until her death in 1952.
Mary Anne Cosgrave, as Mother Patrick, the second of the party, received, together with
Mother Jacoba Zirn, the Royal Red Cross from Queen Victoria for service rendered to the
British soldiers wounded in the Matabele-Mashona Wars in Rhodesia. To this day her
name is a household word in Rhodesia; and every year on St Patrick’s Day her grave is
honoured by a public function. She and friend Teresa Doyle, the third of the party, known
and loved later as Mother Dympna, were the first postulants to come directly from Ireland
to King William’s Town. They hailed from County Wexford, and, enveloped in bonnet and
shawl to hide their extreme youth, travelled out under the aegis of Bishop Ricards himself
when he returned from Europe in 1880. With little Miss Doyle were her two younger
sisters, Veronica and Winefrid.
The third of the party was Sister Michael O’Neill, a fellow South African whose memory is
still (1957) cherished by many men and women whom, as little ones, she led to the altar for
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their first Holy Communion. Incidentally, Sister Michael O’Neill was connected with the
publication of the first Catholic catechism published in Afrikaans. It was she who
suggested that Father de Hover’s Nederlands edition should be put into Afrikaans and
Msgr. F. Kolbe saw that it was done.
The last of the party was Sister M Alberta Rummer whose name is still loved by many,
including the writer, whose tiny fingers she taught to handle needle and thread.
In September, 1880 the term of Mother Mauritia as Prioress-General ended and she was
unanimously re-elected for another three years.
1884

The year 1884 was one of deep depression for the country in general and especially for the
King Convent. Food was scarce and the Sisters were reduced to extreme want. Bishop
Ricards became aware of their straitened circumstances and made money for them by his
talents as orator and writer. Father Fagan, their founder and friend, used all his wonderful
gifts as a financier to keep the wolf from the door. “I travelled North, South, East and
West,” he tells us, “And wherever I went I begged for the Sisters.” On the 19th October of
this same year, Mother Mauritia celebrated the Silver Jubilee of her Profession. She had
made her vows in 1859 into the hands of Mother Aquinata Lauter, foundress and first
Prioress of the Convent of Wettenhausen. This remarkable woman died in the odour of
sanctity 16th January, 1883. Mother Mauritia who had loved her dearly felt her loss keenly,
but she was consoled by the dying Mother’s message that, like Saint Dominic, she would
be more useful to her Sisters after death than she had been in life.
When, in 1865, Mother Aquinata opened the Convent in Wettenhausen Mother Mauritia
had been one of her first companions. Many of the ideals of Mother Mauritia were inspired
by Mother Aquinata’s example and teaching. One of the chief characteristics of both was
that mark of Saint Dominic and Saint Catherine of Siena, found in all great men and
women of the Order – magnanimity. Their hearts took in the whole world. Nothing could
be too great or too good for God, for His Church, His priests, His poor, for every single
soul redeemed by the Blood of Christ. It is not surprising then that a recorder tells us:
“South Africa has produced three great men, Cecil Rhodes, Paul Kruger and Mother
Mauritia.”
The last words of Mother Aquinata found their echo in the heart of Mother Mauritia. The
dying woman said: “Love one another. Be entirely obedient. Practise continual self-denial
and keep yourselves holy in great humility. Never despise the poor and orphans; labour as
apostles. Dearest to me after God is my community. Give my love to all whom I have
known, loved or spoken to during my life; to all who have loved me, who have done any
good work for me or for my House. Greet them all once more in my name from the depths
of my heart in the love of Jesus Christ.” These words embodied the ideal of Mother
Mauritia’s religious perfection and the goal to which she was ever urging her Sisters. In her
instructions her theme, like that of St John, seldom varied. Each address to her community
was prefaced by the opening words of the rule of St Augustine: “Above all, most dear
Sisters, let God be loved and after him our neighbour.”
Her large-hearted charity to the poor found sufficient scope in the depression of 1884.
Though she and her Sisters had the bare necessaries of life, no one ever appealed to her in
vain. Every day brought her an urgent call for help, and, though her purse was slender, her
heart was great. She did not even hesitate to beg for her poor from benefactors in South
Africa and in Europe and thus she supported a large number of orphans and poor neglected
children.

1885

In 1885, she resolved to give maintenance and education to 15 poor Catholic orphans in
honour of the 15 Mysteries of the Rosary. The first of these orphans to be adopted was
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Mary Fitzpatrick who had been born in the East London Harbour before her parents landed
on their arrival from Ireland. Unfortunately her mother died when Mary was little more
than a toddler and her father tried to be both father and mother to his four children. Father
MacTiernan found them and carried Mary to Mother Mauritia. Later she became Sister
Mary de Chantal of our Congregation and is known to and loved by hundreds of South
Africans whose boarders’ mother she was. These orphans formed the origin of the Rosary
Children who at first were housed in the King Convent, but when Mother Mauritia’s term
as Prioress-General ended she took them with her to Izeli. Their number in King William’s
Town far exceeded the original 15 and soon rose to ten times that number. When they went
to Izeli they were 200. These children in 1893 formed the nucleus of the present Izeli
orphanage, which became government-aided in that year, when Father FitzHenry wrote to
Dr Muir, the Superintendent-General of Education to ask for a grant-in-aid. Now, 1957, it
is known as one of the great philanthropic centres of the Union of South Africa.
The children loved Mother Mauritia and in their future homes her name became a
household word. Mr Saunders, representing South African Railways and Harbours, in
Berlin, Germany, was asked to suggest a toast at a banquet. Without hesitation he said:
“Gentlemen, I drink to the honour of Mother Mauritia to whom I owe all that is worthwhile
in my life.” Today, 1957, the orphanage numbers over 200 and thousands of children look
back to it longingly as their only home.
The first pupil of the convent school to join the Sisterhood was Teresa Hartwanger, Sister
Mary Aquinata. Her life was cut short by an early but saintly death in 1887, while she was
yet a novice. However, she had started the continuous stream of past pupils of the King
William’s Town Dominicans, which has swelled the tide of vocations to our own Order
and other religious congregations in South Africa. Her work was done, and though only 18
years old she passed to her eternal reward. Among later South African pupils who have
done yeoman work in the Congregation may be mentioned: Sisters M Pius Galvin,
Winefride Simpkins, Alacoque Brien, Clement Lynch, Evangelist Herley, Ambrose Teubes
Among Mother Mauritia’s Rosary Children was a deaf mute, Thomas Moore. In 1884 this
suggested to the great-hearted woman a class for teaching the Deaf. This small beginning
developed into the Oral School for the Deaf, the first of its kind in South Africa. Sister
Stephana Hanshuber was appointed principal. She had been trained at Dillingen, Bavaria,
the famous institute for the Oral method of teaching the dear; and for 10 years she gave
devoted service to making the dumb speak. She died in 1894 without realising that she had
planted the seed of what would, in 1957, be one of the largest and most progressive schools
of Johannesburg.
Her successor, Sister M Gisella Greissl, had also been trained at Dillingen and had taken a
further course of training the deaf a Gmund, Württemberg. Her assistants were Sister
Cyrilla Hötzl, Sister Verena Huber and Sister Emmerich Pauli. They brought with them the
Clarke School oral methods from Massachusetts, USA, and also lip reading for adults. At
the urgent request of Father Fitzhenry, our General refuge in matters educational, General
Smuts, in 1917, gave a Government grant to one teacher of the deaf. At that time the school
had a roll of 36, and was annually visited by the Departmental Inspectors. Classes ranged
from Kindergarten to Standard VII. Soon, however, individuals took the Junior Certificate
Examination together with the normal pupils, and fitted themselves to earn their own
living.
At the suggestion of Mother Jacoba Zirn, William G. G. Bevington, a deaf boy, painted a
portrait of Cecil Rhodes. The picture was regarded as so outstanding a likeness that Willie
was awarded a scholarship for advanced study in Art at the Royal College of Arts, London,
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of which College he later became an Associate. This was the turning point of his life, and
at the age of 72, he died a respected Professor of Art at the Cape Town University, 26th
October, 1953. He was the first, and presumably, the only Art student to win a Rhodes
scholarship in that particular branch of study. What a credit to his former school, the King
Convent of the Sacred Heart.
Quietly and progressively the education of the deaf continued until July, 1933. At this time
there was a small seven-year old School for the Deaf in Johannesburg. It was run by only
one teacher, Miss Jessie Davies, under the aegis of the Deaf and Dumb Association. The
school, held in a basement, was sorely in need of financial assistance. The Government,
when approached by the Association for the Deaf and Dumb, realised that the cape had
three such schools, and that it had done nothing to support the deaf of the Transvaal.
Investigation showed that the oral method of teaching was used only at King William’s
Town, and, 1933, Mother Augustine and Mr J H Hofmeyr agreed to the amalgamation of
the King William’s Town School for the Deaf with that of Johannesburg. Colonel Rowland
took an active part in this arrangement.
Mother Augustine then bought Mr Simpson’s ten-acre property, the Haven, Melrose,
Johannesburg, appointed Mother Winefride Simpkins Superior and transferred the entire
staff and pupils from the Convent of the Sacred Heart, King William’s Town, to their new
home, Saint Vincent’s School for the Deaf, Oxford Road, Johannesburg. On the 23rd
January, 1934, Bishop O’Leary blessed the house, and Colonel Rowland, as chairman of
the Deaf and Dumb Association, formally handed over the local school to the Sisters. The
pioneers of the new home were: M Winefride Simpkins, Superior, Sr Cyrilla Hötzl, Sr
Verena Huber, Sr Emmerich Pauli and Sr Gilbert Litzel, teachers, Sr Expedita Schuhbauer,
seamstress, Sr Aniceta Wandinger, cook, Sr Eulalia Metz, Laundry. The secular teacher,
Miss Davies was also on the staff of the amalgamated school.
During the next 15 years, St Vincent’s expanded rapidly. The roll on opening day was 38
and by 1956 it had increased to 221, with a staff of 36 including teachers and domestic
workers. The rising numbers meant also an increase of buildings. In 1939 and 1940 new
wings were added to both old and new buildings and the Government agreed to pay full
salaries to the teachers, provided that a board of Control was established. The year 1941
marked the introduction of Nursery Education for deaf children aged from 2 to 5 years, and
in 1948 their accommodation also had to be enlarged for 20 pupils.
In 1943 the public eye was focused on vocational training. To meet this need cabinet
making, carpentry, upholstery, wood turning and carving was taught to the boys; and
domestic science, dressmaking, bookkeeping, typing, weaving and Art to the girls. Thus
the boys needed a workshop which contained machine, working and finishing-off rooms. In
1945, the adjoining property of 2½ acres was purchased and in 1953 Fatima Hostel
replaced the original Haven which was demolished as condemned by the health Inspector.
Another big improvement was the building of a new laundry complete with modern
equipment.
The School has its own groups of Boy Scouts and Girl Guides, and all the interests of the
children are attended to by proficient teachers. They have their own hall in which they give
an annual public entertainment and have staged effectively Robin Hood, Snow White and
such like plays and have always shown that they can enter into the spirit of those other
worlds as well as any normal children. Every year too they join the usual school concerts
during the children’s musical Festival and their Eurythmics are particularly popular.
Now, in 1957, St Vincent’s is building a new Workshop, new class-rooms and an up-todate swimming bath. This bath at a cost of $10,000 would not have been possible had it not
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been sponsored by St Vincent’s Social Fund Committee and the Parent Teachers’
Association. To both these Societies St Vincent’s School would like to say “Thank you!”
thus the lowly school emanating from Mother Mauritia’s magnanimous support of the
poor, has become one of the best equipped Schools in the City of Johannesburg. It was
recently visited by Helen Keller who ranked it with the best schools for the deaf in
America. How pleased she was when, at the Civic Reception which Johannesburg gave in
her honour in the City Hall, the deaf boys and girls from St Vincent’s were on the
programme for Eurythmics which proved to be among the most popular items of the
evening. Add to that the Percussion Band of the Deafies brought a storm of applause so
that one could almost imagine that even the deaf might hear.

CHAPTER III
The Gaika-Galeeka War and Progress 1877 – 1887
When in 1877 the Sisters arrived in South Africa the country was in the throes of the
Gaika-Galeeka War. It seemed rash, to put it mildly, that gentle nuns accustomed to
cloistered life and new to the country, were going right into the capital of Kaffraria within
sight of the Amatola Mountains whose forests were the haunts of the Amaxhosa. When the
party landed at Port Elizabeth Bishop Ricards asked Mother Mauritia, who was a trained
nurse, if her Sisters would be willing to nurse the wounded in case of an overflow of
patients at the Grey Hospital. The Sisters gladly consented to do this work of mercy.
However, they were not called upon to redeem their promise, as after their arrival, no more
wounded soldiers were brought into town.
Yet the War lingered on. From their Convent the Sisters could see the camp fires burning
on the heights of the Amatola Mountains, and they knew that dark death-dealing forms
roamed naked in the dense forests of those slopes. In the early mornings the stillness would
be broken by the monotonous war chants of the savages and by the M-Ta-ta of their march.
Incidentally this thud of bare feet moving to the sound of their own deep voices, has given
the name of Umtata to the capital town of Tembuland in the Transkei.
On one occasion the Natives executed a dance in front of the Convent, many with shields
and assegais performing in agile fashion on the very walls of the yard. They laughed at the
jagged potsherds and glass which been cemented into a section of the wall, and seemed
delighted to show that their feet danced on these without injury. Hundreds of black men,
women and children were encamped as refugees and war prisoners in the hospital grounds
in Queen’s Road directly opposite the Convent.
Among those who took part in this war dance was one stalwart Adam Ngaba. He remained
with his tribe and later settled in the Izeli Valley. Twenty years later, in 1899, he met two
of the King William’s Town Dominicans riding on donkeys through the Valley trying to
Christianise Amaxhosa. Woolly-haired, dark-skinned Adam came under the influence of
Christianity, and he decided to separate himself from his wild life, and in future to spend
his time working for the Sisters. He became the messenger boy between King and the
Convent Sanatorium, the Mater Infirmorum, and twice every day in all weathers he walked
to and from the Mater carrying the post and many parcels. At that time there was no bridge
over the Buffalo River and often he risked his life going over the deeply submerged
stepping stones. His aim was to get to the other side and what did it matter if the water was
waist high. He was not a man to be stopped by obstacles.
Well known to every Sister he had for each a characteristic name which in his Xhosa
language sounded like running water. One meant Sister Bunch of Roses, another Sister
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Pray-Pray, another Sister Garden and one gloried in the name of Sister Jesus, Mary, Joseph.
If he was annoyed his most potent threat was: “I will no dig your grave.” That is indeed the
most terrible threat a Native can give, for, according to their tenets, the spirit cannot rest if
the body is exposed to the birds of the air. However, in Adam’s case the threat was never
carried out. He had taken on himself this work of mercy, and as soon as one grave was
filled he faithfully dug the next. In November 1929 he developed Pneumonia and died on
the 17th of that month. He is buried in Mater Cemetery near the many graves that he
himself had dug.
Once a fine black specimen of a man entered the Convent and the entire community were
quickly on the spot to eject him. Though he terrified the Sister he chuckled at the sight on
their combined effort and walked out at the main entrance. In more recent times a burglar
entered the same room; but he found nothing to steal except the black and white beans that
had been used at a meeting to cast a ballot.
The warlike savages plundered the surrounding farms. They killed the farmers and their
sons; but in many cases allowed the women and young girls to escape. Many a mother,
rushing from her farm on hearing of the approach of the fierce warriors, hastily dressed her
young sons and girls and fled with her increased number of daughters, while her menfolk
delayed with their guns and sandbags the approaching enemy. It meant certain death to the
defenders, and slow torture at that; but they had saved their wives and children. Nothing
was left of their farms but scorched earth. Their cattle and sheep were slaughtered to feed
the on-coming hordes.
In spite of these terrors the Natives did no harm to the Sisters. The black children from the
other side of Queen’s Road would come to the kitchen asking for bread and saying they
were very hungry. The Sisters, filled with pity for the dark-skinned urchins, gave out of
their poverty what little they could. In doing this they made the common mistake of
missionaries in South Africa. They had still to learn that those small beggars were sent by
parents whose religion was a slice of bread and who believed that the donors were giving
only because they feared the donees. Great excitement prevailed one day among the Sisters
and pupils when Doctor FitzGerald, Surgeon Superintendent of the Grey Hospital, and a
life-long friend and benefactor of the Convent, brought the captive Chief Krali, and his
retinue on a visit to the nuns. In full dress, with beaded arms and legs, large ostrich plumes
in his headgear, a gorgeous blanket covering his beaded body and loin cloth, but without
assegai and shield, he formed a magnificent sight. His retinue behind him were similarly
clothed, but without the splendour of their Chief.
It required no little courage on the part of the Sisters, thus honoured by the visit, to prevent
their flying in horror from their honourable guest. But Mother Mauritia was calm and
seemed filled with a great longing to Christianise their great Chief on the spot. However,
she restrained her zealous desire and, through the interpreter, told her visitor that he and his
suite were welcome. She also thanked Dr FitzGerald for having brought so great a guest to
visit the Convent. A chorus of welcome was then sung by the pupils, after which the guest
and his suite departed. During the singing a contented smile softened the savage features,
and rows of ivory white teeth were displayed between protruding lips. The Convent
annalist ends her entry with: “Never before had such deference been paid to the black
people.” No doubt, however, the great Chief inspired more fear that awe, and sighs of relief
were heaved at his departure.
In Mother Mauritia’s energetic brain there was awakened a great longing for the
conversion of the Heathen. Before that urge could be implemented the Convent had to face
the usual hardships resultant on war. All the farms in the district had been destroyed, so
16

fresh meat and vegetables were at a premium. Drought conditions of the worst type
prevailed. Water for cooking had to be purchased @ 2/6d1. per barrel. An epidemic of a
highly dangerous nature did not spare the Convent inmates. The child who was registered
as the first Catholic boarder of the institute was a victim. She died on the feast of the
Immaculate Conception, 1879. Sister Euphemia, the sub-prioress, lay at the point of death
and received the last Anointing. Fortunately she recovered.
Sister Mary Lucy Manly, who had been loaned to the Community by the Assumption
Sisters of Grahamstown, as a help to the teaching staff, was also stricken. When she was
convalescent Notre Mere herself came to King William’s Town to take her back to
Grahamstown. She had been helping the King Dominicans for two whole years, during
which the pioneers were being initiated into their work. Thus the Assumption Sisters were
among the earliest benefactors of the Congregation. Notre Mere gave both in cash and in
educational service out of her own poverty and need. The window in the Church
representing Saint Agnes of Montepulciano pays tribute to benefactions.
In spite of the harassing 9th Kaffir War against Kreli and Sandile progress and work
continued at the Convent. On the 14th September, 1878, the first anniversary of the Sisters
departure from St Ursula’s, Father Widdershoven erected the Stations of the Cross in the
Sisters’ Chapel. They were a gift from the chaplain of St Ursula’s, Canon A. Soratroy and
they remained in use till 1928, when they were sent to St Joseph’s Mission Church in
Durban Street. Canon Soratroy was a great spiritual and temporal benefactor of the early
Sisters. The Window dedicated to St John in the Convent Church commemorates his many
benefactions the Convent.
In February, 1878, Mr Albert Deiringer made a new altar for the Convent to replace the
rickety wood and brick structure which had been in the Sisters’ Chapel since their arrival.
He had previously conceived the idea of building a well for the Sisters to catch the rain
water from the entire building. It was cemented and had rounded walls and a closed-in roof
of corrugated iron. The pump and well were a mark of the generosity and thoughtfulness of
Mr A Deiringer; but in 1957 the structure was demolished to give place for a suitable flight
of steps leading into the Church. St Hyacinth’s window in the Church commemorates these
and many other generous deeds of Mr Albert Deiringer.
The Altar, donated by his family, remained in the Convent Chapel until 1890, when it was
removed to the East London Sisters’ Chapel where it continued to do service till 1932. In
the early days of St Catherine’s Nursing Home, Queenstown, it was used at the Home; and
when their Chapel was moved to the present panelled one upstairs the wood had decayed
and could no longer be used. The crucifix on the altar in the Sisters’ Chapel was one which
the Convent carpenter had patched to the best of her ability. The leading Catholic
gentlemen, who had, in 1876, guaranteed the money for the Convent building, now again
came forward with a precious silver standing crucifix to be placed over the tabernacle. This
joint gift of early benefactors still stands on the marble Our Lady’s altar of the consecrated
Church.
The gift was signed by J Harvey, E J Byrne, J P FitzGerald, U W Hurly, E Hartigan, J
Logan, P Egan, and M D Weldon. The second signature, that of Mr Edmund J Byrne, a
King William’s Town Lawyer, belongs to one of the earliest members of the local firm
Squire Smith and Laurie, to which the Convent throughout the years has always appealed
in legal matters. Even after his retirement and departure for Ireland Mr Byrne continued his
support. When, on the 13th March, 1915, he died in Dublin, his sister Josephine, acting as
1
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his executrix, notified the King Convent that her brother had left the Congregation £1,500.
This legacy and the interest accruing therefrom was spent in laying out the quadrangle at
Loreto. As the Sisters walk through the quadrangle and see its fountain and the niche
dedicated to Our Lady they are reminded to pray for our departed benefactors.
The Catholics of King William’s Town at that time resembled the early Christians, and,
with one heart and one soul they helped the seven Sisters as though they and the
newcomers were all one family. Thus Mrs Pegler, the mother of Alice Pegler, who later
retained her contact with the Convent, showed them an easy way to bake bread. Each
morning early she would come and mix the dough and then bake it outside the kitchen in a
three-legged pot with a fire beneath it. So, too, Mrs Kilduff used every morning to send her
young sister, Winefried, later Mrs E J C Woodrow, with a jug of fresh milk. Daily, too, did
Mrs Woolfrey send her daughter with a basket of fresh vegetables and fruit, while Mrs
Malcher donated puddings and dessert of various kinds.
When Mrs Crowe head the Sisters had no table covers she sent linoleum for this purpose,
while Mrs Gleeson lent bedsteads until such time as they could afford to buy them. People
in the surrounding villages and towns also helped and the annals contain frequent entries of
which only two can here be chosen. “Today Mrs Niland sent two cows and two calves to
supply us with milk. The calves, when a little bigger will also supply meat.” And we find:
“Today Mrs Connellan sent two sucking pigs and a bag of meal. All gratefully received.”
Early in 1879 Father John Allen D. D. succeeded Father Widdershoven S. J. as Convent
Chaplain. His name, with those of Bishop J. D. Ricards and Father John Fagan must ever
be associated with the early days of the King William’s Town Dominicans. He was the
trusted friend and prudent adviser of Mother Mauritia, and an expert spiritual guide to the
growing community. Add to this, he was an able instructor and tutor to the teaching staff in
classics, mathematics and other branches of higher education, then becoming very
necessary owing to the extension of the school curriculum.
Twice a year he preached a retreat of five days to the Sisters. The manuscript of these
sermons is still preserved in the Convent Archives. His book “Our Own Will and How to
Detect it in Our Actions”, now long out of print, was written specially for his spiritual
daughters. Mother Mauritia gave a copy to each Sister and bade her study it diligently. He
translated the Constitutions from German into English and also a treatise on the Rule of St
Augustine by Father Weininger S. J. and made annotations thereon. His work called “The
Perfect Nun” was appended to the book containing the Constitutions. It, with the Imitation
of Christ formed the sole spiritual library of the Community for the first 20 years of its
existence.
Every Sister, young and old, was given a copy of “The Perfect Nun” and the
Constitutions, until the first edition was exhausted. The novices were thoroughly grounded
in the contents and a paragraph of the book had to be read daily by each Sister. Father
Allen also turned into English a book which was read in the refectory every evening at
supper. It commemorated day by day some saint or saintly person of the Order. How well it
was studied and wept over every year by the young Sisters who had to read aloud the
former chaplain’s – to them – indecipherable writing in English, of which language they
knew so little.
1886

In November, 1886 Bishop Ricards presented the community with a printing machine
which was promptly utilised. Copies of the Constitutions and “The Perfect Nun” were
made and the press was also used for concert programmes and for innumerable loose-leaf
prayers. Later this machine found its way to Keilands and finally to Rhodesia. In 1887
Father Allen chose the Cardinal Virtues as the theme of the annual retreat for the Nuns.
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These sermons he delivered first in English and then in German. Another retreat was given
on the Dominican motto, Veritas. In fact the good priest was indefatigable in his efforts for
the spiritual, doctrinal and educational perfection of the Sisters committed to his care.
His working knowledge of German also enabled him to give spiritual aid to the German
Settlers in the Buffalo Valley. Thus we find him giving a mission to these Settlers at
Lilyfontein, near East London. Add to these seemingly herculean tasks Father Allen
obtained for the Sisters from Bishop Ricards the hitherto unheard-of privilege of receiving
Holy Communion six times a week. The day of the weekly Confession was the only one in
which the Community did not approach the Holy Table. How great was the joy of the Nuns
for this unusual favour! At that time Communion was allowed even to religious only three
or four times a week. Now hardships and sacrifices were easy for the Master, for whom the
Sisters laboured; He visited them almost daily.
Towards the end of 1883 it became evident that God would soon call to her eternal home
Sister Mary Aquinata Frei, an expert in Art Needlework and church embroidery. She had
come to South Africa from Wettenhausen in fulfilment of a promise made on the
restoration of her health, through the intercession of Blessed Crescentia of Kaufbeuren. As
a patient she edified all by her patience and even joy in great suffering. She died a holy
death fortified by all the rites of the Church, 21st January 1884, the first King Dominican to
enter eternity. When Father Allen saw the Sisters weeping over loss he consoled them by
saying: “There is no Purgatory for nuns.” These words which passed into a proverb among
the early Sisters, often served to encourage them to greater fidelity to their vocation. To
Mother Mauritia the priest said: “Instead of offering you my condolence I congratulate you
for Sister Aquinata is today celebrating her nuptials in heaven as a true Spouse of Christ.”
The children, dressed in white, formed a funeral procession attended also by many
townspeople. The Sisters accompanied the cortege only to the convent gates; the hearse
then took the remains to the local cemetery where Mother Mauritia had bought a plot for
her deceased Sisters. Father Fagan presided at the graveside of this our first Sister to enter
eternity and first of ten to be buried in the local cemetery. The list of those buried there is: Sister Mary Aquinata Frei
Sister Mary Yolanda O’Sullivan
Sister Mary Aquinata Hartwanger
Sister Mary Paula Quirk
Sister Mary Pius Zilk
Sister Mary Ottilia Ecker
Sister Mary Sebastian McConville
Sister Mary Benedicta Zott
Sister Mary Theresa Bader
Sister Mary Aquinata Devine (First at Izeli then at the Mater Infirmorum
Cemetery)
Oh, death, where is thy victory when Faith bids us hope!
1883

At the time of the death of Sister Aquinata Frei the Community numbered 42. This was six
years after the arrival of the Sisters and 42 was just six times the original number of seven.
Now, in 1957, over 340 Dominican Sisters have left to receive their eternal reward and
their living members are well over 800. On the 14th September 1883, Mother Mauritia was
again elected Prioress in an assembly presided over by Bishop Ricards. Two years later the
sodality of the Children of Mary was aggregated to the Prima Primaria, the
archconfraternity at Rome.
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In 1886 came the sad news of the death by drowning of King Louis of Bavaria. It was a
personal sorrow for the Sisters for they hailed from Augsburg. A letter of condolence and
promises of prayers for her son was sent to the Queen Mother.
When school opened in January, 1887 the Convent had five different educational
institutions:
1. Senior boarders under Sister M Ursula Kiernan, Sister M Imelda Ebner and Sister
M Bertranda Keller;
2. Junior boarders under Mother Reginald Fischer and Sister M Yolanda Kilkelly;
3. The Rosary Children under Sister M Clare Huber;
4. The 16 boy boarders under Sister M Stephana Hanshuber;
5. The African Children under Sister M Antonina Dowd who spoke the Xhosa
language.
To house these various groups a number of buildings had been erected by the Sisters
around the massive structure in stone that now formed the Convent. It consisted of the
original central portion built by Father Fagan in 1876 and the attached West wing which
had been added for some 50 boarders. As circumstances demanded a number of single
storeyed buildings sprang up.
At right angles to the West wing, which was in stone, and facing the main entrance was St
Joseph’s as an additional hostel for the High School children. The Rosary Children’s
Hostel ran parallel to this at the extreme East end of the Convent property. In line with this;
but at the back of the Convent was the hostel for European boys; and at the back, near the
kitchen, the Natives were housed. As numbers increased rapidly in all branches, with the
exception of the Native section, the Sisters themselves took off the roofs of the three
hostels for Europeans which they themselves had built, and added steeping accommodation
overhead. This supplied the housing need for many a long year, until it became necessary
to purchase Loreto.

CHAPTER IV
East London
1847

In July, 1847, Sir Charles Forsyth R. N. in H. M. S. Beagle was sent by Governor Sir H.
Pottinger to inspect the mouth of the Buffalo River and to report whether it was a suitable
place to land troops and stores as The War of The Axe was then being waged in the
Amatola Mountains. The outcome of the report was, in December, 1847, the establishment
of Fort Glamorgan to accommodate 300 men. Civilians then began to settle at Fort
Glamorgan on the West bank of the Buffalo and they formed the nucleus of the modern
East London. To encourage men to settle and remain on the dangerous frontier the
Government brought out in the Lady Kenway young girls, of whom 153 were Irish and 21
English. These married and made homes at Panmure as the East bank was then called. In
1850, 2,315 Germans arrived and also settled on the East bank nearer to the river mouth.

1870

Thus in 1870, there were three villages: Fort Glamorgan, The German Village and
Panmure. In 1873, these three villages were made into one municipality under municipal
commissioners, the chairman of whom was Mr John Gately, a practising Catholic, whose
son Louis became a priest, and whose daughter Rosanna joined the Congregation of the
King Dominicans as Sister Amanda.
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This was the harbour in which the seven foundresses landed in October, 1877. Here,
presumably they heard their first Mass in the Eastern Province. One of their early friends at
King William’s Town, was Colonel Schermbrucker M.P. In 1886 when travelling in
Holland he ordered a dredger for the East London Harbour which, owing to soil erosion in
the upper valleys, blocked the harbour to vessels of any considerable size. The dredger was
called “Lucy” after the Colonel’s wife, and, slowly but surely, the Lucy deepened the
channel to the sea, and by 1888 ocean-going vessels regularly entered the harbour. From
then onward the progress of East London, the only river-harbour of the Union, was assured.
The call for the Sisters’ services to open schools for children was, in 1883, becoming more
and more insistent. Memories of how they had landed in East London six years previously
probably inclined Mother Mauritia more favourably to the sea port where her party had
been welcomed by Father Coughlan. In 1879, he had been succeeded by Father H
Fitzhenry, who, in the very first year of his parish duties, opened for East London the first
Catholic School for Boys. When on the 10th February Bishop Ricards visited the school 16
pupils were present. Lucky boys to have had so competent a teacher as Father Fitzhenry!
From 1881 to 1882 Father F.P. O’Rourke continued the good work, and was succeeded by
Father Peter Strobino 1882 to 1887. However, the onus of teaching was too heavy when
connected with parish duties so Father Strobino welcomed the Sisters to his parish.
In May, 1879, Mother Mauritia had bought an acre of ground in East London as a site for a
future Convent which should be, not only a school, but also a place of relaxation for the
Sisters from the Mother House, near the Mother House. There they could spend their
holidays and it was decided that this Branch was to be a filial of the King Convent and
must never be independent. However, the first site was not suitable so, on the 9th January,
Mother Mauritia paid £449 for an acre of ground bordering on Buffalo Street. It was
bought on the advice Mr John Gately, the mayor, and, as it was too small, the adjoining erf
was purchased for another $500 from Kr Kretzmann, 1st March, 1882.
On March 13th, Mr E. G. Bompass drew the plan of the Convent. There were 8 tenderers
and the contract was given to Mr Cooper. On the 11th April, the foundation stone was laid,
simply and without publicity. Mother Mauritia did not wish her Sisters to be beholden to
any one for contributions. She desired that the Mother House at King William’s Town
should bear the entire expense of the new Convent of the Sacred Heart. An objectionable
and unsightly gully ran along the Eastern border of the Convent. On the 18th June the
municipality of East London suggested that this gully adjacent to the Convent ground
would be leased to the Convent for 100 years at the cost of £100. The Sisters paid the £100
and transformed the unhygienic spot into a useful garden by planting therein fruit trees and
vegetables.
The new building was completed in December, 1882. It was a double-storey brick and
mortar structure; the large façade along Buffalo Street was ornamented with two statues in
white stone, one to Our Lady and one to Saint Joseph. There were two wings, one facing
Stevenson Street and one parallel to Albany Street.
With Mother Clare Huber as superior the pioneering community travelled from the Mother
House in two waggons each drawn by a 16-span of oxen. They arrived on the 28th
December, 1882. Next morning Father Fagan said Mass in the Convent chapel before
returning to King William’s Town. On the following Sunday, 1st January, 1883, eighty
Catholics assisted at Mass in the Convent Chapel which thereafter served the congregation
as a Parish Church until the opening, in 1894, of the present Church of the Immaculate
Conception.
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For the next fortnight manual work was the order of the day. The Sisters cleaned windows,
scrubbed floors, made simple furniture for class rooms. They were particularly busy with
their Chapel. They painted the wooden altar and the tabernacle which had been made for
them by the Trappists of Dunbrody. As a background for the altar they hung the life-sized
oil painting of the Sacred Heart after whom their Convent was named. This painting was
the work of a Munich artist, K Baumeister, who had been commissioned by a priest in
Augsburg to paint it for the Sisters.
1883

On the first day of school, 23rd January, 1883, sixty-three pupils, boys and girls, were
admitted, and before the end of the year the number was increased to 300. The Convent,
unlike most of the houses in East London at that time, was not made entirely of wood and
iron, though the Sisters’ living rooms were so made. Such houses were usually portable and
could be moved at the convenience of the owners. They were supported on sneezewood
blocks and the entire building was moved from place to place. The floors of verandahs
were strewn with crushed shells. The Convent, however, was a fixture on solid
foundations. Apart from the Chapel, the most useful part of the building was a broad
verandah at the back of the house occupying the position of the present community room.
This was screened from public view and, with its wooden floor and corrugated iron roof it
served the Sisters as a living room. Bishop Ricards had blessed the house and the Chapel
on 13th January, 1883, and on the 14th a reception took place in the Convent such as that
town had never before witnessed.
Among the six postulants clothed that day with the Dominican habit, were two young
ladies who were destined to be leaders among their fellow Religious. Sister M Lucy
Kaltenstadler was to steer the ship of the Congregation through deeps and shallows for
eighteen long years. Today, 1957, she lives in quiet retirement at the Mater Infirmorum.
Sister M Joseph Ryan later became Prioress of the Oakford Dominicans; but right on until
her death she remained a loyal friend of the King Dominicans whom she often visited. The
remaining four who received the habit on that day were: Sr M Augustine Schäffler, Sr M
Bertranda Keller, Sr M Stephana Hanshuber and Sr M Agnes Vordermeyer. After the
ceremony Bishop Ricards administered the Sacrament of Confirmation to some
parishioners. Among these was a woman of 60 years, Mrs Bauer from Potsdam, Germany,
who had come to South Africa with the German Settlers in 1856.
Among the many non-Catholics whom the Sisters instructed at East London in the Catholic
religion at this time was Mrs Charlotte Sweetnam, nee Pohl, who had left her three young
children at the King Convent. Under the guidance of Sister Margaret McConville she was
received into the Church on the 12th September, 1887, by Father Patrick Neville who had
succeeded Father Strobino as parish priest at East London.
In May, 1883 Sister Margaret McConville became superior of the East London Convent,
and in March of the same year Bishop Ricards again visited the Sisters. Realising their lack
of money he gave a public lecture on St Thomas More. The large class room was filled to
capacity and a silver collection was taken towards the school library. The Sisters conducted
two schools for girls and tow for boys. They were called High and Mission Schools. The
latter were government-aided but only one teacher in each received a small salary. The
schools were visited by Government Inspectors, who with their expert advice were a great
help to the teachers. The Sisters also gave private lessons in Art and plain needlework, and
the annual exhibits of their pupils were the envy of many East London ladies.
After teaching all day they worked in the evenings, to raise funds for a Parish Church.
Their own small Chapel was proving inadequate to accommodate the growing Catholic
congregation.
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In June, 1883, owing to an outbreak of smallpox, King William’s Town was in quarantine
and the Sisters could not spend their June vacation there. Sister Alexandra Delaney, a
Dominican Tertiary, took some of the King boarders to the sea. Among these was Charlotte
Adendorff, an excellent swimmer. Unfortunately the girls decided to go off on their own
and have a swim. Charlotte, aged 17, was drowned, and the others had to be helped out of
the water. The accident occurred on the 21st June, 1883. At the inquest Kate Fielding,
Minnie Webb and also Mother Margaret had to give evidence.
On the 2nd December, 1894, Father James Kelly laid the foundation stone of the new
Church of the Immaculate Conception. Bishop Ricards had died earlier in the year and his
successor was too busy to come to East London. There seemed, however, no point in
waiting for the Bishop as the walls were already growing apace. Meanwhile the Sisters had
improved their own building. They had, by their own exertions, erected a fine hall,
dedicated to St Joseph. This adjoined the conventual wing in Albany Street. The hall was
not insured; but it was lent to outsiders for evening entertainment.
Alas, in the early hours of the morning after one such entertainment, police whistles – there
was no fire brigade in those days – announced that the hall was in flames. Two railway
lads, going off duty, gave the alarms. Captain Cochrane and Mr Roberts found a hydrant in
Buffalo Street which gave which gave sufficient water, but the fire had taken too firm a
hold on the hall to save it. All the police could do was to prevent the flames from going to
the adjoining Sisters’ dormitory and thus jeopardising the entire building. The loss was
great – two valuable pianos, a number of stringed instruments and many accessories
necessary to the work of a busy school were devoured by greedy flames at a time when the
Sisters were struggling for their very existence. Yet they blamed no one for the devastation
and calmly started to re-build.
East London was now a rapidly growing seaport so in 1899 Mother Euphemia Koffler who
had succeeded Mother Mauritia as Prioress General, decided to erect a new Convent on the
sea-beach in addition to the one in Albany Street. Longfellow Street was the spot chosen to
suit the convenience of the children living in the Quigney. It was thought that this Convent
might also serve as a seaside vacation residence for Sisters in delicate health coming from
the inland Branches of the Congregation. The building planned by Father Fitzhenry at a
cost of £2000 was double-storeyed with balconies and verandahs facing seaward, so it
commanded an extensive view of the entire roadstead and of Bats’ Cave to the East. The
harbour and its shipping was visible westwards. Thus was established another educational
institute; but this was intended to be a primary school for day pupils only.
1898

Mother Reginald and her staff arrived at the new Maris Stella Convent in February, 1898,
and, before the end of the year, there were 125 pupils on the roll. In September she was
assigned to Fort Beaufort and, much to the regret of the children and staff, she left to do
pioneering work at that Convent. Sister Bernardine Penn replaced her at Maris Stella.
Again, as in Albany Street, the Sisters threw open their Chapel to the parish. The largest
room in the Convent had been chosen; unfortunately it was not on the ground floor.
However, it served its purpose until 1918 when the large parish Church of the Holy
Redeemer was built by Father Daniel O’Flanagan.
Nowadays the Maris Stella site has deteriorated and instead of miles of sea view one sees
only roofs of houses, residences of East London’s teeming population. The sea is still
visible towards Bats’ Cave; but the coastal view is spoilt by the tens of holiday makers.
Yet, though no longer a desirable holiday resort for the Sisters, as a school, the place is a
success. It has a staff of about 11 Sisters and a roll of some 300 pupils. Besides the usual
mission work done at the school, in the afternoons and evenings private religious
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instruction is given to individual adults. This occupies a good deal of the chief catechist’s
time; but it has resulted in many converts to the Faith among the Europeans and the
Chinese.
Another form of Catholic Action is done at Maris Stella, mission work among domestic
servants. It is surprising how easily Coloured and Africans fall away from religious duties
when they come to a large town. Theoretically they know where they can hear Mass, but in
practice, the knowledge is not applied. The Coloured servant of the Convent, Japie, asked
to be instructed in the Catholic Faith. Taught through the medium of Afrikaans, he soon
became an exemplary Catholic and has been instrumental in bringing back to the Faith
many of his lapsed Coloured Friends.
In 1928 a heavy gale took the roof off the back verandah. The corrugated iron was blown
right over the Convent and deposited in Rhodes Street. Guardian Angels must have been
very busy for there were no casualties. How fervently the Sisters said the Te Deum at
Matins when they thought of how the falling sheets might have cleaved any passer-by. In
1929, hurricane-proof roofing prevented the repetition of the near-tragedy. At the end of
the year Mr Clur presented the Community with a concrete pedestal for the Statue of Our
Lady of Lourdes given by the local Convent of the Sacred Heart.
Cambridge – St Pius Convent
Entering East London from King William’s Town the national road passes through
Cambridge. Here the Holy Cross Sisters of Aliwal North bought two lots: Nos. 46 and 37
for £825 and £1350 respectively. A small room, formerly a butcher’s shop, on the corner of
Brabant and Kitchener Streets, was on the property, and the Sisters had transformed this
into a Chapel. Later the room had been divided into two for commercial class rooms.
However, after 21 years of educational work at Cambridge, the Holy Cross Sisters found
that this was their only branch Convent in the East London area, whereas the King
Dominicans had two Convents for Europeans and two for Non-Europeans in East London.
Thus they felt isolated from the Holy Cross area which was mainly in the Northern Cape.
Add to this the financial difficulties at Cambridge; they had to pay high interest on the debt
of their buildings, and the buildings themselves, old and in disrepair, proved very
expensive. Besides this, it was rumoured that the De la Salle Brothers were about to open a
school for boys in East London and it was feared this would deplete the number of their
boy pupils.
1933

So, after consultation with Bishop MacSherry and Bishop Demont, permission was
obtained to sell the Cambridge Convent to the King William’s Town Dominicans.
Accordingly, on the 23rd May, 1933, Mother Augustine Geisel paid £2375 for the property
to Mother Dominic Goebel, Provincial of the Holy Cross Sisters. When the Dominicans
took over Father Bernard Schmidt had already, in 1928, built the parish Church adjoining
the Convent grounds; but as there was no oratory for the Sisters the first thing they did was
to choose a small room for a private Chapel, and the rest of the old Convent was divided
into conventual quarters, hostels for small boys and girls and class rooms. The grounds
were large as Father Schmidt allowed the pupils to use part of the parish ground. No
building changes on any large scale were effected until 1954 when the Sisters built their
own oratory attached to the parish Church and gave £1000 towards extending the
Sanctuary of the parish Church. Otherwise they continued to live in the dilapidated old
buildings even though, after rain, some of the rooms were several inches under water.
The pioneer Dominicans arrived in small groups within a few days of each other. Sister
Margaret Mary Knobel and Sister Rosaria Galonska came first and the community of
eleven was complete in March, 1933. On the 8th April, the Blessed Sacrament was brought
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to the Chapel. In July schools opened with 22 boarders and 56 day pupils; but by the end of
the year the roll had increased to 118. In 1941 and 1942 essential repairs were done to
make the place more habitable.
On the 2nd February, 1943, Father Schmidt arranged for a procession with lighted candles.
As he brought up the rear of the procession and entered the back of the Church he intoned
the “Nunc dimittis.” His whole soul seemed in the sounds he uttered. To those who listened
the words seemed awe-inspiring and prophetic. No doubt the good Father felt like the aged
Simeon when at the presentation in the temple he took the Holy Child in his arms and said
these self-same words: “Nunc dimittis servum tuum, Domine.” This was Father’s last Mass
in Cambridge. That very day he went as a patient to Saint Joseph’s Hospital, Port
Elizabeth, and on the 11th May of the same year he died. His death cast a gloom over the
whole of Cambridge. After taking his precious remains to be buried at Lilyfontein, Bishop
Colbert and 28 priests had dinner at the Cambridge Convent. The Sisters had formed the
choir at both the Requiem Mass and at the funeral, and for 30 days after the death, the
children daily sang the De Profundis after Mass for the repose of his soul.
In 1939, Mother Pius Galvin became superior of the Cambridge Convent. She loved the
children and they reciprocated her love by confidently bringing her all their little troubles
to be assuaged and their difficulties to be solved. Bernie, aged three, one day asked her if
God made everything even cats, dogs and – he seemed to want to say more but could not.
So Mother told him that God had really made all the animals. With a burst of confidence
Bernie said: “He should not have made the oxes!” poor little man, he used to run away as
fast as his short legs would carry him the moment an ox came in sight.
Mother Pius was greatly helped by her two brothers who lived in Cape Town. At their
expense Father Schmidt had carved a beautiful altar for the Sisters’ tiny Chapel. They also
helped by donating educational material. The grounds were now tidied. Fixed seats were
put into the ground for the children, and an old dilapidated shack was transformed into a
play room for the little boys. When, in July, Mother Pius was elected as one of the
councillors of the Prioress General, she was automatically released from the post of
prioress at Cambridge, to the great sorrow of all who had lived with her. Her place was
taken temporarily by a series of Sisters in succession.
On 16th November, 1954, Mass was said for the last time in the Sisters’ Chapel. Thereafter
the Sisters used their own oratory for all devotions. On the 19th Father Hanley erected the
Stations of the Cross in the oratory. The altar in the old Chapel was then dismantled and
taken to the newly-opened House of Studies, Calaroga II, Grahamstown. Generously
Mother Benedicta Reim also gave the Church vestments and other Chapel accessories to
Calaroga.
Today, 1958, the old dilapidated buildings that formed the Convent, are demolished and
replaced by a large double-storey up-to-date building. The first sod was turned on the 1st
September, 1955, by Father Hanley. The children sang “Unless the Lord build the house”
and “Bless this House”. The school roll was then 262. The new imposing building was
officially opened by Bishop E Green in the presence of well-wishers. Mother Aquilina
Spiegel, Prioress General, was represented by Mother Carina Betzl, Prioress Provincial. At
last the school can boast of class rooms for 300 pupils and for nearly 100 boarders. The
school is in three sections with separate dormitories and separate ablution facilities. The
conventual section is apart from that of the children and the Sisters now have the comfort
of modern amenities. After the formal blessing of the house on the 18th August, 1957,
Bishop E Green congratulated the Congregation on the erection of so beautiful a building.
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In 1913 Monsignor James Kelly started on a very small scale a school at East London for
the benefit of Indian, Chinese and Coloured children. At the time there were no educational
facilities available for these races. Sister Gabriel White was the principal teacher and there
she instilled into unkempt children lessons of cleanliness, order and neatness as well as the
three Rs. The school room was the library of Saint Vincent de Paul’s Society on the spot
where Saint Anthony’s School for Europeans in 1957 stands.
In 1921, the Indians and Coloured were removed to Saint Francis Xavier’s Mission school,
the hall of which is a memorial to Mrs Ann Knobel, the mother of our Sister Margaret
Mary. At first this school was occupied by the Sisters only during school hours; but in less
than ten years it had a resident community of eight Sisters. At present two European Sisters
live there permanently with a Community of African Sisters. The school is a flourishing
concern and hundreds of Coloured children owe to it their entire education.
Meanwhile the Chinese children were also transferred to the spacious Chinese School in
Saint Peter’s Road. This does not belong to the Congregation; but Sisters resident at the
Convent of the Sacred Heart teach the Chinese children there during the morning school
hours and in the afternoon they are taught by their own Chinese teachers. Thus, though far
from their Native land, they learn the lessons of loyalty and fidelity to their own country.
East Bank Location – St Peter Claver Mission
1928

The East Bank Location was, in 1928, an accumulation of sordid hovels without any of the
amenities of life. These filthy hovels teemed with children who, without parental control,
literally brought themselves up, living in squalor and dirt. To counteract such shocking
conditions Mother Augustine Geisel established there a Catholic Mission dedicated to St
Peter Claver. In 1928 she sent a small staff of Sisters to teach the children hygienic
conditions and to raise their standard of living. At first school was held on week days in a
barn-like room, and a sliding partition transformed the class room into a Chapel on
Sundays. All was very primitive and the accommodation for the Sisters was crude in the
extreme.
Year by year the numbers increased and a cleaner and healthier atmosphere emanated from
it. Children began to take a pride in personal cleanliness. In orderly fashion they assembled
each day in the quadrangle in the shadow of the large crucifix which the Sisters had
erected. They saw the flower and vegetable gardens at the Convent and were encouraged to
cultivate similar plots at their own homes.
In 1949 the Sisters opened at the same place the Saint Peter Claver Clinic for NonEuropeans. This was a long overdue necessity. At last African mothers could bring their
children to the Sisters for medical attention which they received gratis. Sister Mary Aidan
Quinlan, in charge of the clinic, was an Irish medical doctor, a graduate of two
Universities, Cork and Witwatersrand. She and her African Sister assistant helped those
brought to the clinic and also visited the sick in their homes. She was in truth, as her
patients called her, their mother and friend. How often must her mind have gone to her
green island home, when, by contrast, she saw around her no gardens, but only corrugated
iron shacks unfit for human habitation. Hardest of all for her was the glaring evidence of
laziness and sloth that had no desire to make an effort to reform.
Knowing the home she had come from and her career at two universities, a visitor asked to
be shown her private apartments. “Private apartments?” queried her guide. “She has none;
but I’ll show you where she sleeps.” She did. They went to a dormitory in which there were
six sleeping cubicles, curtained with white sheeting. Each cell contained a small iron
bedstead with a coir mattress and a locker on which rested an enamel jug and basin. There
was nothing else at all as each cell was only nine foot by seven. Pointing to one of these
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spotless but barrack-like cells she said, “This is Sister Aidan’s.” Silently the visitor left the
dormitory.
In 1951 the old Church class room became a school room proper and a spacious Church
was built behind the quadrangle. The grounds were laid out and lowers or growing
vegetables were seen everywhere. It was hoped that the example of making every inch of
ground useful and beautiful would be followed by the Natives in their own disreputable
homes. At this time the teaching staff consisted of three African Sisters and four African
secular teachers. In addition there was a European Sister in charge, a cook and the clinic
staff composed of Doctor Aidan and her assistant African nurse. In 1952 there were 350
pupils on the roll.
1952

Then came tragedy. On Sunday, 9th November, 1952, there was a Native riot at Duncan
Village as the location was called. Sister Aidan was at the Mater Dei Hospital when news
of the trouble came. With words characteristic of her life of service she went to her car
saying: “I had better go and see if I can help.” She went and the horrible orgy of her death
was the result.
At 5 p.m. she drove into the midst of the frenzied mob ready to give first aid to all who
needed it. She was stoned in her car. Fourteen large stones were afterwards found in the
burnt out vehicle. These had been hurled at her and with sticks they struck her. They
horribly mutilated the body. Parts were roasted in the burning car and eaten by the savages.
Intense heat cause by the burning, added to the madness of the throng, prevented all
approach to the burning mass. Pathetic scenes took place. One Native woman bravely
stepped forward and with waving arms shouted, “She is our friend.” She was immediately
struck down and beaten to death. An onlooker said that when the windscreen of the car was
smashed in the face of the victim she saw Sister Aidan cover her face with her hands round
which her rosary was twined. True enough the rosary was later found in the wreckage and
its beads were embedded in the charred facial and finger bones. From a distance a priest
gave the final absolution for a passing soul.
Next the raging mob moved onwards to destroy the entire mission. Father O’Malley was at
the evening Benediction when two loyal lads rushed into the building warning him to flee.
At the same time the police van took the Sisters at the Church door while the priest secured
the Blessed Sacrament. With his sacred burden he drove away in his own car and the police
van carried the Sisters to the Convent of the Sacred Heart in Albany Street. The
desperadoes burnt the mission and razed to the ground all that it included: Convent,
presbytery, school, two clinics, Church – nothing was spared. Probably the halt that the
rioters made to murder Sister Aidan saved the lives of the rest of the community. She gave
her life to save others and that precious life was taken so cruelly by the very persons to
whom she had given all her professional service during the years that followed her
doctorate at the Witwatersrand University.
The official record reads: A Dominican medical Sister who had worked untiringly for three
years at the East Bank Location on behalf of the Natives, died inside her burning car 9th
November 1952. Sister Mary Aidan, Doctor Elsie Quinlan, was born in Cork where she
took her bachelor’s Degree in Social Sciences at the Cork University. She came to South
Africa in 1938. After taking her vows at King William’s Town she was sent by her
Superiors to the Witwatersrand University where she graduated as a medical doctor. She
worked among the natives at the Glen Grey Mission Hospital for nearly four years.
In 1949 she was transferred to Saint Peter Claver’s Mission. Her services were free of
charge and she treated an average of 120 Natives per day. On the Monday before her death
she had attended 140 sick Natives. During her three years’ service she spent herself for the
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well-being of the Duncan Village Natives. Her murder during the riots was an act of base
ingratitude. The fact that the murder was perpetrated not by those she had served, but by a
gang of irresponsible hooligans, gave but cold comfort to the Congregation that mourns her
loss.
1954

In 1954 the Congregation re-built the school and Father O’Malley re-built the Church.
However, the African Sisters who teach there live at Saint Francis Xavier’s Mission in
Maclean Street. Only cement and steel were used in the structure of the new building. This
would prevent a second destruction by burning. There is no trust to be put in the hooligans
who were responsible for the first conflagration.

The Mater Dei Hospital
At the Mater Dei Hospital, East London, the King Dominicans exercise another social duty,
that of nursing the sick. The nucleus of this hospital must be looked for in Saint Peter’s
Road. There at what is now the Chinese School a secular nurse, Sister Hubble, ran a small
private maternity home. In about 1929 she moved to 12 Saint Matthews Road. With the
help of Mother Augustine Geisel, Prioress General, she had her new home refurnished and
renovated and Bishop Hugh MacSherry suggested the beautiful name of the Mather Dei
Maternity Home. After some time Sr Hubble found that she could not run the place alone,
and, on the advice of Father P J Walshe Mother Augustine again helped. This time she lent
a staff of two, Sister Adeline Mack and Sister Christopher Anzinger. A little later Sister
Kilian Fleischmann arrived.
1940

In 1940 Mother Augustine bought the home from Sister Hubble. The pioneer staff
consisted of Sister Adeline, superior, Sister Magda Weber, Sister Theophana Eckl, and
Sister Petra Heckmann. When they arrived there were but two patients and only twelve
bookings; but before the end of 1941 the house was full to capacity. Soon a new wing had
to be added and even further extensions proved inadequate to accommodate the numerous
patients and the necessary staff. Medical men of East London watched with interest and
satisfaction the conscientious work done by the Sisters and urged the Congregation of King
Dominicans to supply the City’s need for hospitalisation by opening, in more spacious
surroundings, a large private hospital.
Already in 1940 Mother Augustine had purchased Woodleigh, the former residence of Sir
Charles Crewe. This had been rented on a lease which expired in 1944. So, in 1945,
Woodleigh was demolished and in its spacious grounds the new Mater Dei Hospital was
erected. On the 25th March, 1946, with a silver trowel in his hand, Bishop James Colbert
laid the foundation stone saying:- “In the faith of Jesus Christ we set this first stone in the
foundation, in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost, that true faith
may flourish here and the fear of God and brotherly love, and that this place may be
devoted to the care of the sick, to prayer and invocation and praise of the same Jesus
Christ, Our Lord.”
The architects were Messrs. Farrow, Stocks and Farrow and the builders Messrs. Pike and
Son, East London. By December 18th, 1947, one wing, containing the nurses quarters and
the maternity wards, was ready for occupation. A fleet of cars and ambulances conveyed
Mother Magda and her entire staff with 22 patients and their babies, away from St
Matthews Road to No 45 St Marks Road. On the 22nd December, Monsignor H Boyle said
the first Mass in the Mater Dei Chapel. Just one sad note struck the Sisters, Mother
Augustine was no longer with them bodily to share the triumph of the transfer; but they
knew the institute and all its future work would be one of many memorials to her brave and
energetic spirit. Her successor, Mother Demetria Hemmer, took her place as representative
of the Congregation.
28

The building continues so the nursing staff was at the mercy of plasterers and plumbers
hurrying to be ready for the official opening on the 26th April, 1949. The great day began
with Solemn High Mass celebrated according to the Dominican Rite. Four Fathers of the
Order who had come to East London for the occasion were at the altar. Monsignor J B
Rosenthal, Bishop Elect of Queenstown, blessed the new building. Bishop Hugh Boyle,
who on the 2nd February, 1949, had succeeded Bishop Colbert, was also present. Father,
later Monsignor, J O’Keefe was master of Ceremonies.
The Mayor, Councillor D Lazarus, in his speech, briefly outlined the work of the
Dominican Sisters from King William’s Town to the Zambesi between 1877 and 1948. He
referred particularly to their work at East London during the Great ‘Flu of 1918, when the
Dominican habit became a well-known sight in the location, the North End and in other
parts of the City where their work for the sick and the suffering would never be forgotten.
He offered his warmest good wishes for the magnificent work they were doing for the
citizens of East London. After his speech Bishop Boyle handed him the key with which the
Mayor opened the main entrance to the building and then declared it to be officially
opened.
The hospital has medical, surgical and maternity wards and also a mother-craft clinic. It is
a training centre for maternity nurses. Thousands of mothers proudly say “My baby was
born at the Mater Dei.”
1949

On 28th February, 1949, Bishop H Boyle consecrated the marble altar of the Chapel and
dedicated the Chapel itself. A special blessing was granted those who visited the Chapel on
the day and on the anniversary. In April of the same year the roof cells were completed and
occupied. In July, after eight years of pioneering, up-hill work, for the Mater Dei when it
was in both St Matthews and St Marks Roads, Mother Magda was replaced by Mother
Ottilia Thum. Thereafter two or three Sisters occupied her post at short intervals until on
the 1st January, 1957, the office of Prioress was filled by Mother Hilmar Stich.
Two Mothers belonging to the General Council died at the Mater Dei Hospital, Mother
Pius Galvin in 1951 and Mother Alacoque Brien in 1953. Between these two deaths, in
1952, the tragedy of the Native Riots occurred when Sister Aidan Quinlan met her terrible
death.
In 1953 the Lourdes Grotto at the Mater Dei was completed. Its beautiful statue arrived
later from Holland. In 1956, the new sterilising room and the doctor’s room were ready for
use in the maternity block, and the old sterilising room was free to be adapted as a long
overdue milk kitchen. Unfortunately at this time Doctor Waddell, who had given the
midwifery lectures to the students since the inception of the training school, had to inform
the matron that he could no longer continue the work.
The mater Dei Hospital owes its very existence to the East London doctors who have so
nobly aided the endeavours of the staff. The Congregation would like to put on record its
lasting gratitude to each one of the medical men who have helped to bring about the
success of the institute.
When the Mater Dei staff left No. 12 Saint Matthew’s Road their vacated home was
converted into Saint Anne’s Hostel for working girls. It gave accommodation to 32 young
ladies working in the City. From 1948 to 1955 it rarely had a vacancy. In fact it usually had
a long waiting list. However, when the De la Salle Brothers, opposite the New Mater Dei
Hospital, decided that they had not sufficient space to expand, their property came into the
market and was bought by Mother Demetria.
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The place was in great disrepair and as there was no staff to occupy it, it deteriorated
rapidly. Tramps soon got to know of the unoccupied house and enjoyed free night lodging
by breaking windows. The once beautiful home of Mr Burnham-King, with its tower
known as The Nightingale’s Cage, now cut a sorry figure. Mr Vogelsang was engaged to
repair the place and it was decided to transfer Saint Anne’s Hostel from Saint Matthew’s
Road to No. 36 Saint Mark’s Road. Sister Edward Liebhart was in charge at the time of the
transfer, and it was with heavy hearts that she and her staff took some of their boarders and
all their belongings to the new Saint Anne’s. Sister Edward then left on an indefinite
holiday and her place was taken by Sister Bertrand Singhammer.
The school section of the old De la Salle College, known as Saint Raymond’s, after
suitable repairs, was used to house the Government School children from the Sacred Heart
Convent in Albany Street. This Convent was overcrowded with pupils and its locality had
become so commercialised that it was found essential to lessen the number of its pupils.
This was best done by transferring the entire Government School to Saint Raymond’s.
At the same time the question of moving the Sacred Heart Convent High School to a more
residential area was discussed and with this in view Mother Aquilina Spiegel, Prioress
General, purchased Red House. A tenant was put on the premises until such time as it
would be possible to implement the transfer. This change of locality is proof of the great
advance that has been made in the East London Fighting Port, as it is called, and at the
same time it shows how wonderfully the Sacred Heart Convent has grown. Its hundreds of
pupils had increased till every inch of what was once considered spacious ground was
either built upon or turned into sports courts. The Convent School more than holds its own
when compared with other schools. In 1951 the school orchestra won the Gold Medal at the
Eisteddfod. Twelve of the Convent pupils attended the Music and Arts Festival held in
Durban. Some of these were even asked to play in the City of Durban Orchestra while one
of them was given the privilege of broadcasting during the Festival. The pupils enjoy all
the additional aids usual in City schools and every year they have good results in both
Matriculation and Junior Certificate Examinations.
The Boy’s School in the old double-storey building was declared unsafe. There Sister
Alexia Bolton, Sister Annunciata Flannery and many other Sisters had taught boys in the
early days. The small library belonging to the Saint Vincent de Paul Society, where Sister
Gabriel taught her polyglot pupils who spoke Kitchen Dutch, Chinese, Indian and English,
gave place to Saint Anthony’s School for Boys. At the end of 1953, owing to shortage of
staff, the Sisters withdrew from teaching at this school. The De la Salle Brothers took it
over.

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.
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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
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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.
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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.
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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
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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.

CHAPTER VI
Call to Potchefstroom – 1888, Convent of the Sacred Heart
1885

Ever since Dr FitzGerald had brought Kreli to visit the Mother House Mother Mauritia had
secretly cherished the hope of founding a school for his people. In 1885 with Sister M
Margaret McConville she visited the Lovedale Institute to study the methods used by the
missionaries there. On her return, fired with enthusiasm, she opened at the King Convent a
boarding school for Amaxhosa. This was a lean-to at the back of the kitchen. The first
pupils of this extraordinary venture to adopt Lovedale methods were Anna and Lizzie. No
surnames were given; but they were known as the children of Klaas – again no surname –
the Convent servant.
Lizzie was a complex character and on more than one occasion defied her mistresses. She
would refuse to eat lettuce at dinner declaring that she was not a sheep and so could not be
expected to eat grass. Finally one day after an unusually bad outburst of passion, she ran
away. This made Mother Mauritia realise that the Lovedale type of school was not suitable
to her natives and the experiment was temporarily abandoned. The indefatigable Mother
tried again later at Izeli with better results. So 1885 closed with 150 boarders at the Mother
House. These were composed of European boys and girls and Anna and Lizzie were not
included.
Father Allen
Apart from boarders the year was marked by other arresting events. In Holy Week the
Sisters, duly instructed by Dr Allen, sang the Office of Tenebrae with the Priest in choir.
They conceived so great a love of the Divine Office that they continued to recite it during
the whole of Eastertide. Finally they petitioned Bishop Ricards to allow them to substitute
it permanently for the Little Office of Our Lady. The request was willingly acceded to by
the Bishop, ever ready to contribute to the joy of the Sisters. The recitation of the Divine
Office was then continued until 1900, when, owing to the increase of work in the schools
and to the Anglo-Boer War, the Sisters resumed the recitation of the Marianum according
to the Dominican Rite.
Dr Allen was confessor both to the Mother House and to its filial at East London. So every
week he had to travel to the sea-port on horseback. He was a prudent and wise director to
whom the congregation owes much; for he put the stamp of solid practical piety on the
religious of both the King William’s Town Convent and its branch at East London. This
stamp was to be handed down to future generations. He himself was a Franciscan, and he
used to hold Franciscan meetings in the Convent Church. A window of St Francis of
Assisi, near the Lady Altar, memorial to Mother Mauritia, commemorates him. It is fitting
that his memorial window should be next to that of the nun whose spiritual guide he had
been for so many years.
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To the great grief of the Sisters, Father Allen was, in 1891, transferred to Queenstown,
where he dedicated the Parish Church he was building to Saint Dominic, whose daughters
he had spiritually fathered for twelve years. The altar of the Church was later given by the
Parish as his memorial. In 1955 a more modern altar was erected; but the portion of the
original altar on which his commemoration is gilded, is still retained beneath the new
structure. However, he was not long in Queenstown. Under the strenuous work had had
done, his health gave way, and in April of the same year as his transfer, 1891, he left South
Africa and returned to his native Wexford, Ireland. There he lived in retirement. He died at
Lightwater, Killinick, at the comparatively early age of 52, on the 4th June, 1902. Great,
surely, must be the reward given to this holy and learned priest for the help he gave the
Congregation during its critical embryonic years.
1883

After the opening of the East London Convent of the Sacred Heart, 1883, all events seemed
to point to the apostolic life. Hitherto the Sisters had regarded themselves as nuns, more or
less enclosed. In fact many believed they were enclosed religious of the second order. To
meet the increasing calls for charitable activity outside the Convent, Mother Mauritia set
aside two Sisters for external work. These were Sister M Frances Condon and Sister M
Alexandra Delaney. They were solemnly clothed as Dominican tertiaries by Dr Allen.
Though they lived in the Community and shared the lives of the Sisters, they dressed in
black and wore a light gauze veil on their heads.
They were called upon to do any outdoor work so as to keep the other nuns enclosed. Thus
they visited the sick and the poor in their homes, accompanied pupils on their walks, and
when they were at home looked after pre-school children or performed any other needful
work. However, in 1888 and 1889, after Dr Allen’s retreat on the Apostolic Life, there
seemed to be a persistent urge to a more active life for the enclosed Sisters. Letters from
Bishop Ricards to Mother Mauritia gave increasing evidence that he relied on her and her
Sisters for help in his herculean task of tending the spiritual welfare of his vast Vicariate.
His missionary Priests were too few, and he pointed out that by putting Convents in a few
centres, much might be done for the spread of Christianity. Other pastors of Christ’s flock
scattered throughout South Africa made similar appeals to Mother Mauritia and expected
help from her. Requests poured in from the South African Republic, Rhodesia and Natal.
The apostolic windows in the clerestory of the new Church seemed to point the way to
activity.
The South African Republic was originally under the jurisdiction of the Vicar Apostolic of
Natal but there was then no resident priest at Mooi River as Potchefstroom, the capital of
the Republic was still sometimes called. Travelling priests belonging to the Natal Vicariate
sometimes visited Potchefstroom and it is recorded that, in spite of the regulation that “no
religion other than that of the Dutch Reformed Church was allowed within the South
African Republic,” a Mass was said there privately as early as 1854.
In 1868, Father Hondewanger visited Potchefstroom. On his arrival he was warned by the
Government officials not to celebrate Mass under pain of being put over the Border. His
remonstrances were answered by this threat being carried into effect. He was given twelve
hours’ notice and a Field Cornet was instructed to see him out of the country. However, in
the very next year, 1869, this obnoxious regulation was repealed through the efforts of the
Catholic residents of Potchefstroom. Probably the pending visit of the Catholic Governor
of Qualimane in Portuguese East Africa, was potent in furthering the concession.
Politically the country was a republic under the presidency of Paul Kruger, a staunch
supporter of Calvinism.
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On the 15th March, 1886 the South African Republic was separated from natal and made an
ecclesiastical Prefecture under the Rt. Rev Odilo Monginoux O.M.I. 1886 – 1891. At his
request Mother Mauritia in 1888 obtained permission from Bishop Ricards to send Sisters
to Potchefstroom.
1889

On the 17th June, 1889, the Bishop said an early Mass at the Convent in King William’s
Town for eight of the King Dominicans who were leaving that day on the first lap of their
journey to Potchefstroom. The pioneers, Sister M Bertranda Keller, Sister M Rose Niland,
Sister M Imelda Ebner, Sister M Peter O’Connor, Sister M Ambrosia Offenwanger, Sister
M Dominic Vogel, Sister M Vincent Schneider, and Sister M Constantia Frommknecht
were leaving to open a new Convent at Potchefstroom. They would be accompanied by
Sister Reginald. Punctually at 6 a.m. they left the Mother House. At Grahamstown, they
spent two hours at Notre Mere’s Convent, after which they entrained for Kimberley, which
was the railway terminus for the Transvaal. As they sped along they said the Divine Office
and other Community prayers, and arrived at Kimberley in time for early Mass on 19th June
1889. There they enjoyed the hospitality of the Sisters of Nazareth and met Msgr Odilo
Monginoux O.M.I. and also Father Peter Strobino. The former would travel with them to
Potchefstroom by mule wagon.

Potchefstroom – Convent of the Sacred Heart
As it was at his request, as Prefect Apostolic, that the Sisters were going to Potchefstroom,
Msgr Monginoux took keen interest in their comfort. At 3 a.m. next day, Sunday, they
changed mules at a country hotel and, before leaving, had the blessing of hearing mass with
the proprietor’s family. On the morning of the 23rd June the mule coach arrived at
Potchefstroom, and the driver kindly took the party to the door of their new home.
The house was empty of persons and of all furniture. There was nothing to welcome the
Sisters but the bare walls and mud floors of a small cottage. They sat on their luggage and
planned who should go shopping and what should be bought. Food was the first essential;
so, in two groups, five Sisters went out into the unknown streets. Later they decided they
would use a class room as a Chapel of ease on Sundays and have a small room for their
own daily use. On the 24th June, 1889, Msgr Monginoux said the first Mass in the little
improvised Chapel.
The shoppers bought two beds, one for the priest and one for Mother Mauritia. The rest of
the Sisters slept on the floor rolled in their blankets. When shopping they had asked shop
owners for the straw of their packing cases. With this they hoped to make mattresses for
themselves; but this request was refused as the people were hostile to the arrival of the
Sisters. Each morning the blankets were folded into a corner, and all available floor space
was used for carpentry. Benches were made for the class rooms; and mud floors were
replaced by wooden ones. Every Sister helped with the woodwork under the direction of
the four lay Sisters/ after some weeks a friendly farmer brought them a load of straw with
which they made mattresses. Thus towards the end of winter they could at least feel a layer
of straw between their bodies and the hard cold floor.
A pathetic little incident occurred when Msgr Monginoux was asked to visit an old Irish
lady. She told him that for thirty years she prayed that a priest would visit her before she
died. Her prayer was now answered and she received the Last Anointing. She died a few
days later. Msgr Monginoux conducted the funeral walking the streets of Potchefstroom in
soutane, surplice and stole! Surely a hitherto unheard-of event! The old lady’s daughter and
six grandchildren became fervent Catholics after having been instructed by the Sisters.
Msgr Monginoux then took up temporary residence in Potchefstroom so that the Sisters
might not be deprived of the blessing of daily Mass. He remained until the 23rd July when
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he arranged that Father Trabaud should take his place. On the 8th September, 1889, Father
Isidore Tresch was ordained in Pietermaritzburg, and he then came to Potchefstroom as
companion to Father Trabaud. These tow priests, Fathers Trabaud and Tresch helped the
Sisters in every way, even in the construction of their Convent. However, Father Isidore
was, in 1892, transferred to Fordsburg and later to America. He died in Stanton, USA, 13th
October, 1922. Father Trabaud continued to be both architect and contractor. The Sisters
themselves worked under his direction. They mixed the mortar, made and laid the bricks,
acted as carpenters and masons and did not even hoist the flag when they were roof high.
Devoid of architectural beauty, the solid block of double-storey building which they
themselves had built was right on the street. The rooms were spacious and well ventilated;
the large room on the right of the entrance formed the Chapel. The rest of the block
consisted of Convent, hostel and class rooms, all made and furnished by their devoted
hands.
In the local paper the Potchefstroom Convent Chapel was advertised as opening on 16th
July, 1889. The Sisters were violently opposed by several ministers of religion who called
them the “white-robed geese” who had got into the town without any noise. In spite of
opposition the school was soon full to overflowing, and it became imperative to build. The
Sisters again set about making bricks in the Convent grounds. Some helped to break down
old walls others to build up new ones; but all helped, and soon the new building was
rapidly growing. Mother Mauritia and Sr Rose Niland did the shopping and, when at home,
they worked with the others. Even Msgr Monginoux lent a helping hand whenever he was
there.
On the 22nd September, 1889, the largest of the new class rooms was chosen as a
permanent Church and there, on opening day, Sisters Ambrose and Constantia, who were
only novices, solemnly pronounced their vows in public in the presence of Msgr
Monginoux. He was assisted by Father Trabaud. Such a scene had never before taken place
in Potchefstroom and the Church was filled to capacity. The ceremony did much to lessen
the bitterness of public feeling towards the Sisters.
In 1892, Father Schoch O.M.I succeeded Msgr O Monginoux as Prefect Apostolic (1892 –
1898). He found, on a visit to Potchefstroom, that Father Trabaud’s health, never very
robust, had given way under the strain of pioneering work. He then arranged that, after a
recuperative holiday in Natal, Father Trabaud should be transferred to Pretoria and should
be succeeded in Potchefstroom by Father Serriere. Before leaving Potchefstroom Father
Trabaud formed the first Parish Library. At Pretoria he worked energetically for his
parishioners till in 1901 he was transferred to Natal. In 1921, he returned to his native land,
France, where at Aix la Chapelle he died 19th August, 1937. Thus passed into eternity one
of the earliest benefactors of the Convent of the Sacred Heart, Potchefstroom.
Meanwhile, Mother Mauritia had telegraphed to King William’s Town for two more
Sisters to help the teaching staff. This resulted in the arrival at Potchefstroom of Sister
Patrick Cosgrove and Sister Amanda Gately in October, 1889. They brought with them as
an assistant Music Teacher, Sister Peter’s sister, Miss Kate O’Connor. At the end of
October, Mother Mauritia and Sister Reginald left Potchefstroom after Mother Bertranda
Keller had been appointed superior of the Potchefstroom Convent.
Before her departure an interesting event took place. A gentleman belonging to the German
Lutheran Church became very ill. Dr. Mortimer of Potchefstroom said he would not answer
for the man’s life unless a really good nurse could be found to take over the case at once.
Enquiries were made and there was no trained nurse available in the whole of
Potchefstroom, except Mother Mauritia, who besides her other accomplishments, was a
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fully trained nurse. However, she was only a visitor to the town and was helping her Sisters
to form a Convent School.
Upon being approached Mother Mauritia and a companion Sister went to the hotel where
they found the apparently dying man. The patient’s life had been given up twice in four
days; but Mother Mauritia and her companion nursed him back to life and good health. The
story was published by outsiders even in the Johannesburg papers; Dr. Mortimer and his
patient were living witnesses of the truth, so the event did much to publicise the good work
of the Sisters. In 1890 the Convent was completed, but each room had been occupied as
soon as it was available so there was no need for a formal opening. This large barrack-like
structure, built by the Sisters and Father Trabaud, served as school and boarding
accommodation for nearly 30 years. It was demolished in 1928.
During the Anglo-Boer War the Sisters suffered great hardships especially from lack of
food; but they persevered, bravely giving to others from the little they had themselves. At
the close of the war boys and girls came from various parts of the Transvaal and the
Orange Free State as, besides being the first and only English medium school in
Potchefstroom, the Sisters’ school was then the only one throughout the Transvaal that did
advanced educational work with boys. After leaving the Convent school many of the lads
held responsible positions, and often gave evidence of their loyalty and attachment to their
former teachers. Girls, too, grown to womanhood, educated at the Potchefstroom Convent,
are scattered far and wide, and carry with them wherever they go the happy results of their
conventual training.
When once the Convent in Potchefstroom was firmly established the nuns felt they would
like a Sister Convent nearby, as the Mother House seemed very far away. Father Schoch,
Prefect Apostolic of the Transvaal, favoured Klerksdorp, where our former Convent, under
Mother Rose Niland, had been closed by Bishop Ricards. His successor, Bishop Strobino,
was averse to King William’s Town bearing the debt of a new foundation; so Mother
Euphemia Koffler, who had succeeded Mother Mauritia as Prioress Genera, in 1896
decided that the Convent should be opened; but that Potchefstroom and Klerksdorp
together should shoulder the debt of the foundation. Five Sisters formed the pioneers with
Mother Reginald as Superior. Father Hammer O.M.I. went with them and remained as their
chaplain until February, 1897, when he was succeeded by a series of delicate priests who
went to Klerksdorp to recuperate.
From 1901 to 1906 Father Jeremiah McCarthy was chaplain to the Sisters in
Potchefstroom. They, in spite of the Anglo-Boer War, continued their educational activities
and eked out their living by selling Art pictures and fancy needlework for a mere pittance.
Among their many benefactors during the war years were Mr Duncan, Superintendent of
the Burgher’s Camp, who sent them rations when he could; Mrs P Ferrero, who , with her
husband, was ever ready, from their own meagre means, to help with food and clothing;
Xavier and John Baumann, who were never happier than when permitted to do any odd job
for the Sisters; and last, but not least Captain Rowland, who frequently sent provisions.
In July, 1902, at the close of the War, Father de Lacey, Acting Prefect Apostolic of the
Transvaal, sent a telegram to Mother Eleonora, the Superior of the Potchefstroom Convent,
for Sisters who should replace for one month the Sisters of Charity who had left
Braamfontein for their Mother House in Belgium. He stated telegraphically that this was
not a request but an order. She replied that they were willing to obey; but must first have
the sanction of Mother Jacoba Zirn who had succeeded Mother Euphemia as PrioressGeneral at King William’s Town. Meanwhile, she planned to send three teaching Sisters
and a Sister cook to Braamfontein. However, Mother Jacoba telegraphed that no
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permission was given for Sisters of the Congregation to go to Braamfontein; but she
suggested that they should ask Mildred Sweetnam and Emma Teubes who were
matriculation students in Klerksdorp and Potchefstroom respectively, to take the work for
the month stipulated.
Accordingly these two young girls went to Johannesburg to look for the Convent. They
were both converts to the Faith. After hours of aimless driving, for which they paid dearly,
they at last entered the building. There they were faced by a blackboard on which was
painted in white enamel one word, ‘Silence’! This chilled whatever enthusiasm they had.
However, they held the fort and taught 175 pupils for the month. After three weeks
Emma’s sister, Louisa, came, and then her mother and brothers were released from the
concentration camp, and all of them came to live at the school. At the end of the month
Mildred returned to Klerksdorp and left the Teubes family to run the school. When the
Sisters of Charity returned Emma went back to Potchefstroom and then left for King
William’s Town to become a Dominican Sister. She took the name of Sister Mary
Ambrose Teubes, later Mother Ambrose, and died at our Convent at Hinckley, England, 6th
March, 1948. Mildred joined her at King William’s Town, became Sister Mary Joseph
Sweetnam, and together they made their vows 23rd July, 1905.
1903

On the 9th September, 1903, the foundation stones of the present main building of the
Convent at Potchefstroom were laid, one by Bishop Caughren of Kimberley who in 1902
had taken over the administration of the Transvaal, the other by the resident magistrate, Mr
J B Irving. In this main building for twenty years one large room still served as Convent
Chapel and Parish Church. However, in 1924, Bishop Cox O.M.I laid the foundation stone
of the new Church on the North side of the main building. Later he came to dedicate it. On
the stone is: Church of the Sacred Heart of Jesus. This stone was laid by the Rt. Rev Bishop
Cox O. M. I. 24th February, 1924, for the glory of God.
Great deeds originate in small beginnings and the present-day (1957) Saint Louis Bertrand
Mission, with its thousand and more, neatly costumed, well-behaved pupils with their
spacious and spotlessly clean apartments, had its origin as early as 1921 in a humble
Mission, begun miles away, at Muiskraal by Father Pierre Mercur O. M. I.
He was priest-in-charge at Potchefstroom and also Convent Chaplain, so it was only once a
month that, armed with his Mass equipment, he would entrain for Rysmierbult. There he
would be met by Dominic Thale, and the two would walk the six miles to Dominic’s house,
Muiskraal, carrying the heavy equipment between them. There was a hut which served
both as Church and small school where Joseph Ramchance taught some 25 children. A
more ambitious outstation and school had been founded 12 miles away at Machavie by
Father Chrysostom Egan O.P. and the teacher there was Sara Kekana helped by her
husband, Henry. There were about 60 pupils.
Mother Dympna Doyle, Superior of the Potchefstroom Convent, anxious to have a mission
nearer home, reconnoitred the location locality and found close to the location what she
considered an ideal spot. On this stood what appeared to be an empty hall. She interviewed
the town clerk and explained that she hoped to establish a Catholic mission. Would the
municipality share in the good work and grant the land and the hall for this purpose? The
department appeared willing; but explained that the property was being used by the
Medical Officer of Health, Dr Friel. They added that their consent to forfeit the hall would
be pendent upon the decision of Dr Friel who was away on holiday.
As soon as he returned Mother Dympna bearded the proverbial lion in his den and bravely
asked for the property. Dr Friel pointed out that he could not possibly give up the locality,
urgently needed for his location patients. He said his decision was final and that the
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property should not go to the Convent or any other Mission. Mother Dympna and her
companion, Sister Adelaide Vorndran, returned from their fruitless visit, but were not
downcast. “More things are wrought by prayer than this world dreams of” they pondered.
The matter was referred to the Community and it was decided to make a novena of prayer
for the ground. On the third day of the novena Mother Dympna’s telephone rang: “Dr Friel
here. I suppose you people are down on your knees storming heaven for my hall. This is to
say you can spare yourselves the trouble for you are not going to get it.” Sweetly Mother
Dympna replied: “I think we are, Doctor. Time will tell.” A laugh was the only reply as the
receiver crashed down. On the eighth day Mother Dympna tentatively made an
appointment with the Doctor for 11.30 a.m. he received her with: “Now don’t imagine you
are going to get my hall for you are not.” “Oh, yes, we are,” came the quick retort. “I know
that Dr Friel has never refused me anything and that he will not start doing so today.” The
Doctor sat down and glared at her soft soap. “But surely you understand that I need the
place for my own work. I won’t give it up.”
That evening Mother Dympna’s ‘phone rang again: “Is that you, Mother? Look here. You
can have that ground and hall; but don’t let us hear another word about it. I’ll arrange the
matter with the municipality. Good night!” Down went the receiver, as Mother Dympna sat
dumbfounded for some minutes, quite unable to move. Next day she was notified that the
property was at her disposal free of charge provided it was used as a Mission school.
A movable partition was put into the hall and one end was curtained off and gusto! The
Mission was started with two class rooms and a sanctuary, nothing else. By this time
Potchefstroom had been given to the Dominican Fathers as a field of labour and so Father
Oliver Clark O.P. laid the foundation of the new Mission, Saint Louis Bertrand, Buiten
Street. Sister Borromea Allgäuer and Sister Ferdinand Faisst went in a gig each morning to
teach, and later Sister Frances Moosman and Sister Floretta Hörle joined the staff; but both
Priest and Sisters returned to their respective homes in the afternoon and did not sleep at
the Mission. In 1932 Father David Donohue took over the work on lines similar to those
laid down by Father Oliver.
On the 1st April, 1933, Father Nicholas Humphreys O. P. Arrived at the Mission. There
were about 100 children at the school of whom only nine were Catholics. In the whole
district of Potchefstroom there were 169 Catholics and Catechumens. Like his predecessors
Father Nicholas slept and ate at the presbytery in town; but soon he moved to the Sacristy
at the Mission and lived in that tiny space, 7‘ by 9‘, and went to town only for one meal a
day. This was a big step forward for it made it possible to keep the Blessed Sacrament in
the sanctuary, and to have daily Mass instead of on Sundays only.
In 1934, Mother Bertranda Miller spent about $2400 building the present Church with two
rooms attached for the Priest, one extra class room and a small Convent. Sandler and
Thompson did the work and Mother Bertranda herself prepared the plans with a minimum
of expense. In 1935 the Sisters moved in permanently. Sister Lioba Koch was Superior,
Sister Anacleta Frizino, Sister Henrietta Kramer and Sister Colmar were teachers, Sister
Justina Wurms was cook and Infirmarian.
In April Mother Augustine Geisel asked Father Nicholas Humphreys to be principal. He
had been teaching since his arrival in 1933 and was a trained teacher before becoming a
Dominican. For the next six years he continued as principal till Sister Fortunata Hummel
relieved him of the official burden; but the zealous Priest still remained on the teaching
staff. At this time there were 600 children in the school and the numbers of Catholics and
Catechumens had increased immensely. Schools were established in 11 of the 23
outstations.
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Father Nicholas used the bioscope to prevent crime over the week-ends and it was a well
attested fact that as long as it was held no serious crime occurred in the location. In 1936,
the school was registered by the Government. In 1944, good wood-working machinery was
secured, and Sister Manfreda Daufratschofer did excellent work with the children. About
1946, the school was recognised as Secondary for girls taking Domestic Science as a
subject. The Sisters then built a three-roomed Domestic Science Centre; Needlework,
Cooking and Laundry. With Sister Colmar in charge of this, it was soon brought to a high
standard and received excellent commendations from inspectors.
A large hall was the next addition. In this there was a second projector for bioscopes.
Dances, too were held here over the weekend to teach the people that they could be well
conducted with no fighting or roughness allowed. On Sundays Mass was said at the various
outstations; and Roneoed sermons as well as copies of the Epistles and Gospels were read
by the catechists on those Sundays on which Mass was not said. Thus Faith was kept alive
and the people felt they had a church service on every Sunday of the year.
When Father Nicholas O.P. left in August 1948 there were about 1300 children in the
school of whom some 450 were Catholics, and another 1000 in the outstations. He had
baptised 3500 people, always after two years instruction except in the case of very old
people, or those in danger of death, and also small children of convert families. His policy
was to refuse to baptise children except in extremis, who had not at least one Catholic
parent. Thus lapses were prevented.
At the time of his departure there were 2000 Catholics and catechumens in the district of
whom 1200 were in the location. Practically all performed their Easter duties. Father
himself ran the men’s Praesidium; Sister Colmar the women’s and Sister Fortunata the
Children of Mary. There were about twenty tertiaries and these had achieved so high a
standard of liturgical perfection that Father Hilary Carpenter O.P. said they were the most
moving thing he had seen in Africa.
In 1950 the long overdue boarding house, Fatima Hostel, with accommodation for 60 girls,
was completed. In 1957 the Junior Primary has about 450 pupils on the roll, and the Senior
Primary up to and including Standard VI with 550. Then comes the Secondary School for
girls only, with four forms, I, II and III; Form III being the Junior Certificate Class. After
passing the Junior Certificate many train as teachers, nurses, or Domestic Science
Instructresses.
This the seed planted originally about six miles from Rysmierbult, has grown to a fruitful
tree, which so far has given to the Church an African Priest, Father Motsuenyane, and three
Dominican Sisters, as well as thousands of worshippers of Christ.

CHAPTER VII
Journey to Rhodesia
Note: Mother Joseph Sweetnam took particular care to gather actual facts for
Chapters 7 and 8 from Sister Pancratius Webster who was one of the
Rhodesian Pioneers. Often her very words are quoted.
The correspondence re the Rhodesian Hospitals and School will be found in
the Bishop of Port Elizabeth Archives, viz. Bishop Ricards letters (Box 425,
Port Elizabeth) and the Jesuits of Grahamstown (St Aidan’s College, Box
178, Grahamstown) These tow parties were instrumental in the Sisters‘
going to Rhodesia. The third source is the Dominican Generalate, 80
Valley Road, Parktown (Later the CLT Office at The Haven, St Vincent
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School for the Deaf, Melrose). Other sources are the Rhodesian
Dominicans (Dominican Convent (Motherhouse), 70 Fourth Street/ Selous
Ave., P O Box CY 740, Harare. Tel: +263 470 1452; Emails:
conventop@domstar.zw; regisuperior@zamtel.zm ; domreg@zol.co.zw; )
Dr F Kalk, editor of the South African Catholic Magazine, (also known as
the Catholic Magazine for S A.) 1890 till about 1914 – has good articles on
the Sisters and the Hospital – apparently gathered from letters written by
the Sisters to King William’s Town
There is a file on these books, 1890 – 1924 (March) in the Sate Archives,
Salisbury. I don’t know if it is complete but the Bishop of Port Elizabeth has
a complete file in his Archives. However only the earlier volumes will deal
with the Hospital for the Sisters, owing to shortage of staff and other causes
gave up the Hospital when the Civil authorities were able to get staff from
overseas.
Each of the Sister Nurses received a watch suitably engraved as a souvenir
from the Hospital Board when they retired .
Lastly the names of the first Doctors and military are given and I expect
can be traced in Rhodesia’s Archives.
Sr M Ludwiga Heanan
Convent King William’s Town
15.2.1960

Towards the close of the 19th Century the Continent of Africa was being opened out to
European influence. The British Chartered Trading Company gradually secured a firm
footing in the parts North and South of the Zambesi River which is now called Southern
Rhodesia.
Then Cecil Rhodes made himself responsible for a great push into the interior of Africa, as
he intended to join the whole stretch of land from Cape to Cairo into a number of Colonies
under the British flag. He went his pioneer forces beyond the Limpopo into Matabele and
Mashonaland to put his great dream into action.
The Catholic Church was watching these new developments with great interest with a view
of Christianising the Aborigines of this vast Continent. Pope Leo XIII appointed the
English Jesuits as pioneer Missionaries for the domain of the British Chartered Company
and beyond.
For the above reason the Sisters of King William’s Town received an urgent call from two
sides: The Jesuit Fathers needed Sisters for their mission enterprises; the empire-builder
had need of nurses for his fever-stricken soldiers.
1889

In 1889, at the request of Cecil Rhodes, and through the intervention of Father A.M.
Daignault, Bishop Ricards gave his consent and Mother Mauritia agreed to send nuns to
Rhodesia. Volunteers were called for among the Sisters, and from King William’s Town,
Sister Amica Kilduff, Sister Frances Condon and Sister Ignatius Maslinger were accepted.
From our Convent in Potchefstroom news came that Sister Patrick Cosgrave and Sister M
Constantia Frommknecht had also volunteered their services. Sister Patrick was made
Superior of the party of five. She and her companions received orders to proceed direct to
Mafeking, where they arrived on 22nd February, 1890, just two hours before the rest of the
party came from King William’s Town.

43

The Sisters, in habits that had changed their white colour, owing to the dust of a long
journey, were welcomed by Father Daignault, Father Hartmann and Father Prestage, all
S.J. at Mafeking. They were informed that, as the transport mules had run away, they
would have to make the long journey of 400 miles to Salisbury by ox-wagon. A still greater
disappointment awaited them, for, at Mafeking, Father Daignault received from
headquarters his recall to Grahamstown. This and the departure of Mother Mauritia and her
companion, Sister M Margaret McConville, left the five Sisters forlorn indeed.
However, there was no time to waste in idle mourning, so Father Prestage took Mother
Patrick and Sister Amica to Colonel Pennfather and Major Forbes to offer their services at
the local hospital. The two officers were delighted, as their hospital was run entirely by
male orderlies with Native assistants. What a wonderful transformation the Sisters made
during their seven weeks’ stay at Mafeking. Some of Father Daignault’s Salisbury
equipment was used on the understanding that it would have to be taken away when the
Sisters left. So beds were rigged up and a stove put in the kitchen.
Patients, suffering mainly from malaria and dysentery, now found themselves made
comfortable by the skilful hands of women. The casualty ward was kept busy day and
night. Small wonder that the departure, when it came, caused pain to both nurses and
patients. The nurses were saddened at taking the equipment from Mafeking, and the
patients had to revert to their former male nurses and black assistants. On Sunday, 13th
April, after an early Mass said by Father Hartmann, Mother Patrick and her four Sisters left
Mafeking by ox-wagon.
On the journey through the wilds they had Mass nearly every day and said the Divine
Office; but they met few Europeans. Their Native boys kept the camp fire burning at night
to ward off wild animals; their wagon was their living room by day and their bedroom at
night. It frequently stuck in the mud which was at times axle-deep. To extricate it the entire
load of luggage and equipment had to be taken from the wagon; then to the noise of the
shouting drivers, the oxen were urged to drag the empty wagon through the muddy stretch.
Luggage and equipment was then carried by all and re-loaded on the wagon. However,
there were compensations even when difficulties seemed insurmountable. The beauty of
nature did much to comfort them. They arrived at Macloutsie camp on 10th may, 1890.
Here they received a right royal welcome, the loud cheering of which struck terror into the
poor oxen and caused a stampede.
After reporting to Major Gray they offered their services to Dr Rand for his patients. Next
day found the Sisters at the hospital which consisted of two marquees and four bell tents.
There were twenty-seven patients lying on the ground in blankets and waterproof covering
and so closely packed that it was difficult to attend to them. One patient died the first night.
The Sisters were given a marquee for a Chapel, and here Mass was offered daily by Father
Hartmann.
At Macloutsie the Sisters were visited by the Honourable Paul, Later Lord, Methuen, also
by Colonel Pennfather, Officer-in-Command of the expedition into Mashonaland, and by
Cecil Rhodes. They begged to be allowed to join the expeditionary column, but were
refused. Times were too dangerous for women to go northwards; for Lobengula had
ordered immediate death to every whit man except Commanding Officer F Johnson, and
Mr Selous, who was at the head of the Intelligence Department, and probably any
missionary who was caught. For such as these the torture of being flayed alive was
reserved, and the Sisters might be classed as missionaries.
So for the next ten months the Sisters nursed the sick at Macloutsie. Mr Rhodes ordered a
hut to be built for them as the rainy season had started. He sanctioned their stay at
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Macloutsie until such time as they were notified to the contrary. So there they faced the
dangers of snakes, wolves, lions and rain. There, too, they wrote urgent letters to Mother
Mauritia asking that additional Sisters might be sent so that some might remain at
Macloutsie when the others were obliged to move on. Before the arrival of the second party
of Sisters a message was brought from Captain Leonard at Tuli that, as twenty-three men
were down with fever, he thought it the duty of the nuns to push forward.
As the matter was urgent Mother Patrick decided that she, Sister Amica and Sister Ignatius
would go on to Tuli with Father Prestage. Sister Constantia and Sister Frances whom the
patients called the Sergeant Major, were to stay and look after the Macloutsie hospital till
the arrival of Mother Jacoba Zirn who, with Sister Berchmans Dreier, Sister Bonaventura
Kaltenstadler and Sister Carolina Berchtold had already left King William’s Town for
Macloutsie on the 18th March, 1891. When the new party arrived Mother Patrick came back
from Tuli to welcome them and to discuss matters with Mother Jacoba Zirn. Together they
decided that Mother Patrick should return to Tuli en route from Salisbury for as superior
and should take with her Sisters Berchmans, Constantia and Bonaventura; and that Sister
Frances, Sister Constantia (the Sgt Major) and Sister Carolina should remain with Mother
Jacoba at Macloutsie. A little later, Sister Ignatius, who was with the Salisbury group,
returned to Macloutsie also.
Thus the re-shuffled party of five consisting of Mother Patrick, Sisters Amica, Berchmans,
Bonaventura and Constantia left Tuli for Salisbury 5th June, 1891. Though Lobengula had
become more hostile than before Mother Patrick and Sister Amica did not fear to visit the
Zimbabwe Ruins and to stay there overnight as the guests of Mrs Brent. At the
Umzingwane River one of the party, Mr van der Riet, a young policeman and an excellent
shot, had gone forward on foot before the party started. His object was to shoot game for
dinner. He did not return, and, though much valuable time was lost searching for him, no
trace of the man could be found. It was feared he had been eaten by a lion or a leopard. It
was only when the party had arrived in Salisbury that Father Prestage received news from
Captain Turner that Van der Riet was in Victoria and intended walking to Salisbury.
Near Salisbury Father Hartmann came to meet the party. As chaplain to the forces he had
preceded the Sisters and he now explained how badly they were needed. They entered
Salisbury 27th July, 1891, lunched in the officers’ mess, while Doctor Rand and other
Macloutsie friends accorded them a hearty welcome. After lunch they went to see their
huts; but, as these were still a-building, the Sisters slept in their wagon at night and used
the four unfinished huts during the day. On 1st August they began work at the hospital
which consisted of three large huts, a marquee and some bell tents. One hut served as
kitchen, one as dispensary, and the third, with marquee and tents were used for the patients.
Neglect and discomfort reigned everywhere. Patients lay on the ground; their clothes
served as a pillow, and each had one solitary blanket.
The Sisters with all the hospital requisites, so thoughtfully provided by Father Daignault,
soon transformed the entire atmosphere. Dr Rand informed them that he usually had thirty
patients in the hospital. When the Sisters arrived there were the usual fever patients and
also some bad casualty cases. One man had both his hands accidentally shot off and two
others had been severely mauled by lions. To the patients the nuns were like visitors from
paradise sent to assuage their sufferings. The Sisters had difficulties to contend with. Rats,
white ants and moths destroyed their clothes. Jackals and lions increased the number of
their patients. Deadly snakes took up positions in their beds as though looking for warmth.
The Natives looked in wonder at these white Sisters and, in characteristic manner gave
them mellifluent names which those who knew their language understood. Just as
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Lobengula means “the sun is hot” so Mother Patrick became “the lady without a stomach”;
Sister Amica, who was energy personified, was “Sister Quick”; Sister Constantia was
“Sister grasshopper” and Sister Ignatius was “Sister Lobengula’s 58th wife”. He had 57.
Major Forbes arranged that the Chartered Company supplied food for the hospital staff; but
clothing and all other necessaries were to be bought at fabulous prices. Thus a pen, costing
one penny elsewhere, was 2/6 in Salisbury. The Sisters needed money so they planned a
bazaar. Anent this the correspondent of the Argus wrote: “Last Thursday and Friday a sale
of work, done by the diligent hands of Mother Patrick and the hospital Sisters, took place,
the object being to furnish the Sisters’ Chapel. As to render beautiful their home of prayer
is the only remunerations the Sisterhood will take from the many men in camp, Salisbury
determined that at least this one small request should be well responded to, with the
result..... that no less than £260 was made. So the Chapel furniture was ordered. Alas!
Much was lost in transit, and, as anything movable was stolen, the loss was great even after
the arrival of the goods at the hospital. Yet their canvas chapel did get some matting on the
floor and lithographic prints. God must have been very near when those overworked Sisters
daily recited the Divine Office and followed all the other Community exercises.
1892 – The Third Party to Rhodesia
On 10th March, 1892, Sisters Berchmans and Bonaventura, who were only novices when
they arrived, made their vows into the hands of Father Prestage who acted as the
representative of Bishop Ricards. On the 5th April of the same year Mother Clare Huber
with Sister Yolanda Kilkelly, Sister Borgia Graham, Sister Benigna Osterberger and Sister
Vincent Schneider from Potchefstroom, formed the third party of King Dominicans who
had volunteered for work in Rhodesia. They travelled under the protection of Father Kerr
S.J. He had seen missionary work in India where he had been chaplain to the Marquis of
Ripon and had narrowly escaped being made an Archbishop. With him was Father
Barthelemy and Mr McCabe who acted as interpreter. Joseph, a Native from Dunbrody,
was the leader of the oxen. The party spent Holy Week and Easter in the wilds between
Vryburg and Mafeking after they had parted from Mother Mauritia and Sister Pancratius
Webster when these two Sisters returned to King William’s Town.
The trek through the wilderness was long and arduous. Twice their wagons stuck fast and
had to be unloaded and lifted out, once from sand and once from mud. The road over which
they travelled they humorously described as “Biscay Road” for they said it was like the
Bay of Biscay petrified at the height of a storm. This was not surprising for their leader,
whom they had thought so trustworthy, had deserted them and the oxen now followed their
own lead. Torrential rains and violent wind lashed them. Before they reached Macloutsie
they were met by Mother Jacoba who was travelling towards King William’s Town with
Sister Frances, whom the doctor had ordered back to the Cape. It was then decided that
Sister Benigna should return to King William’s Town with Sister Frances and that Mother
Jacoba would go back with Mother Clare’s party/ about 87 miles from Macloutsie, at
Selecka, they had to halt for two days, during which they gathered the fruit of the Cream of
Tartar Tree. This is something like a cocoa-nut but double the size. It is opened with an axe
and inside is a white powder which makes a pleasant drink when dissolved in water.
At Macloutsie Sister Yolanda promptly went down with fever and was prostrate for three
whole days; but on the 9th June the trek was on again. They passed many wayside graves of
people who had died of fever and famine, when they were trapped between the flooded
Lunde and Sabi Rivers. Some names were carved on trees, others had wooden crosses. On
one grave was a rosary which the Sisters recognised as having belonged to Mother Patrick.
She had given it to a man when he left Fort Tuli. One morning the Sisters found their tent
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had been pitched right over a grave, and Sister Yolanda had slept on what she thought was
just a grassy mound. At Lion’s Den near the Umfuli River they halted. As usual large fires
were made to frighten away animals and one of the men remained on watch all night. In
spite of these precautions an animal, presumably a wolf, succeeded in taking a large bite of
flesh from one of the oxen.
Fort Salisbury was reached at last after four months spent in an ox-wagon. Here the Sisters
rested among their fellow religious under Mother Patrick Cosgrave. The time passed only
too soon in making a spiritual retreat, so as to brace themselves for their work among the
Natives at Matoka. Father Boos gave the retreat twice; the first week in German for Mother
Clare, Sisters Ignatius, Carolina, Bonaventura, Berchmans and Constantia; the second week
in English for Mother Patrick, Sisters Yolanda, Amica and Borgia.
In 1892 Doctor Jameson wrote stating that the future management of the Salisbury hospital
had been handed over to a board consisting of the local magistrate, a government
representative and one member of the public. Thus the Sisters lost their great friend, Dr
Rand, who did not approve of the board and so resigned his position of hospital surgeon
and started as a private practitioner. He was succeeded by Dr Edgelow.
Whenever there was a lull of patients after the fever seasons the Sisters would take turns at
going on leave. Thus Mother Patrick and Sister Amica went for a fortnight to Chishawasha;
and actually did arrive there. This was considered grand for sometimes the so-called leave
was time spent in ox-wagon which had stuck in the mud, or which was at a standstill
because its precious oxen had stampeded. This stampede would be caused by fear because
they had scented lions or because the poor beasts were thirsty and instinct told them that
water was near. After days and even weeks spent thus in the wagon the Sisters would be
glad to get back to the hospital without reaching their holiday resort.
The 18th October, 1892 was a red-letter-day for Salisbury, for on that day, after repeated
requests from several parents, the Sisters opened their first school in Rhodesia for children,
boys and girls. The school was a hut, in wattle and daub, and the 15 to 20 pupils were, on
the 17th November, honoured by a visit from the Administrator, Dr Jameson. He promised
the Sisters he would build a new hospital, so they and the local ladies organised for this
purpose a giant bazaar. However, the Matabele War of 1893 delayed the building, and thus
the discomforts of another rainy season under canvas and huts had to be endured.
1892 – Back at the Mother House
On the 16th January, 1892, at the Mother House in King William’s Town, nine Sisters
received the habit of the Order and 15 made their profession for life, of Poverty, Chastity
and Obedience. The nine, in being admitted to wear the uniform of the Order, took a step in
religious life above that of the postulancy which they had practised for 6 months. To mark
that they were now putting off their old life they changed their garments and donned the
Dominican habit. The 15 were individually professed and a copy of each of their vows was
left on the altar as witness that their lives in future belonged entirely to Christ. With Mother
Euphemia Koffler at the harmonium a rhythm of Sacred Music filled the air and the
intonation of voices, resonant and echoing, sounded as if flights of angelic choirs bore
testimony to the acts of 24 human beings.
In the Mother House at King William’s Town the year 1893 was marked by the
appointment of a new Prioress General. Mother Mauritia was made sub-Prioress and left
King William’s Town for Izeli; Mother Euphemia Koffler took her place. In 1894 in reply
to Mother Patrick, who had written to say that the Sisters were all more or less suffering
from fever and hardships, the newly appointed Prioress showed that she had the same
motherly feeling for her “beloved far-away children” as Mother Mauritia had possessed.
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She warmly invited Mother Patrick or any other Rhodesian Sisters for a holiday in their
Mother House, and said she herself hoped to be able to visit them in their new surroundings
as soon as possible. Alas! Her wish was not fulfilled though Mother Patrick did go to King
William’s Town on recuperative leave.
Soon after the installation of Mother Euphemia as Prioress, Bishop MacSherry wrote to say
that in the very near future Rhodesia must supply its own recruits. Breath-taking news! Its
implementation would mean that the Rhodesian convents would be separated from their
Mother House. Mother Euphemia hastened to send the fourth party to Rhodesia before the
rumour became law.
1894 – The Last Party to Rhodesia
Of the last party sent from King William’s Town to Rhodesia Sister Pancratius Webster,
who was one of the three, writes (Sister Pancratius’ words as dictated to Mother Joseph
Sweetnam): “The journey from King William’s Town to Bulawayo was long and tedious.
There were no travelling amenities. Sister Humberta Healy, Sister Sebastian Hill and I
were ordered to proceed to Bulawayo to open the first school in Matabeleland at the
request of Cecil Rhodes.
In September, 1894, we left King William’s Town and travelled by train as far as Pretoria
with the very big sum of 3/6 train money among the three of us. We also had a small lunch
box, so small that it was empty before we reached Kei Road. At Pretoria we spent the night
at the Convent and the Rev Mother gave us a hamper of food and lent us £10 for train
money. She was shocked when she heard how little we had for so long a journey. We were
grateful for the hamper and felt that, if the three of us would use it sparingly, we should
have enough food for the whole trip. The £10 we promised to send back to her when we
reached Bulawayo. This, of course, we did. At Kei Road Mrs Connellan, Sister Liguori’s
mother, had given us food for the early part of the journey; but that was finished before we
reached Pretoria.
We left Pretoria at 5 a.m. on Sunday. No Mass, no Holy Communion! Our mode of travel
now changed from train to mule coach. On our arrival at the coach office, a number of
men, presumably passengers, were already there. When they saw the nuns, great
murmuring and discussion arose. Some of the men decided to postpone their trip to the
following week. I wonder what they told their women-folk when they returned home. I can,
however, hardly blame them for we looked anything but attractive. Our white habits were
brown with the dust of the Transvaal; the black veils and mantles looked nearly white, and
to crown all, we still wore long black gossamer veils over our faces. Mother Mauritia had
always insisted on our wearing these as she said “You must hide your beauty!” in this case
we must have looked anything but beautiful. Personally I think we resembled the Ku-KluxKlan. I cannot blame the men who refused to travel with us.
At last the coach was ready. Eighteen of the men bravely decided to take the risk of
travelling with us. We travelled day and night changing mules every sixteen miles at
stations. The discomfort of sitting on luggage and having it piled overhead was anything
but cheerful. For some hours we were silent each, no doubt, busy with his or her own
thoughts. The gloom was intense. Our precious hamper was somewhere with the overhead
luggage. Suddenly Sister Sebastian said: “What a gloomy start for a long distance trip!
Sure and faith I doubt if we can survive!” a peal of laughter from the men sent the ice
crashing. “May we speak?” one cried. “May we smoke?” asked another. “I’d like to sing,”
came from one blonde boy. We readily agreed and soon the gloom had vanished and we
became Sister 1, Sister 2 and Sister 3 for the rest of the trip.
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At Pietersburg we hoped to have a rest; but hardly had we settled down when the driver
informed us he had orders to proceed without delay. We had with us a large white, greenlined umbrella. None of us liked to carry it for it was ungainly and dirty. Here was our
change! We would forget it and leave it behind. Alas! The best laid plans of mice and men
gang aft agley. After we had gone some miles a great shouting was heard in the rear of the
coach. On looking back we saw a Native waving the hated object, and, of course, there was
no getting rid of it. What a laugh we all had when we explained the failure of our crafty
design.
We were all very hungry. I told the men we had a hamper amongst the luggage. There was
a treasure hunt and soon we were having a real picnic from the Pretoria hamper. Only too
soon it was empty. It had been packed for three, not for twenty-two. There was certainly no
need to gather up the fragments. There were none. However, each time we stopped at the
stations the men bought us, at their expense, a tray of food from the coffee house. Every
evening, as we jogged along we had to make weird noises to keep away wild animals. The
men asked if they could sing. We agreed if they would first join us in a hymn. This they all
did, some humming, others whistling but all taking part. Then we sang whatever they
started. “Oh, my darling Clementine” seemed a great favourite and on every evening’s
programme.
The driver warned us that we must have noise all night to frighten wolves and lions from
the wagon. So we sang Daily, Daily; Hail Queen of Heaven; Immaculate; and the men
joined in, at first hesitantly; but soon they knew the words and the melodies as well as we
did. They were happy when we joined them for Clementine, St Kevin’s Well and other
Community songs. Evidently they were under the impression that nuns were born nuns and
knew nothing of the world. Thus we spent the nights – no sleep, no rest.
We were changing mules at the Crocodile River when an event that was really fraught with
danger took place. The men had all gone into the station and we, feeling, and certainly
looking, grubby and sticky, resolved to have a dip. The name of the River had no terrors for
us. We thought it was just a name, like the many ‘fonteins’ in the Cape. Oh! We did want
to feel soft water once more. Of course we had no bathing costumes, not even towels, so
we kept our chemises on. In we plunged and immediately the shouts of 18 men filled the
air. “Get out at once! Out! Out! Out!! “You go back,” we called to the advancing men, “we
are not dressed.” “Come away from the water at once”, was the answer. “Clothes do not
matter.” We obeyed and in fear reached the bank to get a scolding prefaced with “Don’t
you know the river is infested with crocodiles?” fortunately we had our dry petticoats on
the bank. These we hastily donned; but the rescuers would not move away until we were at
a safe distance from the river. Already monstrous objects were heading for the very spot
where we had so recently been.
So with men’s jackets over our scant clothing we were marched to where we had left our
clothes. Three of the men went off in the direction of the station and reappeared with basins
of clean water for our ablutions; then they joined the rest and all faced the river, and, with
their backs to us, they remained on guard, ready for any potential crocodile.
Before we reached Pretoria travel by train had had few amenities but halts at stations were
long and so we could get out of the train and without any fear go for a walk. In the mule
wagon, however, the halt at the changing stations was of short duration. Colonel Molineux
who was of Fort Tuli must have realised this for he called out: “Sisters if you wish to get
out of the wagon and stretch your legs a bit, please do so; but keep close behind the coach.
Do not go near the bushes as Natives or wild animals may be prowling about.” The driver
put the mules at a slow walking pace and we were glad to get out of our cramped quarters.
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In the fever belt Sister Sebastian took ill with diarrhoea and so the coach had to be stopped
frequently. Colonel Molineux again took the lead. He produced half-a-cup of neat brandy,
ordered all to vacate the coach, then made Sister drink the brandy and stretch herself on the
bench we had vacated. She recovered and we resumed our journey.
Some of the men fell victims to fever. Fortunately we had a supply of various febrifuges
and we proudly showed our art of nursing. The patients were most obedient and grateful.
As we rumbled along in the fever belt the driver drew our attention to some very large trees
laden with fruit. These he told us were Cream of Tartar Trees and we recognised the
remedy for fever. We gathered some fruits; on opening these we found that each one
contained six separate cells, in each of which was a white kernel of cream of tartar powder.
We admired God’s goodness in supplying a remedy in the very heart of the fever belt itself.
At all the big forts: Salisbury, Tuli Fig Tree and Plum Tree we had light refreshments.
These were always brought to us on trays and paid for by one of our fellow passengers. At
about ten miles from our destination a Native runner who happened to pass was sent
onwards to a small house at Fig Tree, eight miles from Bulawayo. He was to tell the owner
to prepare a repast for 21 people. One can imagine the chagrin of the owners! Twenty-one
mouths and the driver would make 22.
On arrival we found an elderly couple who offered profuse apologies for what they
considered a meagre meal. To us it was a veritable feast. Bacon and eggs also boiled eggs,
home-made bread and butter and hot coffee. The dear old couple were delighted that we
had such good appetites and they were quite overcome when the gentlemen of the party
paid a good round sum for the truly delicious meal. As there were only two chairs in the
house we had all knelt round the table, and insisted that the chairs should be used by the
elderly couple themselves. They only had one spoon to give us, and we added our pocket
knives to cut the bread. That was all we had in the way of cutlery and silver. The driver
refused to leave the coach so a goodly portion was sent to him; we presumed he would
have a pocket knife of his own. In our ignorance we thought his absence was due to
unsociability; but later we discovered that he had with him a large sum of money to be
delivered at the Standard Bank at Bulawayo, so he dared not leave his coach. When all the
food was devoured we said farewell to the old couple, shaking hands with them. Each of
the men gave them a gold coin so they were well paid for giving us the only good meal we
had had since we left Pretoria. As a parting gift the old lady handed us a large loaf of bread
for which we were very grateful as we still had several hours of journeying to do.
1894 – Bulawayo
Then came the last stop, Bulawayo! 1894! As the coach drove up to the office great cheers
bade us welcome. We three were so stiff from the long journey that we could hardly keep
erect; but all the passengers, 18 men and three nuns, stood outside the office next to the
coach, joined crossed hands and sang; “For he’s a jolly good fellow” and “Auld Lang
Syne”. All then shook hands and declared they had a most enjoyable trip. In our hearts was
deep gratitude for each one of these English gentlemen, who proved worthy of their name,
in spite of all the inconveniences of such a trip. May God Bless them and all those they
love!”
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CHAPTER VIII
Work in Rhodesia
At Bulawayo the three travellers, Sisters Pancratius, Sebastian and Humberta found Mother
Jacoba Zirn, Sister Frances Condon, Sister Vincent Schneider and Sister Friederica
Kalkschmid. So together the Sisters formed a staff of seven for hospital and school. The
two staffs, though both were overworked, gave generously of their time, and interchanged
when possible. The hospital consisted of two huts and the school was a room in the
presbytery. Everything was primitive in the extreme, and dangers from wild animals
stalked round the Sisters’ tent every night. There were five to seven Sisters and they
remained five when Sister Mechtildis Wegmann joined them.
Sister Sebastian had relatives, two Baragwaneth brothers who had a store near Fig Tree.
Olanda, one of the brothers, was visiting the Sisters one day when his Native servant
arrived, wounded and bleeding, to say the Matabele had burnt the store, killed his brother,
Albert, and the other young men who were with him. The same evening Father Prestage
with bandolier and rifle rushed to the Sisters. He told them the Matabele were in the town.
Father Nicot then came with the same news. Three of the Sisters, Mother Jacoba, Sister
Frances and Sister Mechtildis, hurried to the hospital; the remaining Sisters were ordered
into the Chapel as that was the only room that had a door. A little later Father Nicot came
to the Chapel, and, though the ciborium had been filled that very morning, he gave the
Sisters consecrated particles continuously, until it was empty. He then hung the key of the
tabernacle round Sister Sebastian’s neck and told her it must stay with her until the revolt
was over. All the sacred vessels were put into an iron chest and stored in the Standard
Bank. Here we might mention that the first Catholic Chapel at Bulawayo was a sail tent.
There was danger of its being blown over by the strong winds that often prevailed. The
sanctuary lamp was placed in a bucket for safety. The Chaplain, Father Prestage S.J.,
firmly believed that the Divine Master could and would look after Himself. Then followed
a hut Chapel and next a wood and iron one. From such small beginnings the modern and
beautiful churches spring. In one of these lowly spots the four Sisters were, in fear of the
approaching Matabele, receiving their unusual Holy Communion.
The market hall was hurriedly turned into a laager complete with sandbags, for the over
600 women and children, defended by the 900 men who stood around it to defend the lives
of the inmates at their own risk. Many children died from lack of proper nourishment. The
Sisters did not go into laager; but they all joined Mother Jacoba and acted under her as
Matron at the hut hospital. Sister Sebastian was told to keep the school open. She was to be
there alone as Sister Pancratius was drafted to the nursing staff. Sister Sebastian proved a
boon to the terrified parents. She calmed them and the pupils. The key around her neck
inspired her with supernatural courage.
The one occasion when a Matabele raid was expected each Sister nurse had to go before
the magistrate to say what she wished done for her safety in case the Matabele arrived that
night. Various requests were recorded. One wished to join the other women in the laager,
another wanted to be put in a large empty mealie tank. All requests were duly recorded and
signed in the presence of a young lieutenant. When Sister Pancratius’ turn arrived she
turned to the young lieutenant with: “Will you keep a bullet for me?” the surprised young
man seemed to hesitate and the magistrate asked if he agreed. He replied, “Yes, Sir!” and
then as the Sister passed out he respectfully saluted her.
Sister Pancratius was now given the work of washing and cleaning terrible wounds of
brave young volunteers who would cry out in pain when their wounds were dressed. What
ghastly wounds they were for the Matabele put into their flint guns as ingredients not only
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gunpowder but also bits of leather, tin and glass. The Sisters now had three mattresses for
seven Sisters; but they did not think of resting. Everyone wanted to help. A maxim shot
was the signal for all nurses to go to the safety zone and help with the wounded. By the
way, the safety zone was a central passage in the hospital.
An old Irishman, too old to be on guard, did his bit every evening by bringing a cup of hot
coffee to each of the “gals” as he called the nursing Sisters. This was strong, milkless and
sugarless. On the first night it tasted like poison; but soon it was hailed with gratitude and
the old man was blessed for his kindness in giving a hot beverage. Water was in extreme
shortage. All wells and tanks were contaminated. The authorities gave a supply for
hospital use only and Mother Jacoba purchased daily one large bucket of water for the
Sisters. There came the strict law – if anyone broke the rules for the use of water he or she
would be deprived of water until the war was over.
For seven weeks on end the Sisters had not taken off their clothes/ Dr Vigne worked day
and night for three months, taking only an occasional short rest on a camp bed when
possible. Yet the Sisters continued to count their blessings. Many brave men died. These
belonged to various religions. When the men were asked if the nurse should try to get their
ministers the answer invariably was: “No Sister. Kneel down by my bedside and pray as
my mother prayed with me.” They all loved their mothers, and the Sisters kept and labelled
their watches, or any other objects they possessed, to be sent as mementoes of their
mothers.
It was impossible to carry on without rest, so Mother Euphemia sent three more Sisters
from King William’s Town and also sent back Sister Bonaventura who had been on
holiday in King William’s Town. The newcomers were Sister Antonina Dowd, Sister
Dorothy Schmid and Sister Canisia Fink. The last named was to help Sister Sebastian at the
school; the others joined the nursing staff. With the increased staff it was arranged that
Mother Jacoba, Sister Frances, Sister Mechtilde and Sister Sebastian should go on a rest
holiday to the home of Dr H. Sauer who had kindly lent his lovely residence in Old
Bulawayo to the Sisters. During their absence the terrible tragedy of the explosion of the
Bulawayo Magazine took place. The wounded were victims of unspeakable sufferings. All
that the Sisters could do was to wrap their poor patients in sheets soaked in carbolic oil for
they were literally flayed alive. Some were brought in with brains protruding, faces half
blown away, arms and legs off. To accommodate these heart-rending cases all ordinary
patients were quartered on private families.
In the absence of the three chief nurses the worst cases fell to Sister Pancratius. One poor
sufferer with half a face blown away was enduring excruciating pain. She asked the doctor
if he could not do something to relieve him. They had no anaesthetics. Doctor looked at her
sternly and said: “Are you not a Catholic? Do you not know that no one can take life even
to relieve intense sufferings?” later he relented of the sternness he had shown, and told her
she must steel her nerves to do all she could to help the boy to endure his sufferings. The
poor fellow lived ten days.
At the time of the explosion even the heavy steel doors and windows of the hospital were
badly bent. The dispensary suffered most for huge bottles containing inflammable liquid
exploded. A large boulder came through the wall of an outside ward and fell on the bed of
a dying soldier. Incredible to relate, the shock, instead of killing him outright, seemed to
give him new life, for he died only several weeks later. As time went on the Sisters
returned from their holiday, the sufferers recovered or died and the usual hospital routine
was resumed.
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Once when Sister Pancratius was in charge of the fever and dysentery wards a strong,
burly, young German was admitted as a fever patient. At the moment of his arrival Sister
was busy with a very bad case, so she told the Native ward-boy to watch the case until
Sister could attend to him. A few minutes later Jonas ran to her with: “Walwunga
y’hamba!” The man had gone. He had on only cotton pyjamas, and the rain was pouring
down. Through slush and water she ran after him, fearing he might try to leap the flooded
gulley nearby and be drowned. She overtook him just in time and coaxed him to return
with promises of “Eine echte Deutsche Tasse Kaffee und ein Glas Lager Bier, Sauerkraut
and Schweinefleisch.” Yielding to such bribes, he and the Sister, two dripping people,
approached the hospital to the great amusement of Mother Jacoba and the doctor who had
been watching the whole performance.
The doctor declared the patient would die and refused to attend him. So Sister Pancratius,
nothing-daunted, turned both doctor and nurse. His temperature was over 106 F. in league
with the cook, also a German, he got his Deutsche kaffee, hot and strong, with rum in it and
two aspirins. This he enjoyed and fell asleep. The temperature dropped to 104 F. The
coffee and medicine was repeated and next morning the patient, though very weak, was
better. When the doctor arrived he asked if the patient was dead. He was so surprised to
hear that he was alive and better that he offered to take the case on again. But Sister
Pancratius still remembered how angry she was when he and Mother Jacoba laughed at her
flight in the rain, so she refused to give him up. Thus he remained her patient for two whole
months, after which he left the hospital well and strong. However, he did not go until he
had enjoyed all the good things she had promised him. When she told this story she
mischievously added: “After that, the doctor had greater respect for my ability as a nurse.”
She had great aversion to being present at any surgical work. To cure her doctor one day
ordered her to be present at an amputation, a Native’s arm. Her protests were vein. The
only reply was “Come and hold this limb!” when it was over she staggered to the hospital.
Mother Jacoba met her and when she heard what had happened she was very annoyed. The
doctors only laughed when Mother remonstrated with them and to make her cure complete,
they ordered her to be present at all the surgical operations on the next two afternoons. This
took away Sister’s aversion to surgical work and she later became chief Theatre Sister.
On one occasion a weighty lady had a major internal operation. Doctor warned the nurses
that when she awakened from the anaesthetic she might become violent and tear off her
dressings. He also warned them that she might maltreat them so they should be very
careful. When she regained consciousness true to the advice, she tore off a Sister’s veil and
threw her across the bed when she tried to prevent her from taking off her bandage. The
struggle was so great that the lady now had three Sisters trying to quieten her when, in
walked the surgeon. Calmly he viewed the scene and then came nearer to help the nurses.
The patient must have realised that he was the chief culprit, but he soon restored peace and
tranquillity in the ward. The weighty lady recovered and became a great friend and
benefactor of the hospital.
Another troublesome patient was given by Mather Jacoba to Sister Pancratius. He was a
young married man with one lovely daughter. He was a Catholic, but not a practical one
and had become a leading freemason. The doctor gave him no hope of recovery; but he did
prescribe his medicine. In surly silence the patient took this and then spat the whole dose
into Sister’s face. For a split second she felt very angry; then she remembered the jeering
words hurled at Christ during the crowning with thorns: “Prophesy unto us who it is that
struck thee!” She tidied the patient’s bed and then without a word of complaint went to
attend to others. The days went by; Sister slipped a Sacred Heart badge beneath his pillow
and prayed that he would see a priest.
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As he was obviously sinking, one day she told him there was a very kind and
understanding priest at the hospital and suggested he might be sent for. To her surprise he
consented. Father Nicot S.J. came and things seemed to be running smoothly; but Father
said that he would have to abjure freemasonry in the presence of two men of that society.
The men were slow in coming; but Sister sent a message asking them to expedite their
arrival before the patient became unconscious. They came! Two serious men who looked
anything but sympathetic. Father remained in the ward so that he and the nurse could act as
witnesses also. In a firm brave voice the dying man made his abjuration. After this he
received Holy Communion. Next day Father again brought him the Sacred Host. At
midday he turned to the nurse and asked: “Why did you not make any fuss when I spat the
medicine in your face?” “Because,” she replied, “I remembered that one greater than I had
been spat upon and had not complained.” He smiled, took her hand in his, and in that same
minute gave his soul to his Maker.
Sister used to tell of many breath-taking events. One evening when she was on night duty
she had done all her rounds except that of the Native female ward. On entering the ward a
little later than usual she heard a sound like the mewing of a cat. She searched for the cause
and found a box with what she thought was a cat inside. She carried the box and its
contents to the door and put them outside. There was a general uproar in the ward. “A
baba! A baba!” was the cry. She went back to the door and found that the box contained a
poor starved Matabele baby. Quickly she took the child to the kitchen for warmth. It was
evidently an unwanted little girl whose mother, to save her from death by exposure, had
brought her to the ward. With bread, milk and sugar Sister made some dorstels and tied
them in a thin muslin for the baby to suck. Next she found an old shawl to wrap round the
little body. Finally she lined a clean cardboard box with remnants and carried the whole,
baby and all, back to the ward. Cries of “Lungile Mamma, Lungile!” reached her as the
Native patients clapped their hands in triumph.
A dear old gentleman was admitted to the fever ward. He was a member of the Church of
England; but no minister came to see him. He was a very sick man so Sister asked him if
she should call a minister. “No”, he replied, “Sister, kneel down at my bedside and pray.”
She did as she was bid and said the Our Father, the Hail Mary and some aspirations, also an
Act of Contrition. He was pleased. Many times he asked that these prayers should be
repeated. As he lived on into the night Mother Jacoba told Sister Pancratius to stay with
him. As she had to go out of the ward for something she told him, half humorously, not to
die until she returned. When she came back she saw that the end was near. “Come!” he said
faintly; she knelt down, and while listening to the prayers he had learned to love, he went
to his eternal home. His son arrived too late to see his father before he died; but he was
very comforted and grateful when he was given the details of the old man’s passing.
The first European school in Bulawayo opened on 28th October, 1895 with 10 pupils. Four
of these arrived seated in baskets on the sides of donkeys. They had come three miles to be
present at school. Before the end of the term the number had increased to 38. One pupil,
Norah by name, had come with her parents from Grahamstown. She had passed Std VI.
Was a good pianist and skilful at needlework. Though the teaching staff was composed
only of Sisters Sebastian and Pancratius the nursing Sisters joined forces whenever they
could. Sister Aloysia helped Norah with her fancy work; Sister Frederica showed the wee
ones how to make wool balls and fix a tine bell in each one; Sister Mechtilde looked after
the boys while the girls were thus employed.
One day Mother Jacoba came with great news: each child must say what he or she wanted
for Christmas. Mother had collected some money from kindly benefactors for this purpose,
and that set the ball of interest rolling. The result was a real Christmas Tree, that stood in
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the middle of the marquee, erected in front of the presbytery. The tree was complete with
shimmering tinsel, cotton wool for snow, Chinese lanterns. On the floor round the tree
were placed the children’s gifts. When these had been distributed the parents gave orders:
“No peeping till Christmas Day.” This was at first a disappointment but soon their smile
came back as they proudly showed their own manual work to their parents. There were 200
guests and refreshments were served to all. Norah played “God Save the Queen” as a signal
for departure. Then followed an unexpectedly charming scene as each little child came
forward with a closed envelope in her hands. This he or she presented to the surprised
Mother Jacoba with the words: “A Happy Christmas, dear Mother, from Daddy and
Mommy!” The envelopes all contained bank notes.
A further side line can hardly be omitted. The mother of two children had told them they
could not go to the Christmas Tree as they had no party frocks. Mother Jacoba would not
hear of their staying away so she purchased material for the party frocks, and gave it to
their mother. When all the children with proud greetings filed up to Mother Jacoba, these
two little girls, daintily dressed, stood shyly hesitant holding between them a pretty basket.
One of the Sisters noticed them and suspected they wanted to go with the other children to
deliver their gift. So she guided them to Mother Jacoba. They gave her the basket
containing twelve eggs and together recited: “Mommy says God bless you always!” Eggs
at that time in Bulawayo were 1/6 each and were often unobtainable at any price even for
the sick. Mother wiped away a tear as she thanked the children.
At the close of the Matabele War Mother Jacoba received the Royal Red Cross. The
burning question in Bulawayo and elsewhere now war: would the Sisters continue to run
the hospital? The Sisters had to ask themselves: would they have sufficient trained nurses
to staff the hospital? Further, would the life be consistent with their lives as religious.
Mother Jacoba and Mother Patrick went overseas while these questions were still pending.2
They would train as nurses in case of necessity. Final the decision was that postulants
desirous of becoming religious would not care for nursing; but would prefer the
educational course. Hence after considerable discussion with Fathers R Sykes, A M
Dignault, H S Kerr, Bishop MacSherry and Mother Euphemia, the Prioress General and her
councillors, it was decided in 1899 that the houses in Rhodesia should become independent
of King William’s Town. They should supply their own recruits and be free to give up the
hospitals if they felt that they could not staff them. The Sisters in Rhodesia were given
freedom of choice between returning to King William’s Town or remaining at their posts.
Mother Clare and Mother Jacoba as two of the original foundresses should return to the
Mother House when their promised period of work was ended. Twenty-two Sisters
remained in Rhodesia and their relations with the King William’s Town Sisters have
2

So far it had meant nursing wounded Soldiers and fever-patients in the tents or barracks. Now, with the
opening of the new hospital in Bulawayo patients of all sorts were to be treated. Hence Mothers
Jacoba and Patrick had decided to take a special nursing course in England. They left in June 1898
and devoted their whole energy to the new work. But times had changed and the Hospital Board in
Bulawayo applied meanwhile for a secular nursing staff, intimating that the Sisters work was no
longer required. This was a bitter experience for the two Mothers and when informed of this fact on
their homeward-bound journey, Mother Jacoba left the boat in Port Elizabeth as the Mother Prioress
summoned her to King William’s Town. Mother Patrick, however, continued her way to Salisbury
and guided the new Congregation as Superior till her holy death on 31st July 1900.

Mother Jacoba was elected Prioress General of the King Dominicans in the General Chapter in 1899. Then the
question of the independence of the Rhodesian Communities was seriously taken up and with the co-operation of
Bishop MacSherry and the Prefect Apostolic, Msgr Sykes, the independence of the Sisters in Rhodesia was
voted for on 17th January 1899.
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always been friendly. Even as late as 1918 when Sister Bonaventura (Natalia) Kaltenstadler
wished to return to King William’s Town, she was made very welcome. As there was at
that time another Sister Bonaventura and as Sister Natalia had recently died, she took the
name of Sister Natalia. She was, in 1922, made the first Superior of the Holy Rosary
Convent in Cradock, and later became general bursar at the Mother House. She remained in
that position till her death in 1945.3

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 feepaying 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.

3

Altogether 7 Sisters returned to King Williams Town, (Mothers Clare, Jacoba; Sisters Udalrica, Pancratius,
Benvenuta) one of whom joined the Oakford Community.
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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
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the travellers returned with 12 zealous recruits, she was made Prioress of the newly
founded Priory at Newcastle.4
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.
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

4

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

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.

58

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 Colbert5 and
Bishop H Boyle frequently said Mass and preached in the church. Then, in January 1957,

5

Bishop J Colbert died in 1955
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Bishop H Boyle preached and was celebrant at the Pontifical High Mass in honour of the
centenary of the Church.6
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 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.7 The parish now included Lower Blinkwater,
Lovedale, Alice and Fort Hare.
6

Bishop H Boyle had been appointed Bishop of Johannesburg in 1954

7

This arrangement was rescinded in 1963 when the Prefecture of Louis Trichardt was given to the Sacred
Heart Fathers.
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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 the
presbytery kitchen. Ten of these are now trained teachers, two are qualified nurses, and
three are training to become nurses.8

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
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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 PrioressGeneral 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
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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
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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 awestruck 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.
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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 horseshoeing 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
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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.

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

66

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.
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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
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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.9 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
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sight, though the plastic writing is not yet finished.10 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.
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.11

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:

10

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.

11

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.
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“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
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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.
2.
3.
4.

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

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;
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;
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
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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.
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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.”

CHAPTER XIII
Klerksdorp – Convent of the Sacred Heart
1889

Shortly after the arrival of the Dominican Sisters in Potchefstroom, in 1889, urgent requests
came from Klerksdorp that the new community should open a school in that mining centre.
Mother Rose Niland, who was then in Potchefstroom favoured the request and she, with a
few Sisters, went to Klerksdorp. They were heartily welcomed by Father Hammer and they
opened a small school in a wood and iron shack in the new township. It was pointed out to
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Mother Rose that she should also start a hospital. So she hired a small cottage for this
purpose and soon the nurses were busy. Both hospital and school were in the new township
and occupied the position on which the Tivoli Hotel now stands (1957). However, much to
the grief of all concerned, Mother Rose was told by the King William’s Town authorities
that she must, by order of Bishop Ricards, close her dual venture in Klerksdorp. Thus ended
the opening of the first Convent in Klerksdorp.
1896

The second opening was more propitious. In 1896 Mother Euphemia Koffler, as PrioressGeneral, sent Sisters to take over the beautiful site of the recently purchased Mr Leask’s
home in the old township. Mr John Baumann had urged Mother Lucy Kaltenstadler, then
Superior of the Convent in Potchefstroom, to purchase the Klerksdorp property immediately.
She did so. The Sisters arrived in three groups. One party came with the first train from
Potchefstroom to Klerksdorp. They arrived in a cattle truck which stopped at the railhead and
from which they were helped by officials who brought steps to avoid the big jump from train
to platform. A second group came from King William’s Town by train to Kroonstad and
then by post cart to Klerksdorp. The third group came via Johannesburg by mule wagon.
The purchase of Mr Leask’s beautiful home with its extensive grounds was a bolt from the
blue. The owner was overseas and had instructed his agent to sell certain properties. The
agent made the mistake of selling the very property that Mr Leask wanted as his home, and
at a low price pinpointed for another smaller property. Thus the Sisters acquired a large
house with outhouses, grounds stretching right down to the Schoonspruit, tennis court and a
well laud-out garden, for a paltry sum. Mr Leask, with his characteristic generosity, agreed
with a smile, and graciously told the Sisters that it was a consolation to know that the new
owners of his home were people who would do much good therein.
January 1896 marked the start of the new school. Mother Reginald Fischer was the Superior
and her staff comprised Sister M Winefride Simpkins, Sister M Veronica Gray, Sister M
Columba Koller, Sister Gregoria Nachbauer, Sister Placida Müller, Sister Pulcheria Witt,
Sister Nicoline Yauch, Sister Immaculata Westermeier and Sister Leopoldina Weiss. Sister
Hyacinth Denz and Sister Genevieve Guggemos came a little later. Nearly all these Sisters
have no passed to their eternal reward. Only one is still spending the twilight of her life at the
Mater Infirmorum.
On opening day in March, 1896, seven boarders and about 50 day pupils were present. The
numbers soon increased and, already in 1897, Mr Leask’s outhouses were turned into
accommodation for the newcomers. Dormitories, bath and linen rooms occupied the position
of Mr Leask’s horse stables. The beautifully painted bedroom of Mrs Leask was turned into
a gem of a Chapel, and remained so until 1908 when it was changed into the Sisters’
refectory and a more spacious, if less beautiful, Chapel was built. Between 1913 and 1939 a
series of small buildings were erected to meet accommodation facilities, ending with the
replacement of the old stables by a fine hall.
Parents were delighted to find they could procure education locally for both their boys and
girls up to and including the Matriculation. The first matriculation candidate passed in 1902.
Mr Neser, a leading lawyer, sent his only daughter, Irene and her three brothers to the
school; and, when they were successful at the public examinations, came himself to ask what
he could do to show his gratitude to the Sisters. A pump to bring water from the river to the
Convent garden was one of his first gifts. Other people, including the Portuguese boarders,
were equally grateful.
Indeed the public knew the value of these private schools for they furnished a standard of
educational training that was not at that time surpassed by any school in South Africa. The
State did not support their staffs. In many cases the voluntary workers subsisted on the
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merest necessaries of life. Yet there are hundreds of boys and girls who, at that time,
received no instruction and would have remained practically uncared for, were it not for such
schools. The needy and poverty stricken, irrespective of class or creed, have been enabled to
find education, clothing and a home in such centres. Members of the staff of such schools,
when their morning tea was placed before them often took their portions to poor children
who had had no breakfast. Small wonder then that, on the 16th November, 1899, Father de
Lacy, speaking officially at Pretoria, could say “Though was has been declared, the Sisters in
Klerksdorp and Potchefstroom will not be interfered with.
In Klerksdorp, when faced by war and a three months’ siege it was not only the children who
looked to the Sisters for help. Hunted men of both sides were frequently hidden by the
Sisters till danger had passed. The market square was laagered against potential attack, and
at the hoot of a siren, all citizens were to hasten to it. The Sisters formed an exception.
Mother Euphemia had offered their services as nurses in case of necessity. So the Convent
was prepared to be transformed into a hospital at any moment. Bandages and linen of all
kinds were stored, to say nothing of disinfectants and chemicals such as the inmates had
never previously heard of. White overalls and caps for assistants and servants kept sewing
machines running all day long.
When, during the siege, the water supply was cut off, the Convent was one of the few places
that had a well. It was kept locked/ water was given gratis to all for domestic purposes only.
It was being sold for 2/6 per barrel in town; but the Sisters sought no financial gain. During
the Typhoid epidemic they gathered what little money they had and bought lemons and flour
for the sick wherever these could be had. How well I remember one very hot day, cycling
from house to house and begging the inmates to sell the Sisters a cup of flour and a few
lemons. And what a triumph when these commodities were handed over to the Sisters!
During the epidemic both Diphtheria and Typhoid struck the Convent hard. They had no
deaths, but many very bad cases.
The rattle of firing was often heard at night riddling Elandsheuvel Street at the back of the
Convent and no lights were allowed. One morning at about 1 o’clock a great hammering
emanated from beneath one of the children’s beds. Soon all were awake and standing on
their beds trying to discover the cause of the noise. No one dared tread the floor. To make
matters worse one mischief-loving girl quoted: “Mine? Yes, a Mine! Countermine!” she
struck a match and soon the faint glow of a candle added to the mystic horror of the Knock,
Knock, Knock. The sentinel’s voice at the window, “Lights out there!” did not improve
matters. The paltry flicker of the candle was extinguished and the full light from Signal Hill
was turned on a dormitory of children as they slunk trembling beneath their blankets. Yet
from beneath the shadow of a bed the unearthly knocking continued. It was only when light
dawned that a hedgehog was found on the wooden floor, no doubt longing to escape just as
the children were eager to be rid of it.
Not even the sanctuary lamp in the little Chapel could burn in its usual pendant position
before the altar. Three uniformed men came on request; they decided that the lamp might
burn in a retired screened-off corner of the Chapel; but that all the Venetian blinds must be
drawn so that not even a glint might be seen from without.
Food was scarce and expensive. Two eggs cost 10/6, a small cake of soap for 10/-, and there
was no means of making money to purchase such commodities. Fortunately the Sisters had a
few cows, so they had mild which they shared with their pupils. However, sugar, tea and
coffee were entirely unobtainable. From the orchard in season fruit was dried and powdered
and later this was the only beverage obtainable. The dried fruit was put through a mincer
and, when water was added, it formed the luxury of what was called tea or coffee. War
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fashions soon became evident. There was no black cotton so dark clothes were made with
double rows of white forming a dainty braid. A day dress would become an evening frock by
the addition of a little narrow lace. We were learning to make a virtue of necessity.
The Convent grounds were infested with snakes; cobras and mambas objected to the noise of
so many children. After a hot day they would come out of their holes and walking became
dangerous for humans. A ringhals spat its poison into the Sister gardener’s eye. Fortunately
she did not lose her eyesight. On ne occasion a black mamba reared itself in the only
possible exit of a room where Sister Columba was busy at a frame of fillet work. Some
children saw the danger; they ran to call the Priest who shot the mamba. No Native would
kill a black mamba for the danger of its poisonous fangs meant, in those days before serums
were procurable, certain death. Even as late as 1903 when a pupil was practising the
accompaniment of the operetta, “The Raising of the Daughter of Jairus”, she stopped to
say the Angelus and found a large yellow cobra swaying to the music behind her.
Fortunately when the Angelus rang the music was pianissimo solo, “Wonderful Power
Prayer bestows." In the quiet environment the serpent had moved some feet away from the
player, so the Angelus pause brought the reptile’s dance to a seemingly natural end and for
some minutes the animal just lay in its graceful coils. Without moving unnecessary muscle
the player called to a child outside: “Call Father with gun. Snake!” Father Hecht came; but
the snake had already sensed danger and had slithered away. About three months later the
musical cobra was found again. It had killed a young chicken and was in the act of
swallowing its prey when Father shot it. The children loved Father Hecht. In the world he
would have been Fr Vivian Hecht; but to all the children he was just Father.
Someone brought the Sisters a live springbuck, not of the cricketer or football type, but the
beautiful antelope itself. It graced the grounds as it capered from end to end, a marvel of
beauty, expanding as it bound, its characteristic snow-white tail. However, as time went on it
grew dangerous, and when a man in Johannesburg was gored to death by and adult
springbuck, the Sisters decided to give it to a neighbouring farmer, where it would no longer
be a source of danger to the children. He probably turned into biltong.
During the war 1899 – 1902 it spite of a three months’ siege, in spite of a curtailed water
supply resulting in epidemics of Diphtheria, Dysentery and Typhoid, the school with its
boarding house was kept open. Doctor Phersen ran a cottage hospital for the Convent pupils
so as to make this possible. Throughout the early years he was a great benefactor of the
Convent. He gave professional service gratis and also acted in an advisory capacity in many
a difficult dilemma; and when he was called up for military service by the Boers, he left his
large supply of disinfectants and other chemicals to the Sisters. His wife and child he sent to
Cape Town and sadly brought the keys of his house to the Sisters asking them to look after
the place till the war was over. Then he left the town to be a medical officer in the Boer
army. He was Scotch by birth! But he had been nine years in the Transvaal and so was
regarded as a burgher. When Mrs Phersen and her son, Fritz, had left Klerksdorp the priest
visited the house almost daily to see that no harm came to the doctor’s belongings. For years
the Sisters had no need to run op chemist’s bills. They used what Doctor Phersen had left
them. Mr Rankin, in those days the only chemist in Klerksdorp, used to shake his head at the
smallness of the Convent account.
Dr Phersen was succeeded by Doctor Russell. He also gave free professional service to the
Sisters. On one occasion when a senior Convent girl had done much nursing for his patients
she herself caught the dreaded Typhoid. She was so bad that preparations were already made
for her funeral. Wood of any kind was very scarce and the dead were usually rolled in a
blanket for burial. Many people took the wood from their floors to cook for the victims of
the epidemic. Doctor Russell declared that if the girl died he would give the wooden floor of
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one of his rooms for a coffin so that a nurse might not be buried in a blanket. Fortunately she
lived; but Dr Cousins who had been called in for consultation and who had said “I would not
give her a farthing for her life” died a week later. He was buried in an army blanket.
Most pathetic war memories are left, not only to the Sisters; but also to their senior pupils.
When a long crocodile of ox-wagons, the convoy carrying wounded soldiers to the hospital,
would enter the town, the young people would jump off their bicycles or their horses, and try
to reach the hospital before the convoy. The rule was strict; all civilians must wait at the
bridge and give precedence of transit to the wagons. At the hospital the wounded were laid in
two rows outside the casualty ward. They were carried in, in the order of their arrival.
Sometimes they died before their turn for admittance came. Many of these soldiers had small
devotional pocket statues in leaden capsules. The Sacred Heart, Our Lady, Saint Joseph and
St Anthony seemed the favourites. In gratitude the soldiers would give them to the young
girls who tried to assuage their pain.
On one of these perambulations, zigzagging between wounded men lying on the ground I
came across a seemingly mere lad in his teens. In reply to the usual “What can I do for you?”
he said, “Write to my mother.” He gave the address and a few loving words. They were his
last. He died before his turn came for admission to the casualty ward. My companion young
girl had a rose in her hair. This I pressed to my lips with a sob as I said “From your Mother!”
and pinned it on the lad’s Khaki jacket, as he was taken away by the orderlies.
Each morning on awaking the Convent children would have the thrill of looking for the flag
on the town hall to see if they were Briton or Boer. If the Union Jack were there they were
Britons otherwise they were Boers. At the peace conference held in the open in Klerksdorp
as the preliminary of the treaty of Vereeniging, the Convent lent chairs to the officials
attending it.
The Transvaal was represented by:
Vice-President T W Burger;
Commanding Officer Louis Botha
Secretary of State F W Reitz
General del la Rey
Ex-General Meyer
J C Krogh and L Jacobs
The Representatives of the Orange Free State were:
President M T Steyn
Commander C R de Wet
Vice Commander J B M Hertzog
Secretary W T C Brebner
General C H Oliver
General J C Smuts
When the chairs were returned they were still ticketed with these names. Mother Euphemia
wisely had the names painted in white enamel on the now historic chairs.
The House of Studies
1926

The years rolled on and by 1926 the opening of a Catholic House of Studies as a prelude to a
Catholic University in South Africa was frequently mooted. In that year Archbishop B J
Gijlswijk felt that the time had come to made a modest beginning. As the Klerksdorp
Convent had extensive grounds with potential expansion, it was decided to erect the first
House of Studies there. This was opened on the 22nd July 1925 by Mother Lucy
Kaltenstadler, then Prioress-General of the Congregation. The newly erected hostel received
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some 12 young student Sisters from King William’s Town with Sister Paula Wahlspoeck as
principal teacher and also Mistress of Novices. Books were supplied mainly by the Mother
House at King William’s Town; but also by some of the Branch Houses. Thus was formed
the nucleus of what was hoped would be a big educational move.
By 1927 the Superiors of other Congregations had become enthusiastic about this venture, so
student Sisters from every corner of South Africa assembled in Klerksdorp. The Dominicans
from Oakford, Natal, were the first to arrive. With and in charge of her group was Sister
Benedict, a person full of vitality and gifted with a lively sense of humour. Besides looking
after the Oakford group she joined the teaching staff, specialising in Afrikaans. Sisters
Maxima and Editha headed the Sisters from Mariannhill. Soon there followed a lively group
of the Sisters of the Precious Blood who had recently come to South Africa. Benedictines
from South West Africa12 came to uphold the balance of colour between black and white
habits. Dominicans from Rhodesia also came as well as Sisters of Charity from the Northern
Transvaal.
There was now keen emulation among these students from the various Congregations as all
were still young enough to believe that knowledge and perfection could be acquired in the
brief span of a few years. They were all going to write their matriculation at the end of the
year as a preparatory step to University life. Heads bent over books or listened to lessons
without betraying the fact that often their owners were taking a mental holiday and
visualising the rosy dawn when they would no longer be students, but would impart
knowledge to others from overstocked brains.
Meanwhile Sister Paula’s task of coping with all the different sections in language had
become impossible. Help came when Evelyn Mitchell, a prospective Postulant, with a
degree, arrived. She took over the history and literature lectures. Sister Paula’s work was
further lessened at this time when she resigned her post as Novice Mistress to Sr Aquinata.
The ecclesiastical authorities, encouraged by the success of the House of Studies, wished the
Government to turn it into a Normal College. Hopes were high; but soon from unofficial
quarters the rumour came that there was no hope that the Government would co-operate or
give consent to raising the school to the level of a Normal College. What had begun
optimistically was doomed to failure. The students dispersed to their several Convents; those
belonging to the Congregation of King Dominicans went to the Mother House, and by
arrangement of Mother Augustine Geisel, the newly appointed Prioress General, were
drafted to the Training College at King William’s Town. There, under Miss Emery and her
staff, they distinguished themselves and became competent teachers.
A great change came for the Klerksdorp Convent when the Convent Chapel ceased to be the
Parish Church. The new Parish Church was built in the new township and this necessitated
having the presbytery there also, but the little seedling had now reached its 60th year of its
life. May it continue to yield much fruit in God’s vineyard!

CHAPTER XIV
Keilands – Holy Family Mission
1884

12

Some 25 miles North-East of Bolo there is a valley formed by a horseshoe curve of the Great
Kei River where four large tribes, the Gaika, Gcaleka, Fingo and Tembu, join together.
There, in 1884 two little huts alone denoted the presence of man. The ground was covered
with stones and thorny mimosa and not a patch of cultivated soil was to be seen. This was

Namibia
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the spot chosen by Father Weld S.J., Superior of the Zambesi Mission, to form the first
native Mission in the Cape, which he dedicated to the Holy Family. Through Mr E Byrne,
the Catholic lawyer of King William’s Town, he purchased 1629 morgen of farmland at
Keilands. No doubt his idea was that this would serve also as a place of call when travelling
from Grahamstown to the Zambesi Missions.
Fathers Fraser and Torrend aided by Brother Francis de Sadelier and Brother Nigg, all S.J.,
began the work and, with the sanction of Bishop Ricards, established the mission on the
extreme East of British Kaffraria. There was then no road between Dohne and Keilands and
so rugged was the way that their heavily loaded wagon capsized three times before they
reached their destination. When the boundary of the farm was reached a flat stone was found
and on it Father Fraser said the first Mass at Keilands. They had been 14 days on the road.
Fathers Apel and Hornig arrived a little later; but the former was soon transferred and the
latter was left to till the sullen soil alone.
It was a trying time but in a few years the brambles were uprooted, the rocky shingle was
gathered in for walls and fences, and acres of land by the River margin yielded their stubborn
clots to the plough. Native huts multiplied as slowly but surely the Amaxhosa relinquished
their hereditary paganism and embraced the Christian Faith. The bodies of Father Fraser and
Father Nigg lie under the soil they worked so well. It was Father Hornig who laid them both
to rest. The huts in which the missioners sheltered at night leaked so badly that only under
their umbrellas could they avoid the pouring rain.
1894

In 1894 Mother Euphemia Koffler and Mother Mauritia Tiefenböck accompanied four
Sisters to Keilands to help the Jesuit Fathers. They were Sister Benigna Osterberger,
Superior, Sister Bartholomea Krepold, Sister Isadore Wiedemann, and Sister Helena Fischer.
The party left King William’s Town by train on the 28th August, 1894. At Dohne, 30 miles
from their destination, they were met by a wagon drawn by 14 oxen. In this they travelled the
rest of the way and arrived at Keilands at 7.30 p.m. on the 30th August. The Sisters were
unaccustomed to the bumps and shocks incidental to travelling by wagon over pathless ways
and they were glad when, as they neared the Mission the sound of the bell rang out
“Welcome to your new home.” Benediction followed after which the entire party did justice
to the excellent meal prepared by Brother Barnaba.
The two Mothers intended staying only for a few days; but Father Daignault developed
Erysipelas, so Mother Mauritia, as nurse, remained behind when Mother Euphemia left on
the 14th September with only Sister Camilla Klostermeier as traveling companion. Mother
Mauritia returned to King William’s Town on 2nd October. At Keilands Father Daignault
became the ordinary Chaplain to the Sisters.
In March 1896, Bishop Strobino visited Keilands for the Sacrament of Confirmation and in
April of the same year Father Daignault was replaced by Father Bick. Meanwhile the school
with its over 100 pupils kept the Sisters busy. The class rooms were built by Father Hornig
and Brother Nigg, and the heat was so intense that they worked at night and rested during the
hottest part of the day.
The Chapel, though the largest room in the presbytery, was far too small to accommodate the
parishioners, who soon numbered well over 300. So father Kerr, complying with the wishes
of the Fathers in residence and of the whole flock of Christians, decided on the erection of a
Church. He himself, while visiting all the distant Missions, laid the foundation stone as
Bishop Strobino was unable to attend. The Church was to be built in the location of Chief
Saliwa Ngwenga who had given permission to the Jesuit Fathers to erect both Church and
school on his ground opposite the Keilands farm. To this old Chief then is due the honour of
procuring the entry of the Catholic Church into the Transkei for he lived on the left bank of
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the Kei. He lived to be over 100 years; but did not himself receive Baptism until the night
before his death, 20th August 1911.
The day fixed for the ceremony of laying the foundation stone of the Church was 8th July
1894. In the afternoon in the presence of the entire congregation, Father Kerr, assisted by the
resident Priests, proceeded to the spot chosen for the erection. The cross was set up on the
position of the future Sanctuary and four banners occupied the corners of the Church. When
all was completed according to ritual, Father Kerr addressed a few words to the
congregation. Father Hornig acted as interpreter and the audience seemed much impressed
by the imposing ceremony. Solemn Benediction followed in the Chapel, and ‘Daily, Daily,’
was sung in the Xosa language. The Mission now consisted of three Priests, one lay Brother
and four Dominican Sisters from King William’s Town.
In 1895 Bishop Strobino paid his long deferred visit to Keilands and said the first Mass in
the yet unfinished Church. How hard the Sisters worked helping to decorate the still
unplastered walls and to get the children of so many Natives in attire suitable to the occasion.
As usual Father J Hornig acted as interpreter of the Bishop’s sermon, while Father C Bick
played the harmonium and conducted some Latin motets and Xosa hymns. When later in the
same year the Church was finally finished, Father Hornig, as honoured labourer in the
vineyard , had the privilege of singing the first High Mass in this new Sanctuary of Kaffraria,
and the Native choir under Father Bick did themselves credit by a good rendering of
Bordese’s Mass.
There were over 100 communicants and two sermons were preached, one in very simple
English and one in Xosa. The principal donor to the Church was Madame Alphonse
Berwaerts, a Belgian lady who had been a benefactress since the inception of the Mission,
and whose contribution to the Church was £280. The handsome carpet covering the entire
Sanctuary was the gift of Mr Malcomess of King William’s Town.
To mark the day a great feast was organised for the Natives. Twenty-six cooking pots were
kept busy; but in this, except in supplying most of the materials, the Fathers, Brothers and
Sisters took no part. The happy day ended with singing the Lourdes “Ave” in the Xosa
language. As is usual on South African farms, feast was followed by famine for the locusts
came. The people got very little – a few beans and wild melons. All the rest went to the
locusts.
In 1897 Bishop MacSherry paid Keilands a visit and saw the Sisters both canonically and
informally. He presented the Community, in the person of their Superior, Sister Benigna,
with an orange which he said he had himself picked from the tree planted by Saint Dominic
himself. He had brought it all the way from Rome for the Keilands Sisters. The Sister
Superior expressed her appreciation of this kindness.
The Bishop found that the Sisters were leading very busy lives as they were but a
Community of four. The care of the Church, ninety black children in school ranging from
Standards I to V, the kitchen, the garden, the ever arriving Native women with their babies
and a list of their many needs – all this, in a nutshell, was their work. They needed great
patience; but the noble-hearted women took the daily happenings as coming directly from
God, and thus they turned everything into virtue. God only knows what the daily routine
meant for them far from their loved Mother House with its large community and regular life.
1900

The years 1899 and 1900 were indeed black ones for Keilands. Intense heat parched the
lands; no rain fell; the Great Kei became a mere trickle linking up its almost stagnant pools
upon which man and animals depended for their water supply; cattle died; and Sister Isadore,
the cook, wept for she had neither meat nor vegetables to put on the table. Typhoid broke out
among the Natives who would not boil their drinking water. Desperately the Sisters made a
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Novena to Saint Anthony to send some meat which had not been on their table nor on that of
the Priests for may weeks.
On the third day of prayer Tom, the headman at the location, came with a pig and three
piglets. “I hear,” he said, “that you are very poor; my wife told me I should give you this pig
with its young ones.” It was the 21st September, 1901, a day never to be forgotten at
Keilands, when the kind heart of a black man brought to the Missionaries a food supply that
was never since failed them. Thus Tom was an early benefactor. He and his wife both died of
Typhoid within 24 hours of each other. They left behind them two sons and six daughters,
the youngest only three months old.
As late as 1904 Father Casset S.J. himself ploughed the Keilands fields because money was
too scarce to pay for Native labour. Perhaps it would be illustrative of the lives of the Sisters
to describe a day’s outing to Saliwa, the location on the left bank of the Great Kei. Sister
Benigna had heard of a very sick woman there; so, taking some sandwiches quickly made,
she and a companion set out on donkeys in the direction of Saliwa. They found the hut in
which the Priest stayed on his visits to the location. This was dirty and fisted with bugs; so
they set about a spring cleaning. A small piccanin brought two buckets of water and wanted
sixpence a bucket. They had no money so bartered two of their precious sandwiches for the
water. When the hut was clean they munched a sandwich each and set out in search of the
sick woman.
They were directed to a closed hut. Cautiously they entered and in the dark and sultry hut
they saw that floor was covered with something black. Some of the black began to move and
proved to be ten or twelve naked men. These cursed and swore at the nuns who had wakened
them from their drugged sleep. The hut reeked with intoxicating fumes. One or two of the
men stark naked made a dash for their assegais. Humbly and in terror the Sisters apologised
and explained the mistake of their visit. The men were not to be mollified, so the nuns went
out more quickly than they had entered. They mounted their donkeys and hurried them in the
direction of the Priest’s hut, not daring to look back.
Meanwhile the Priest had returned and roundly scolded the Sisters for cleaning his hut. He
explained too that their lives had been in imminent danger in their escapade to the hut of the
sleeping heathens. The return trip to the convent was hot, and, after eating the rest of their
lunch, they wanted a drink of water. A Native brought a beaker of some fermented Kaffir
beer and told them it was good. The younger Sister drank a little. She paid dearly for the
draft with an attack of nausea. Her donkey, too, stumbled, and, taken by surprise, she was
thrown from her mount. Though bruised and scratched with thorns, with the help of her
companion she again mounted and they arrived safely at Keilands in the late afternoon.
There are Bushmen caves at Keilands with beautiful drawings; but as a race the Bushmen
must have been depreciated and spurned by other races. Hence their homes were caves and
they depended on hunting for their food. One of the terrors of the Sisters was a Bushman
named Toy. He was married and had children; but was so cruel and vicious that his family
often fled and hid in the bush until his rage had abated. The Priests had warned the Sisters
never to allow Toy in the kitchen.
One day he came and demanded meat. The Sister said it belonged to Father so she could not
give it away. She closed the door but the nimble Toy was through the window before she
realised what had happened. Fortunately for her the click of a nearby gate warned Toy of the
approach of Father Hornig. The Bushman vanished and Father reminded the Sister that she
would have to be very careful for Toy could be vengeful. True enough the rogue came again
in the afternoon; hut the Sister Superior was in the kitchen. She appeased him with an apple
and Toy went away gleefully.
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It now became apparent that the Keilands Mission lay on the very borders of Natal and that
in fact its two out stations across the Kei were actually under the Vicar Apostolic at
Maritzburg. On the other hand the place was about 1200 miles from Bulawayo, the headquarters of the Jesuit Mission. Hence it was evident that Keilands could be worked more
easily by the Mariannhill Trappists whose mission area extended westwards to within a
hundred miles of the Kei. The Trappists would be aided by the Sisters of the Most Precious
Blood who, by their marvellous success in the Natal Vicariate, had won for themselves the
admiration of the whole of South Africa. Hence the Dominican Sisters would no longer be
needed.
1908

In 1906 overtures to this effect were made by the Jesuits to Mariannhill and so, on the 23rd
January, 1908, the Trappists missionaries led by their Prior, Father Isembard, arrived and
took over the Mission after it had been directed by the Jesuit Fathers for 22 years. It was no
small sacrifice for the Jesuits to part with the flock which they had tended with loving care;
nor did the Native Christians see their pastors and the Dominican Sisters leave without deep
regret. Young and old wept and gave touching examples of their deeply felt gratitude.
The Jesuit Fathers expressed their appreciation of the Dominican Sisters for their faithful and
untiring co-operation in their work at Keilands, saying that for 13 years they had devoted
themselves wholeheartedly to the Mission. They had educated and catechised the young,
nursed the sick, adorned the house of God and ministered to the wants of Priest and Brothers.
The Sisters now initiated the new nuns into their work and on the 11th August, 1908, they left
the banks of the Kei. Father Apel remained till the 10th September. From Keilands he went to
Mariannhill where he printed the parting gift of the Jesuits to the Keilands Mission, a lasting
memorial of their teaching. This was a complete Prayer and hymn book in Xosa, the ‘Isitiya
Sompefumlo’ or ‘Garden of the Soul’. It was the combined work of Fathers J Apel, J Hornig
and C Bick. It consists of 320 pages/ the hymnal section sings of the Feasts of the
Ecclesiastical year; the prayers follow the lines of the English Garden of the Soul; the Mass
and the Sacraments are explained and are given in Latin and in Xosa. No greater gift than
this could have been given to Keilands.
Father Bernard Huss C. M. M. then became superior of Keilands and tried to introduce the
methods of training of Mariannhill among the Natives of Keilands. He was averse to the
Native method of making religion a loaf of bread or a pound of rice and he left Keilands on
20th September, 1915. By this time the Mariannhill idea of intensification was ripe and its
monks lost interest in new fields of mission labour. They had done much for the Mission.
During the first seven years of their stay Father Bernard made the place free of debt and
could show a credit balance.
He had also taught the Amaxhosa the system of dry farming and how to avoid soil erosion.
He had studied their cattle diseases and tried to make the Christian Natives self-reliant. He
was not popular because he opposed their idea of making religion synonymous with
whatever they could get out of it; but the children loved him and willingly attended school.
He it was who established the first Government-aided school at Keilands. With the aid of the
King Dominicans, Sister Emilia, one of his assistant teachers, obtained the requisite teachers’
certificate, and so at least one Sister was given a Government grant. It was no much; but it
was a beginning and it would automatically improve with an increase of numbers on the roll.

1922

In 1922 Archbishop Bernard J Gijlswijk arrived in South Africa as the first Apostolic
Delegate to the country. His travelling companions were Monsignor F J Vogel and Father
John Rackl, who were to have formed a new Prefecture at East London; but there was some
misunderstanding so East London remained under the Port Elizabeth Diocese. Hence Msgr
Vogel and Father Rackl were freelances in the country. They appealed to the King
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William’s Town Dominicans who generously received them as guests at Woodlands until
such time as they could make their own arrangements.
1929

This gave the Priests time to learn the Xosa language and to become acquainted with Xosa
customs. Horses were placed at their disposal and Sister Pulcheria Witt, the Superior, did all
in her power to assist them. On the 20th February, 1929, Queenstown was confided to the
Pallotine Fathers, and Msgr Vogel became the first Prefect Apostolic of the newly formed
Prefecture. As Keilands was included in the Queenstown area, Father Rackl was sent there as
Priest-in-charge. He met with the same disappointments as had been endured by Father
Bernard Huss, a lack of response on the part of the Natives, loneliness and overwork.

1922

Thus, after an interval of 15 years, during which the Sisters of the Precious Blood had
worked with the Mariannhill Fathers, it was decided that the Dominican Sisters of King
William’s Town should return to Keilands, where they had formerly worked under the
Jesuits. On the 17th December, 1922 the little band of four: Sister Cassiana Rohrmeir, again
Superior, Sister Cajetan Brandl, Sister Gertrudis Forthofer and Sister Hildegard Stotko left
King William’s Town by train for Dohne where they were met by two Native boys and a
donkey cart. In this vehicle they departed from Dohne at 2 am and arrived at Keilands at 5
pm. During the day the heat had been intense and in the afternoon, just as they neared the
Mission a terrific thunderstorm drenched them to the skin. In this discomfort they arrived at
Keilands walking behind the donkey cart.
They were greeted by the Mariannhill Fathers and Brothers who were still there with their
Superior Father Albert Schweiger. After a short visit to the Blessed Sacrament they went to
change their wet clothing. Next day the Mariannhill Sisters returned to Natal and the four
Dominicans again took up their former work. It was the 20th December, 1922.
In April 1923 Bishop MacSherry, on a visit to Keilands, administered the Sacrament of
Confirmation to 33 persons of whom 25 were children and pupils of the Sisters. In the same
month the Inspector of schools examined 115 pupils from Kindergarten to Standard V and
gave a satisfactory report. They had been taught by the Sisters, the secular teacher, Anton
and the Catechist. On the 8th September Father Albert said Mass at Cofimvaba for the
harvest thanksgiving and two Sisters accompanied him. This little village had only three
Catholic European families; but there were many Catholics among the Coloureds and
Natives. A large hut, looked after by a young Native Child of Mary, served both as Church
and school. On this occasion it was filled beyond capacity so that many worshippers
remained outside. The close of the year 1923 brought spiritual joy to the missionaries at
Keilands for at Christmas time 160 Natives received Holy Communion. The children, too,
were happy. They had each contributed the fabulous sum of one penny and received a gift
from the Christmas tree.
In 1924 the Dominicans throughout the world celebrated the seventh centenary of Saint
Thomas of Aquin and the Mariannhill Fathers, in deference to the Sisters, entered into the
joy of the Order. Towards the end of January a novena of prayers culminated on the Feast
with a Missa Cantata, Solemn Benediction and Te Deum. In May the zealous Father Albert
took the Sisters to the then newest Church in the Transkei at Ngunquti. This meant a threehour walk over hill and dale; but the Sisters felt their effort requited when they were met by
a teacher with 30 happy neat and tidy little children who vied with one another in imitating
the behaviour of their teacher, bobbing both knees by way of curtsy and smilingly exhibiting
rows of pearly-white teeth as they greeted the white-robed Dominicans.
In June they went to Mass at Hoyita where the first time the Sisters assisted at Mass said in a
kraal. The walls were a circle of cut branches of the mimosa whose thorns would prohibit the
entrance of animals except at the open space serving as a gate. The Altar was a table of sorts,
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a packing case; the sky formed the roof. One thought of the grand open-air Masses at Ellis
Park in Johannesburg and elsewhere and humbly hoped that God would be as pleased with
this lowly offering in a roofless stable.
Just as the Fathers had joined in the celebrations of the seventh centenary of Saint Thomas,
so the Sisters, on the 24th June, shared the Mariannhill custom of an all day Exposition of the
Blessed Sacrament. Hours of adoration were assigned to various families; the Sisters acted as
marshals and took the place of delinquents. In June, too, came the Sisters annual spiritual
retreat given by Father Albert and shared by the Brothers. This also required adjustment for
the Brothers needed only five days of spiritual recollection, whereas the Dominican
Constitutions demanded eight full days. The Sisters made three days of private retreat; the
Retreat Master and the Brothers came into the picture only on the fourth day. All went well
but on the last full day several visitors arrived for Mass and breakfast. Nothing daunted
Sister Cassiana attended to their wants as though ministering to Christ and his apostles and
soon religious quiet again enveloped the place.
The Natives could not understand the change of dress when on 1st July, 1924, Sisters
Gertrudis and Sigmunda, the lay-Sisters donned the white scapular in place of the black.
“Ipifosokoti emnyama?” they asked. Where is the black apron? On the 14th July good
Brother Simon died and on the following day he was buried with all the solemnities of the
Mariannhill Fathers. In 1926 Mother Clare brought Sisters Camilla and Fabian to visit their
former home. They had worked with the Jesuits at Keilands and were glad to re-view their
former haunts. In 1927 Sister Gertrudis, who for twelve years had been cook at Keilands
died at the Mater Infirmorum, King William’s Town. She had been replaced by Sister
Valeriana Steiner. Another sad event in the same year was the transfer to Cala of the zealous
Father Albert. He sent a pathetic and much appreciated gift to the Sisters in the shape of a
small wagon with four live donkeys on which was loaded a bag of apples.
On the 1st July 1928, the Pallotine Fathers took over the management of the Mission, as
being part of the Queenstown Prefecture. This marked another phase in the history of
Keilands. The work was onerous. Father Backl would, on a Sunday, say Mass at Keilands at
7 am. Then he would have a second Mass at Saliwa with a possible third one at Ciba. When
it is remembered that all travelling was done on horseback and across the dangerous easily
flooded Great Kei, one can realise how strenuous such work must have been. Father would
often be fasting until past midday, and the reception he received from the natives was
sometimes cold and indifferent. The Xosas thought of the religion only in terms of what
material aid they would receive therefrom.
Father Rackl had been ordained Priest on 18th June 1914, at Eichstatt, Germany of which
place his brother was Bishop. He had joined the Pallotine Fathers at Limburg and was
extremely popular among his brother Priests and also with the students. Under the hardships
of missionary life at Keilands his health gave way and, in 1949, he requested permission to
return to Germany. He was given the parish of Darhofen bei Parsberg where he arrived in
October, 1949. There, after five years of priestly service he passed to his eternal reward after
having been 42 years a Priest.
There was now a community of six Dominican Sisters. They did for the Pallotine Fathers the
same work as they had done for the Jesuits and the Mariannhill Fathers. Sister Camilla
Klostermeier went on mission and acted as house keeper for the Priests. Sister Guzmana
Gfröreis was Principal of the school and organist in Church. Sister Valerian Steiner acted as
cook and baker while Sister Yolanda Sauter was in charge of the laundry. Sister Siegmunda
Feicht was gardener and Sister Ursula Kieslich who came in 1930 as Superior served in the
General Dealer’s Cash Store. This last work was new to the Sisters.
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In 1929 Sister Cajetan’s mother, Mrs Brandl, sent Keilands a beautiful statue of Our Lady of
Lourdes to occupy the grotto that had been built seven years previously. From the 19th to the
31st July, 1930, the Native school children went on strike. They demanded daily portions of
bread, meat and tea in addition to the usual Native foods. Hitherto these commodities had
been given on four days of the week. Father Rackl faced the situation fearlessly and with
yells and threats of violence the strikers went to their homes. The parents were also equal to
the occasion and each striker received a sound parental thrashing. Then escorted by the
parents the culprits had to return to the Mission and apologise to the grieved Father and
Sisters.
In about 1935 it was decided that part of the community of six Sisters should stay at Zigudu
where Father Peter Graeff S.A.C. had already taken up residence. So Sister Camilla and
Sister Yolanda joined him and at the same time Sister Valeriana, whose health had broken
down, had to be relived of cooking. She found the garden easier work; but she later went to
the Mater Infirmorum where she lingered on till her death which occurred 9th October, 1953.
In spite of difficulties today, 1957, Keilands Mission still continues its good work under
Father P Gross S.A.C. it has a boarding and day school up to Standard VI, and three
Dominican Sisters still minister to the wants of the Priests and Brothers and adorn the
Church; but they no longer teach in the school.13
Now, in 1957, the Zigudu Mission, like all those in the Queenstown Diocese, had grown
beyond all early expectation. Only 2 of the King William’s Town Dominicans are stationed
there. Sister Daniela is the cook and Sister Arsenia the housekeeper. They both help the
natives with home-craft work but do not teach in the class rooms.14

CHAPTER XV
Events of 1897 in the Mother House
1897

The year 1897 was marked by the Silver Jubilee of Profession for 3 of the Pioneer Sister of
the Congregation: Sister Euphemia Koffler, Sister Reginald Fischer and Sister Eleonora
Petitpierre. The day was fixed for the 24th August. It was an occasion of deep interest to
many, for the three Jubilarians had worked in South African schools for nearly 20 years.
Hence many past pupils of the Convent came, some from great distances, to witness the
ceremony.
The Church had been prettily decorated with evergreens and white flowers and was filled to
capacity by the Congregation. White flowers adorned the altars. High Mass began punctually
to the hour 9 am. The Priestly Procession consisting of Fathers N Fanning, J Bader, J
MacTiernan and the Retreat Master Father Hayes, filed out of the Sacristy, paid their
homage to the Sacramental God before His altar, and then proceeded down the aisle to the
Oratory where they met the three Jubilarians with their sponsors: Mothers Mauritia, Sister

13

The Department of Education wanted the Mission Schools to be in the hands of African Teachers. The
school was closed on 8th September 1958, i.e. the Sisters were withdrawn, worn out by sickness and
advancing age. For 50 years the King Sisters had borne the burden and heat of the day, and had helped
to develop to develop it into a flourishing Mission. The work was taken over by African Sisters under
Bishop Rosenthal.

14

The school in Zigudu was closed on 8th September 1958 and the Sisters were withdrawn for the same reason
as at Keilands, viz. the scarcity of young and capable Sisters to continue the work that had se fervently
begun in 1894.
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Margaret McConville and Sister Ursula Kiernan. The Jubilarians wore wreaths and carried
lighted tapers, emblems of their lives given to God.
The Procession of Priests, Jubilarians and sponsors then re-formed and the parties concerned
walked solemnly up the aisle. The Priests entered the Sanctuary and the Sisters filed into the
two first benches which were covered with crimson cloth bedecked with white flowers. The
Celebrant, the Deacon, the sub-Deacon, the Master of Ceremonies and the Acolytes all
assumed correct positions and the solemn Mass began. The Convent choir was heard to great
advantage. The sermon was delivered by Father Nicholas Fanning who took for his text
“And every one that hath left house or brethren or sisters or father or mother or wife or
children for my Name’s sake, shall receive a hundred-fold and shall possess life everlasting.”
At the conclusion of the sermon the three Jubilarians entered the Sanctuary and in reply to
the question, “What do you desire?” they intimated that they wished to renew their vows.
This they did into the hands of Mother Mauritia who had taken her position in the Sanctuary
seated near the vestry door. Father J Bader then intoned the Te Deum; after singing this the
clergy returned to the Sanctuary to un-vest and the Jubilarians with their sponsors made their
way to the Oratory and later to the inner precincts of the Convent to receive the felicitations
of their Sisters. Throughout the day they were the recipients of congratulatory letters and
telegrams from all parts of South Africa.
Another event of 1897 was the death of one of the earliest friends of the Sisters. Benefactor
even before the arrival of the pioneers, Doctor J.P. FitzGerald M.R.C.S., and L.R.C.P.
remained friend and benefactor as long as he was in South Africa. In his early life he had
known Sir George Grey K.C.B. in New Zealand. There his dearly loved wife died, and then,
with his daughter Mary he came to South Africa, and in 1856 settled in British Kaffraria. For
35 years he was House Surgeon and Superintendent of the Grey Hospital.
It is common knowledge that this hospital was opened to carry out Sir George Grey’s policy
of breaking the power of the witchdoctor over ignorant Natives. Dr FitzGerald worked
loyally for this purpose. He made friends with the Natives, treating their chiefs with the
respect he expected to receive from them. He knew personally Kreli, Gaika, Nona Magoma
and his brother, Ned Magoma, also Dr Gota, the brother-in-law of Gaika. Dr Gota came to
visit Dr FitzGerald and told him that Gaika had appeared to him in a dream telling him to
come to the hospital where Dr FitzGerald would cure his eyes. As the doctor was a qualified
ophthalmic surgeon, he did cure his eyes, and thus saved him from impending blindness.
Ned Magoma then offered his service as interpreter at the hospital. He frankly told Dr
FitzGerald: “I like your work and I come to you with all my heart and will remain with you
as long as you stop in this country.” He kept his word and made a useful interpreter until his
last illness and death. Lot Rhai and Nana Ganya were also interpreters, both good and
faithful public servants, and Nana also acted as dentist and was a skilful extractor of teeth.
Dr FitzGerald told the Natives plainly that the chief cure of the witchdoctor was to smear the
affected part of the patient with cow dung, then to breathe upon the spot and show the patient
a lizard or a frog or some chewed grass, which he had surreptitiously taken from his pocket
or his mouth. This the witchdoctor would proclaim to be the evil spirit that was causing the
pain. For the hospital he laboured strenuously. In place of bare whitewashed walls he hung
gaily-painted landscape pictures to make the place more homely. One grateful patient
painted in oils twenty such pictures and gave them to the hospital. He improved the roof
ventilation and avoided flat roofs, giving preference to the curved or pitched roof as being
more hygienic. He introduced the permanent canvas marquees for the use especially of
malodorous patients. There was then no water-borne sewerage, but he designed and made
practical the dry earth closet system. Small wonder that the Right Honourable H
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Labourchere in acknowledging Sir George Grey’s dispatch said: “I request you will assure
Dr FitzGerald of the great satisfaction with which I have learnt the success of his meritorious
exertions.”
Dr FitzGerald also did all he could for the Sisters, by whom he was lovingly called Grandpa.
His daughter, Miss Mary FitzGerald, ‘Sister Mary’, as she was laughingly called, spent so
much time in helping the Sisters in their new and strange surroundings, that it became
difficult for them to part from her. However, her first duty was to her father, and when he
retired to Ramsgate, England, she went with him. There he passed to his eternal reward, and
the news was received in King William’s Town in 1897.
Dr C J Egan, Convent Doctor, 1857 – 1897
It was about 1897 too that Dr Charles James Egan ceased to be the Convent Doctor and Dr
Schulze took his place. According to Dr A W Burton, Dr Egan was born at Navan, County
Meath, Ireland. Dr Burton continues:
“When the history of King William’s Town comes to be written, one name, that
of Dr C J Egan, will be found to occupy a prominent position in the records of
this important town. No man has done more to foster the prosperity and to further
the interests of the town of his adoption during the past half-century than Dr
Egan, and no one is more highly honoured and justly respected. In 1857 he
qualified in Medicine, Surgery and Midwifery. In the same year he came to King
William’s Town and was installed as Assistant Colonial Surgeon at Grey Hospital
under Dr John Patrick FitzGerald. Also at Grey Hospital was Dr James Poters, a
retired Naval Surgeon.
These three men formed a hospital unit in a small white community surrounded
by more than 80000 Natives and one can imagine the feelings with which a
newcomer would be welcomed, and how eagerly news of the homeland would be
sought at that time. Dr Egan assiduously associated himself with the political,
municipal and social life of the Town. He assumed control of Grey Hospital for
about six months during Dr FitzGerald’s absence overseas on sick leave.”
In 1906 he had practically retired from medical practice; but he continued to act as medical
adviser to the Sisters at the Convent. Everyone loved and respected him. His home ‘Avoca’
was near the Convent. It now belongs to the Congregation and forms the Novitiate for
training Postulants and Novices. Previously it was used as a hostel for Deaf Boys. Dr Burton
also writes:
“It was Dr Egan who saw me into the world on 19 October 1882 and lived to see
me become a chemist’s apprentice in the shop, now Harrison’s in MacLean Street.
He was our family doctor for very many years and a dear friend in every way,
fond of us all. As a Chemist and druggist I worked in close association with him
and greatly admired his Irish brogue and ways. I remember how on one occasion
he came into the Chemist’s shop saying he had just seen a man die in violent
convulsions after taking strychnine to end his life. In his Irish way he said: “The
silly man, why didn’t he take an ounce or two of laudanum in a pint of porter and
just go away in a peaceful sleep and not die in painful convulsions.”
Although Dr Egan was a learned man in more ways than one, there was one thing
he could not do and that was to write a legible prescription. A prescription for
medicine looked just as if a housefly with ink on its six legs had crawled over the
note paper. Doctors are noted for their bad hand writing, but Dr Egan’s was the
worst I ever saw; and strangely enough, I was the only Chemist able to decipher his
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prescriptions, almost all of which were brought to me by other Chemists to read for
dispensing.
On another occasion Dr Egan came to our home (someone ill). He came on foot
and as it was raining had his bowler hat on and carried an umbrella. Rain came
down in torrents and the gutters in Grey Street overflowed like rivers. Dr Egan left
our house with his umbrella closed, and when he came to the water rushing down
the gutter, I was peeping through the window and saw the doctor lean forward and
dip the end of his umbrella into the water in the gutter to ascertain how deep it was.
It was not very deep so he put the umbrella to the bottom as a prop and in an
attempt to jump across the water his umbrella broke and down he fell into the
water. His umbrella and bowler hat were swept away toward the Buffalo River and
the doctor came back into our home where my dear mother, greatly upset, took him
into the bath room and gave him a suit of dry clothing which belonged to my father
who, fortunately, was a man of about the same girth and height. To my childish
mind there was a great sense of humour over this incident. Anyhow, Dr Egan was
tough and he himself really enjoyed what might have been a serious accident.
Just one other story about Dr Egan: One fine morning a nurse with a newly-born
infant in her arms rang his door-bell in Queen’s Road and when the doctor opened
the door nurse said, “Good morning, doctor, I have brought this baby to you
because it is tongue-tied and cannot suckle the breast. Will you please attend to it?
Looking at the nurse Dr Egan asked, “Is it a boy or a girl?” “It’s a boy,” the nurse
replied. “Bring him in at once,” said the doctor. “If it were a girl I would have said
“Take her home for surely she will wag it loose in good time?” he had a wonderful
sense of good humour, something inborn rather than cultivated. Sic transit Gloria
mundi.”
Dr Franz Karl Schulze 1868 – 1939
1907

In 1907 Dr Franz Karl Schulze became the Convent medical advisor. Born 1st March, 1868,
in Westphalia, he was the 6th of seven children of his parents. He took his Doctor’s degree in
Leipzig in 1892, and for a time practised in Essen. In 1893 he registered as a medical
practitioner at the Cape, and then had a practice in Humansdorp. In 1895 he settled at King
William’s Town where he continued to practise until overtaken by his last illness.
With his military bearing tall, lean, erect, added to a stentorian voice, he could easily have
passed as a leader of men; but he possessed a heart of gold and subsided into a gentle lamb at
his wife’s : “now Karl, you don’t mean that.” By his first wife Jane Rachel Fraser, he had
three daughters, Sophie, Jennie and Zoe. Sophie was named after her paternal grandmother.
She was the spoilt darling of the Convent and as such she could do not wrong.
Mother Jacoba fully appreciated Dr Schulze’s sterling qualities and had great confidence in
his medical ability. During the Matabele Wars, as a pioneer nurse, she had been accustomed
to improvised surgical operations. When in 1899 she became Prioress-General, she found
that Mother Euphemia, her predecessor, had already chosen him as the Convent doctor. With
his help she turned the Mater Infirmorum into a clinic, and there, almost daily, the zealous
doctor visited the sick and aged Sisters.
He acted as friend as well as doctor and on one occasion when, through a foolish mistake, a
Sister had blundered and got into disfavour with the civil authorities he, with the aid of
Sergeant Lynn, in charge of the police at King William’s Town, averted the anger of the
Government. The sword of Damocles hung over the Izeli Orphanage and, had it not been for
the influence of these two men, Izeli would have been closed as a Government School.
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In his last illness in his home in Ayliff Street he was nursed by the Sisters whom he had so
often befriended. He could now no longer go into his grounds and visit his loved statue Our
Lady of Lourdes and there recite his daily Rosary. The statue was sent to the Convent and is
enshrined in a grotto overlooking the children’s netball field. He had always prayed that a
Priest would be with him at the end. His prayer was answered as, quite unexpectedly, both
Dr Prendergast and his assistant Priest, Father J Kenny, were with him. He passed to his
eternal reward on 14th January, 1939, and is buried in the local cemetery where he had
purchased a family plot.
July 1897 marked the first official visitation of Bishop H MacSherry to the convent, King
William’s Town, as the fifth Bishop of the Eastern Vicariate. His predecessors were:
Bishop Aidan Devereux
Bishop Patrick Moran
Bishop James D Ricards
Bishop Peter Strobino

1847 – 1854
1856 – 1869
1871 – 1895
1891 – 1896

In December, 1896, the clergy of Saint Augustine’s, Port Elizabeth, accompanied by some of
the Jesuit Fathers and other Priests of the Vicariate, together with Brother Sigismund of the
Marist Brothers and some of the laity, went by special launch to meet the Bishop on board
the Dunvegan Castle. There the Bishop was formally welcomed to the Eastern Province by
Father Quirk, representing Saint Augustine’s, Mr James Wynne Snr., the Mayor of Port
Elizabeth, the Honourable A Wilmot, M.P., Mr George Brown, Town Councillor, and Mr
Chilton for the Press.
However, it was not until July, 1897, that Bishop MacSherry was able to visit his Dominican
daughters at King William’s Town. On the 17th of that month, during his Pontifical High
Mass, he listened to the vows of 22 Sisters and received a large number of Postulants into the
Noviciate at the Mother House. His visit to King William’s Town had almost coincided with
the celebrations on the occasion of Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee which had taken place
in June. For this event the Mother House was prettily decorated, the windows were wreathed
with evergreens, and in the evening the lighted tower had a most brilliant effect.

CHAPTER XVI
King William’s Town and First Overseas Houses
Meanwhile at the Mother House, King William’s Town, that centre from which 12 Branch
Convents had already sprung, religious life went on as usual and every year new and
increasing groups of children made their First Holy Communion. The Convent annalist
records in 1897 that the Feast of the Blessed Sacrament was celebrated in the Convent
Church by the beautiful ceremony of First Communion during Mass in the morning and by a
solemn procession of the Blessed Sacrament, during which Benediction was given at 4
different altars, in the evening.
Fourteen girls with white veils and myrtle wreaths and seven boys wearing rosettes of white
ribbon, all with lighted candles were let up the aisle by Father John Bader. Mass followed
during which hymns to the Blessed Sacrament were sung. The benches in which the children
knelt were prettily decorated with ivy leaves and white flowers on a crimson cloth, and an
impressive sermon was preached. The memory of which must long have remained in the
children’s’ minds.
For the outdoor procession the paths leading to the 4 altars were beautifully decorated;
banners and potted flowers were visible at all recesses, while floral garlands linked the
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windows. All was done to give honour to the King of Kings and all craved His blessing on
themselves and their dear ones. At each of the altars, before Benediction was given, the
beginning of the Gospels, according to the Evangelists, was read.
Every year brought 20 or more Postulants asking to be allowed to become Dominicans. This
continued until war clouds, during 1896 – 1902, stopped the influx. Though it flowed again
after the Anglo-Boer War, overseas vocations were no longer as numerous as before. Hence
it was considered necessary to establish a Postulant recruiting house at Schlehdorf. Hitherto
all Postulants from Germany had been sent from the original Mother House, St Ursula’s
Convent, Augsburg. Though King William’s Town was made independent from St Ursula’s
in 1878, the Sisters there had generously encouraged Postulants, whom they considered had
missionary vocations, not to remain with them but to go to South Africa.
For all those sent and also for all the material help St Ursula’s sent to our Congregation we
owe eternal gratitude, gratitude for the very existence of the Congregation in South Africa
and for their great help during the first difficult 25 years. A window in the Sanctuary of the
Church reminds members of the Congregation to pray for St Ursula’s.
The South African Congregation was now to recruit its own members. It had already in
South Africa some fifteen branches to be supplied with staff and these all looked to King
William’s Town as their Mother House to supply their recruits. So, one of Mother Jacoba’s
last acts when relinquishing her office as Prioress General in 1904, was to purchase from St
Ursula’s the Convent Santa Immaculata at Schlehdorf bei Kochel. Very generously St
Ursula’s offered Mother Ludovica Zirn, a sister by blood to Mother Jacoba herself, to act
as Superior to the young recruits whom they hoped would go to South Africa. Other Sisters
from St Ursula’s helped and so the stage was set for Postulants. They came, 2 or 4 of them,
but found the life too hard.
1904

One evening in June, 1904 at St Ursula’s, Augsburg, Mother Ludovica agreed to address
some potential Postulants in the Drill Hall. She pointed out how badly help was needed at
Schlehdorf for, she said, four of their candidates had deserted. Surely, she added, there
were some of those present brave and generous enough to become temporary volunteer
workers, even if they did not remain permanently. Stoney-faced the girls looked away from
her for they were not prepared for a life of sacrifice.
One who later became Sister Nepomucena Knupfer was the first to break the silence with:
“Yes, Mother, I shall go!” Viktoria Krammer who later became Sister Bernarda and Eva
Elsesser later Sister Ludwiga followed suit. Mother Ludovica was grateful, but she looked
longingly at Anna Dieringer for she knew she would be a useful member of the Schlehdorf
staff. A violent struggle was taking place in Anna’s soul. Then, with face wet with tears,
she sobbed: “I shall go, Mother!” The die was cast. The four volunteers were told they
would leave early next morning with the Manager of Schlehdorf, and that they should take
with them what they needed for a two-months’ stay.
There was little time to spare and soon they were on the train heading for Kochel. The 4
girls were silent. Each seemed busy with her own thoughts. On arrival at Kochel station a
peasant met them with: “You are going to the Convent?! Well, I’m sorry for you. Nobody
stays there for any length of time, for there is work from morning till night, and late at
night too. There is fasting also. These nuns live in enclosure and do not realise that hard
work can be done only on good and plentiful food.” He had evidently prepared this speech
beforehand and did not realise that he was tolling a death knell to the last shred of courage
the volunteers had. However, they looked their mutual consolation and walked on bravely
on for 2 hot hours.
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Tired and hungry they arrived at the Schlehdorf Convent between 3 and 4 pm. The first
person they met was the Parish Priest. He greeted them with “I hope you have a little more
self-sacrifice than those who left.” Strange words! It seemed as though the voluntary
servers were to be prepared for torture or something similar. When they met the Superior
they were given a curt „Grüss Gott“ and she added that she was glad they had come so
quickly. One of the party asked for a drink and was given a glass of water. The lay Sister
then showed them into a room where they could change into working clothes. Two were
assigned to work in the fields, one to the laundry and one to the kitchen. The last-named
was told to cook meals for the manager and serve him and the other servants; tidy their
rooms and carry food to the fields to her fellow workers. This included also fetching milk
from the stables. Small wonder that when they got together they asked themselves whether
there were candidates or ordinary servant girls, even lower, servants of servants. However,
they resolved not to run away as their predecessors had done.
One day there was great news. Mother Jacoba Zirn was coming to be their Superior. She
had just ended her period of Prioress-General and 1905 found her in Schlehdorf to the great
joy of all the candidates. She was loved and revered by all, Priests and laity. Her brilliant
example gave the girls a new zest for work. She tended them in illness, was always ready
to help in sorrow, and when World War I broke out she acted as mother and help to all and
sundry who came to the Convent. She taught all to live their lives only for God and was a
living example of what she taught.
Her successor as Superior was Sister Aquinata Heinzle who completed the building begun
by Mother Jacoba. When she returned to South Africa Sister Athanasius Zeck took her
place until, at the beginning of World War II she went to Venlo to open a new Convent
there. During this terrible war Sister Dominika Zuktrigel acted as Prioress till her death in
1953, when Sister Agnella Dirr took her place.
1910

In 1910 – 1911 the presbytery at Schlehdorf was built and Father Bernard Schmidt took up
residence therein. Mother Jacoba’s uncle, Mr Bauer, and her young nephew greatly helped
as carpenter, locksmiths and electrical engineers. These and others helped greatly to erect
the beautiful presbytery in the Convent grounds. Father Schmidt was himself no mean
architect; so, in spite of having no money, the building went up with gifts of material and
professional aid.
Aided, too, by the Department of Agriculture, parts of the grounds that were marsh lands
were drained and transformed into beautiful gardens. Russian prisoners of war helped in
this herculean task. Thus the community learned the art of self-help. When they needed
wood they fetched it from the forest and the Government apportioned an area from which
they could take even heavy wood. They were still poor but, oh, so happy. Truly Mother
Jacoba’s spirit lived after her. They did what they could and trusted St Joseph to send the
handyman who was needed. Sister Nepomucena Knupfer knew nothing of gardening and
stood surveying the land that was given to her charge. Dr Riederer came along and asked
her what she wanted to do. She replied, „to plant a tree“. The doctor laughed and said no
tree could grow if planted like that. He showed her what to do and later, after surgery
hours, he often came and taught her his hobby of gardening.
Thus Schlehdorf became the first recruiting house for European Postulants. South African
supplies a few but today, 1956, vocations are so few that the Congregation has been
obliged to refuse to open new houses. In many of the existing Convents it has to employ
secular staff.
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1939

During World War II the Convent Sancta Immaculata Hospital did valuable work for the
soldiers. This hospital was closed in 1956 and the Sisters devoted themselves to ordinary
class teaching. They already had a Domestic Science School.
Schlehdorf has been instrumental in opening other missions in Europe.

Venlo and Riehen
1939

In January, 1939, only a few months before the devastating World War II, seven Sisters of
our Congregation opened the Convent of Albertushof at Venlo. Mother Augustine Geisel
had got permission from Bishop Lemmens to found a Convent on the border of Holland
and Germany. The pioneers were Mother Athanasius Zeck, Sister Joachim Meerkotter,
Sister Priscilla Gfröreis, Sister Hippolyta Ferstl, Sister Dafrosa Hirschhalmer, Sister Estella
Schäffeler and Sister Amora Nibler. Postulants from Schlehdorf, who were unable to go to
South Africa owing to the war, joined them. On arrival at Venlo they were coldly received
and Bishop Lemmens forbade them to make any propaganda and he also prohibited their
undertaking any charitable work. He reared their arrival might depreciate the importance of
the Convents of his Diocese. These restrictions automatically fell away during the
prolonged war and especially during the winter 1944 – 1945 when people were starving
and the Sisters helped all who came to them.

1956

Now, 1956, the Convent farm is self-supporting; Catholic Action Societies frequently have
a day’s recollection at the Convent; every year a spiritual retreat for the aged and sick is
held and girl guides often camp on the Convent premises. When Mother Athanasius left for
Ireland in 1952 she was succeeded by Sister M Gabriela Walcher. Albertushof is now the
Noviciate for Sister from Holland who wish to try their vocations with the King
Dominicans.
The Congregation also has a small Convent known as St Dominic’s at Riehen near Basle,
Switzerland. It was opened in 1952 by Mother Demetria Hemmer to be another recruiting
house for King William’s Town would-be Sisters. Sister M Cecilia Müller is in charge of
it.

1951

In 1951, in the City of Stuttgart, Würtemberg, the King Dominicans were asked to open a
small Convent to aid the Parish Priest in the suburb of Gaildorf. The Sisters from
Schlehdorf were sent to comply with this request.
In 1954 a similar Mission was opened at Petersburg. Four Sisters took up residence on the
border of two Parishes and, today, 1957, they continue to do excellent work. They assist
the Priests of both Parishes not only by ministering to them personally; but also by catering
for guests during the annual retreats held there. Separate retreats are given to young men,
young women, the aged, and the sick. Lectures of various kinds are also given regularly to
instruct youth in their various prospective vocations. These, as well as the retreats are, of
course, given by the clergy; but catering is done by the Sisters who also act as Parish
Sisters for both areas.
Similar work is done at Holdorf where there is a larger community and a regular teaching
and clinical staff. Thus the tiny seed planted in Kaffraria has branched not only throughout
South Africa, but also into the parent country of Bavaria. Thus the King William’s Town
Dominicans have three houses in Germany, one in Switzerland and one in Holland.

King Convent activities
Each year the King Convent, like most of its Branches, has a concert or an entertainment of
sorts, also a sports day and an exhibition of work. These three days are open to the public
and have a very special significance. On entertainment day or night the pupils display their
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ability to face every sphere of life in an independent spirit. They show their association
with Western Civilisation, and though they may at times represent Eastern or other
cultures, most of the items show elements in these entertainments: a lesson is taught
usually in social morals. Finally the aesthetic value of such an entertainment is very potent.
The children surpass themselves in the charm and novelty of suitable costumes in place of
school uniforms and they dispel dull care from the minds of their entranced audience.
A sports day, besides the hygienic effect of out-door games, shows onlookers that children
are taught the value of competition and individual effort, the system of fair play, selfreliance, honest team work and submission to rule. An annual exhibition of work thrown
open to idolising parents and others manifests the industry displayed by each pupil in the
various branches of school work. It is an inducement for all to specialise in the calling they
will in after life adopt as a career. Originality is encouraged whether Pupils are encouraged
to make their own work both interesting and useful, and the result often shows perfect
finish and workmanship.
1911

April 19th, 1911 was a red-letter day for the King William’s Town Convent. It marked the
opening of Saint Dominic’s Hall and also the first re-union of past and present pupils. To
Msgr Fagan was given the honour of opening the ceremony. His speech was reminiscent of
the day, 33 years back, when they had laid the foundation stone of the Convent building.
He pointed out that during the 33 years that had elapsed since then twenty-five branch
Convents had been established by the Sisters in the Cape, the Transvaal, Rhodesia and
Natal, and one even in Germany. He considered that this expansion reflected great credit on
the Sisters.
The Mayor, Mr J Leighton was the next speaker. He expressed his appreciation of the fact
that a great number of children had been educated entirely at the expense of the Sisters and
had been made worthy citizens. Mr Pinkerton followed with a lengthy speech in which he
praised the Sisters for training the young mind and rendering it fit for the position it should
hold in later life.
Father Walshe read the reply of Mother Lucy, the Prioress General and the Sisters and
hoped that the re-union would be a precedent that would be copied annually. He said the
presence of so many familiar faces must call to the minds of the Sisters a host of memories
of pioneer days when they had faced the privations that followed the Gaika War of 1877.
Life in 1911 had grown a more serious matter for the pupils whose chief care then had been
to pass the Elementary, School Higher or Teacher’s Examinations.
Proceeding, Father Walshe spoke of the 1911 present girls. They worked energetically and
perseveringly to make the gathering a success and they hoped that this reunion would be
the first of many more in Saint Dominic’s Hall. They were happy to invite all the past
pupils to see their staging of Britain’s First Fruits’ and they hoped that this would be a
marked success.
Looking back on the past years since 1911, we note that, with the exception of World Wars
I and II, the reunion of past and present pupils has been held annually to the current year,
1957.
It has grown into a gigantic affair, recognised in South Africa and praised even in Rome as
the King Convent and Branches Union of Past and Present Pupils. The 1956 copy of the
Silver Star, the School Magazine, which is closely connected with the K.C.B.U., was last
year honoured with the following message from His Holiness Pope Pius XII:
The Secretariat of State of His Holiness is directed to acknowledge and
has pleasure in communicating that the Sovereign Pontiff, as a token of
95

his benevolent regard, cordially imparts to the Dominican teachers and
pupils of their schools, the nurses and their hospitals, as well as to parents
and benefactors, in pledge of copious divine grace and heavenly favour,
his paternal Apostolic Blessing.
Vatican City: December 16, 1955

The local newspaper of King William’s Town, “The Mercury” speaking of the past pupils
union and its magazine, “The Silver Star”, on the 25th October, 1956 says:The Silver Star – the magazine of the Dominican Convents in South
Africa, of which the one at King William’s Town is the “Mother” has just
been published for 1956, the magazines Golden Jubilee year.
The latest number of this journal which, in its own right, has become an
institution after 50 years of publication, is well worthy of the auspicious
milestone that has been reached and on behalf of King William’s Town we
heartily congratulate all who are today carrying on the work started half a
century ago.
On an occasion like this one’s thoughts turn to the many thousands of
women in South Africa (and elsewhere, who were educated at one or other
of the Dominican Convents. For them and especially those who are living
away from the towns in which the institutions they went to school at are
situated, the Silver Star is the direct link with their alma mater, and we can
well imagine how interesting they must find its pages – especially those
(30 of them in the 1956 Golden Jubilee number) dealing with news of old
girls.
Perusing the pages of this latest Silver Star, we are reminded that the King
‘Mother Convent’ started in 1877, is now 79 years old. In that time a
number of Dominican Convents have come into existence in various parts
of South Africa, and all are today playing a notable part in the education of
this country’s future citizens.
Many of the people who helped to establish the Silver Star in its early
years at the start of this century have passed, but their work goes on and the
Golden Jubilee issue of the magazine stands as a monument to the progress
that has been made. While congratulating all concerned on their notable
achievement, we express the wish that the Silver Star, and the schools
whose activities it chronicles, will continue in the coming 50 years in the
spirit that has marked the fruitful endeavours of the past half-century.”

CHAPTER XVII
The Seven Foundresses
Mother Mauritia Tiefenböck
1886

In 1886, to the minds of many little children who contacted her, Mother Mauritia
Tiefenböck was a gigantic figure belonging to a world apart. Thought to the more
sophisticated adult she appeared of medium height, somewhat overweight, brusque in
manner, quick-witted and forceful, the child she remained a character from another world,
not to be judged by common standards. This impression was lasting, for, of the hundreds of
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children who came under her motherly sway, the great majority left her care while they
were still children and so the grand figure of strength was theirs for life.
She had come from Augsburg to establish a school at King William’s Town at the request
of Father John Fagan with the permission of Bishop Ricards. The message had been
brought to Augsburg by Herr Fraudorfer. Her companion Sisters were Sister Euphemia,
Sister Reginald, Sister Eleonora, Sister Clare, Sister Gertrude and a postulant Miss Marie
Zirn. All these were marvels in the children’s eyes; but Mother Mauritia, being at their
head, towered a mighty giant beyond any childish imagination. She did not teach but
appeared to be ubiquitous, especially when the pupils were out of bounds or up to mischief.
The Convent grounds on the West were bordered by a quince hedge which in season was
the cynosure of all the pupil’s eyes. One day a raid was planned. Carefully white-pinafored
children were posted at various spots. These were designed to act as sentries, and at the
word “Go” the raiders were to rush in. All was carefully planned. Each looter was to carry
off at least four quinces in her apron pockets. Later the booty would be divided.
Alas! The child-mind had not reckoned with the all-seeing eye of Mother Mauritia. She
was quietly preparing a meal in the kitchen. Intent on her work she only smiled when one
of the staff told her of the raid. Soon the entire file of plunderers, caught red-handed, were
standing near the kitchen door, waiting to be court martialled by Mother Mauritia. The
smaller children were pushed forward while the actual raiders formed a semi-circle behind
them. They held the incriminating quinces in their guilty hands. All expected dire
punishment.
Mother Mauritia appeared and stood for a moment in the kitchen doorway. No doubt she
was trying to suppress a smile as she saw the quivering culprits. Sternly she asked if they
did not know it was sinful to steal, and she ended her monologue on theft with the
rhetorical question: “Now tell me why you stole the quinces!” no one dared reply till the
large-eyed smallest child of the group was nudged by her neighbour. Thinking she had to
say something to this giant from a world other than her own, she ingenuously raised her
eyes and said: “We took them because we were hungry.” The tension was broken and
Mother Mauritia patted the little speaker’s head with: “Now promise me next time you are
hungry to come and ask me for a piece of bread and jam.” Bread and Jam! One needed a
capital J to write about the luxury of such a thing as jam. The party broke up after dividing
the quinces which the good-hearted Mother did not take away.
In those days the Eastern Province had a Gallup poll. The question was “Estimate the three
greatest female characters between the Fish River and the Kei. The majority votes went to
one secular and two nuns, one of whom was Mother Mauritia. Truly she was grand, not
only to externs; but also to those of her own household and to the many who came to her
for guidance. She gave what she had of this world’s coinage and, when she had not that,
she gave kindness and love.
On one occasion the Sister Portress came to Mother at her desk. She wanted 4/6 and said
that the man at the door was insistent that it should be paid in cash. Mother Mauritia was
busy, but told the Sister to get the money from the family purse. “I have already looked
there, dear Mother. There is no a penny in the purse.” With a patient smile Mother Mauritia
said: “God will provide. Do look again, Sister.” She then continued writing. The Portress
did as she was told and lo! Exactly 4/6 was in the purse. The man at the door went away
satisfied.
Once Mother Mauritia was given two small dogs. The children called them ‘the German
dogs’. They were probably a species of Dachshunds, for, though fully grown, they were
small and devoted to her. To the child’s mind it was wonderful that a gift of that nature
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dated to follow the recipient wherever she went. The child wondered what she, too, could
give, but had nothing grand enough for so great a personality.
In February, 1833, Teresa Tiefenböck was born in the village of Grafenau, Passau in
Bavaria. Her parents were good respectable people, holding an honourable position in the
town and deeply imbued with a strong religious spirit. They gave one of their sons to the
service of God in the Priesthood, another became a doctor of medicine and Teresa, at the
age of 21, was at the historic Convent of Saint Ursula, Augsburg, qualifying as a school
teacher. She received the Dominican habit on the 22nd September, 1858, and on the 19th
October, 1859 she pronounced her vows. Eighteen years later, almost to the day, 23rd
October, 1877, she arrived at the Convent of the Sacred Heart, King William’s Town, with
her little band of five professed nuns and one postulant. This party of seven Sisters is now
spoken of as the Seven Foundresses.
For 16 years she was Prioress of the King William’s Town Convent, though at that time the
tenure of office was 3 or 6 years. After twelve years of this responsibility she was
unanimously re-elected and Bishop Ricards confirmed the election again until 1893.
During those 16 years she administered the work of about 200 Sisters, distributed in
Convents founded by herself in the Eastern Province of the Cape, in the Transvaal,
Rhodesia and Natal. Postulants came to her from South Africa and from her native Bavaria,
sometimes as many as 40 in a year, usually at intervals of six months.
As prioress she had opened at East London the first Branch House of the Congregation, and
she would have opened another at Graaff-Reinet, but that Bishop Ricards refused
permission. At the request of Bishop Jolivet, she opened the Convent at Oakford, Natal,
and another at Potchefstroom in answer to a call from Father Odilo Monginoux. When her
15 Rosary children, whom she had taken in honour of Our Lady Queen of the Holy Rosary,
had grown in numbers to 200, she bought a farm for them at Izeli. She did more – she
founded Convents of her nuns at Bulawayo, Salisbury and Fort Victoria. At all these
Convents, excepting those in Rhodesia, she preceded her Sisters so as to pave their way;
and also accompanied them and helped with the pioneering work. No doubt her heroic
efforts against superhuman odds shortened her useful life.
When in 1893 she ceased to be Prioress, she became sub-Prioress and lived at the
orphanage she had herself founded. To her 200 children she showed the tender solicitude of
a devoted mother. There are in South Africa many men and women descended from those
children whose forebears, but for Mother Mauritia Tiefenböck, might have been gaolbirds
or ne’er-do-wells. A list of her good works would fill volumes; but she worked quietly
without any ostentation. To tend her orphans she asked no public help. She struggled
against great difficulties unaided, to feed and clothe her 200 boys and girls, not to mention
what she did for the numberless Natives who sought her help.
One season rust and floods would destroy her crops, at another time drought parched them;
cattle sicknesses and locusts came and carried off her animals and the last blade of green
grass on her farm; but she struggled bravely on, teaching children, no matter what the
colour of their skin, how to be useful to their fellow man. She laid out lands for crops, fruit
and vegetable gardens and her staff of Sisters worked these under her guidance as no white
or black man would have done. Their loyalty was her remuneration.
Early in 1900 Mother Mauritia’s health began to give way, and her Sisters felt it was only
her strong will and indomitable courage that sustained her. However, in October of that
year she sank beneath her cross; but lingered on for a few days. Bishop MacSherry, hearing
of her illness, came from Port Elizabeth to Izeli to administer to her the consolations of the
Church she had served so well. On the 24th October, 1900, she died as she had lived,
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peaceful, resigned and happy in the midst of her labours, surrounded by those whose love
she had so richly earned. She lies buried at the Mater Cemetery with the Sisters she knew
so well. A small cross, like those on the other graves; surmounts her place of rest. She
needs no monument for her works live after her and it can be said of her as of the great Sir
Christopher Wren: “Si monumentum quaeris, circumspice.”
Mother Euphemia Koffler
1893

Mother Euphemia Koffler succeeded Mother Mauritia Tiefenböck as Prioress of the King
William’s Town Dominicans in 1893. Delicately nurtured and highly educated she was the
musician of the foundation and spoke French fluently. To her the works of the great
musicians were a delight. She loved Mozart and took pleasure especially in the symphonies
of Beethoven. She could also improvise and play any melody by ear. Many a time when an
accompanist failed to arrive she would say: “Child, do not worry. Just hum it for me or
give me the music and I shall help you.” She did. Her sight reading was amazingly accurate
and, after a thoughtful look at a piece, she played it with great feeling.
On one occasion a German-speaking pupil had translated the original German of her song
in English. How proudly she sang her translation to give her teacher pleasure. Mother
listened appreciatively to the end then said: “Now that was very good of you to do that for
me. I ask you to sing the whole over again. This time sing in German.” The pupil did as she
was told and sang with gusto. The difference was appreciable. Mother then explained that a
translation is never as good as the original although she praised the effort of the child in
this particular case. Born teacher as she was, she then went to the piano and showed the
right and the wrong way of singing with feeling.
Mother Euphemia was seldom ill, and sometimes this made her appear severe. One day the
Sisters had walked to the Mater Infirmorum. Most of those who went were young; but
Sister Paul Wahlspöck, the principal teacher, accompanied them. Arrived at the Mater, they
became filled with enterprising zeal and continued the walk to Izeli. All returned on foot,
not only to the Mater, but also to the Mother House. They were tired and Sister Paul was
particularly footsore. The younger Sisters begged her to ask Mother Euphemia for
permission to retire earlier. Their ulterior motive was that, if she obtained permission, they
also would be allowed to retire earlier. Expectantly they waited and heard Mother
Euphemia’s reply: “Sister, Christ also was footsore; so just go round the Stations of the
Cross while we make the evening meditation.” Quietly the younger ones sat comfortably at
their meditation while Sister Paul went round the Stations of the Cross.
Before entering the Convent Mother Euphemia had spent some time in France. As she was
proficient in French she taught it in our schools before the inception of Afrikaans. In those
days French or Nederlands was the usual second language in all High Schools. No doubt
the French was partly due to the Huguenots; but it was really studied because at that time
education was hardly considered complete unless one had made the ‘grand tour’ of Europe,
and for this it was necessary to know French. The Huguenots lost their language rights
when they settled in the Western part of the Cape; yet traces of French are still found in
Afrikaans.
Mother Euphemia also had private pupils who knew the French language, but wished to
become more proficient in reading and conversation. In her old days she continued this
work; but sometimes fell asleep as she listened. The pupils would modulate their voices so
as not to disturb her slumber. However, if a word was mispronounced or a phrase wrongly
expressed, Mother would be awake to correct it immediately. One day, during a lesson her
book fell with a bang right on to the floor. The pupil hastened to retrieve it, and as she
handed it back Mother naively remarked: “Child, I nearly slept!”
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It was the same with music. The children loved to play for her. She would sit in her old
place at the right hand side of the child. Soon the nodding would start, and, if a shoulder
was at a convenient height, sleep would follow. Again, however, a wrong note would
awaken her with “No, Child, that is not correct.” Later she reluctantly retired from teaching
and spent much time in prayer and spiritual reading. Her former pupils loved to go and get
her blessing and she would turn “from her Bible to bless her child.” She loved her pupils as
her own flesh and blood. When one of them had left Klerksdorp Convent to join the
Congregation, she was found fondling a frock the girl had left behind. “Child, my child!”
she said, as she pressed the garment with motherly love to her face.
In her conventual life she never wanted to be waited upon. Even shortly before her death
she would forestall the young Sister who desired to tidy her bedroom. In those days the
Convent was not equipped with built-in basins and water had to be carried to a sluice in the
bathroom. She tried to carry her basin when no potential helper was near. In her eagerness
to be at every conventual exercise she would go stockingless to Morning Prayer. If any one
remarked upon this she would say with her mischievous little smile, as though caught in a
childish freak, “The stockings were so tight and I feared I might be late.”
As Prioress of the Klerksdorp Convent she went through the Anglo-Boer War. Her
community had the bare necessaries of life, for the town endured a three-month siege
during which the water supply was cut off. The Convent had a good well and bravely the
Sisters husbanded the water for domestic purposes only, so that they might share their
supply with the townspeople. No baths could be taken. They dehydrated their preserved
fruits and ground them to powder. Thus they made ersatz beverages. Flour and cereals of
any kind were prohibitive in price. During the epidemics Mother Euphemia turned nurse,
and often stayed all night with a bad case. She was in fact like Paul of Tarsus and believed
in doing manual work to earn her living.
Besides her duties as Superior and teacher she installed herself as bee-keeper. Her ‘bee hat’
completely covered her head and neck with a veil clasped well at the neck. Gloves
similarly insulated her hands from stings. Thus equipped she formed a quaint figure and
would rob the hives in the large apiary. She was always happy to don her apiarist’s outfit,
and, no doubt, liked it the more because she was accustomed to wearing a veil over her
face whenever she left the Convent precincts. This was how she had, as a young nun,
covered her face in Germany.
Mother Euphemia’s great friend was Mother Eleonora, whom she often visited in
Potchefstroom. The visits were fraught with danger during the war; but Mother Euphemia
laughed at the danger. She would ask what harm would any soldier do to her. True, she had
sheltered both Briton and Boer whenever they appealed to her. She hid and fed a fugitive
for months, and, to the indignation of all her Sisters, she at one time even housed a
fugitive’s horse. She could not be convinced that the fine animal might neigh at the call of
another horse, and the penalty for harbourage in war time was severe.
On one occasion she went safely to Potchefstroom, but the return journey was unfortunate.
The train left Potchefstroom with the usual precautions. A pilot engine with truck went in
advance to test the line over which the train might then safely pass. Besides this customary
precaution the Officer in Command had specially signalled to a brother Officer that the
nuns were on the train and that he would be responsible for their safety in case of accident.
Of this, however, the Sisters were quite unaware.
Suddenly a violent explosion occurred; the train was braked; the pilot’s engine had passed,
leaving in its wake the shattered line. A young British Officer came to the Sisters. He
saluted and asked them to follow him. Mother Euphemia and her companion, Sister
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Veronica Gray, followed nervously, and a contingent of a dozen men brought up the rear.
The Sisters were led to a tent which was being hastily erected and fitted with camp beds
and stools and all that was needed for the night.
They were told that they had orders for their (the Sisters’) comfort and safety in case the
railway line was sabotaged. Before leaving them in the tent, the young Officer pointed out
that they had nothing to fear. Soldiers were picketed at some yards round the tent, with
orders ‘shoot to kill’ anyone entering the circle. Beyond these pickets were four or five
others also on guard for the safety of two nuns. They had the same orders as the men of the
inner circle. By next morning the line had been repaired and the Sisters were escorted back
to their train.
Before they left Mother and her companion went to thank the Officer in Command for his
kindness. Very characteristically she thought this a good opportunity for rendering a
benefit to her Community. It appears she had been expecting a large bale of textiles from
overseas, and had recently been informed that the goods were commandeered by the army.
She now pointed out her loss to the O. C. and explained that the material which had been
taken by martial law would be useless to the army for it was meant to make habits for the
Sisters. She showed the material of her own habit. The O. C. laughed and said; “Mother, be
sure it has already been cut up to make saddle cloths for the horses.”
When, after the siege, the British, under Major Coleridge entered Klerksdorp, Mother
Euphemia wrote to him and explained that her Sisters had no food. She asked for rations
and mentioned among other things syrup. The Major smiled at the idea of syrup; but he
sent what he could. His aide supplied saccharine instead of syrup. As meat was also listed
he supplemented the usual bully beef with six live sheep. These promptly arrived at the
Convent and were driven into the large grounds to graze. Planning how to get a sheep
slaughtered and anticipating with relish the taste of fresh meat was the talk of the day.
Alas! Next day the sheep had gone; stolen no doubt by someone equally hungry.
Nothing daunted Mother Euphemia notified her loss to Major Coleridge. He sent another
six sheep, and this time they were accompanied by a piccanin to see that they did not
escape again. Dear Major Coleridge! He fed the Community as long as he was in
Klerksdorp. He even gave real delicious Nestles chocolates to Mother’s messenger. They
were the genuine article, delicious things, like big 5/- pieces. Klerksdorp Convent owes
him a deep debt of gratitude.
When in King William’s Town her last illness came upon her Mother Euphemia realised
the full meaning of physical pain. She asked for some relief and did not regain
consciousness from the effects of the injection given her. Father Bernard Rizzonelli, the
Convent Chaplain, stood and sometimes knelt at her bedside anxiously waiting for a
moment of consciousness. Mother Lucy Kaltenstadler and Dr Karl Schulze were on the
other side of the bed, while her sorrowing Sisters filled the room and prayed aloud. As the
nine strokes of the deep silence Deep Silence tower bell rang out, with stethoscope in hand
Dr Schulze announced: “That is the end!” and Father Rizzonelli continued: “The end of a
good life.” In silence, deeper than usual, but broken by occasional sobs, the Sisters retired
to their cells. It was 9 pm., 9th November, 1909.
Mother Eleonora Petitpierre
1851

Born in Augsburg, Bavaria, on the 17th August, 1851, Marie Petitpierre became a
Dominican at St Ursula’s Convent and was professed 21st August, 1872. She had been
educated partly in Augsburg and partly at Nancy, France, and she was at the latter town
during its siege in the Franco-Prussian War. She joined the pioneers of King Dominicans
with Mother Mauritia Tiefenböck and on her arrival in South Africa in 1877 as Sister M
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Eleonora Petitpierre for 22 years she ably filled the position of head-mistress of the
Convent High School, King Williams Town. Now that the opportunity offered she threw
herself with great energy into the work of training others, and in about 1882 she opened the
first normal school at the Convent, thus inaugurating the work of training teachers, which
reached its completion when the King William’s Town Teachers’ Training College was
founded in 1914.
She trained her teachers to strive for thoroughness and efficiency and impressed upon them
their duty of looking for a higher motive than success. They were to aim at spreading the
Kingdom of Christ.
Her life-long ambition was to be a true Dominican and for this she mingled prayer with
work. The striking of a clock would remind her of the presence of God and she would
pause at the sound for a silent prayer. In addition to her work of teaching and
administration she was called upon to write artistic addresses for personages all over the
Cape. Add to this she was an indefatigable correspondent with the Press for various
societies. One of her greatest delights was to procure an annual treat at Christmas for the
poor coloured children of St Joseph’s Mission School in Durban Street, King William’s
Town. For this she prepared months before the time by appealing to her past pupils and
also to her former friends in Germany for contributions. She did not ask in vain.
1884

In about 1884 she launched her little educational barque on the then uncharted sea of
higher education for girls, successfully presenting her pupils for the “honours”
examination, since defunct. It was then superseded by the School Higher and later by the
Junior Certificate. In 1894 she made what was then considered a much bolder venture,
when she entered the first girls for the Matriculation which at that time was thought to be
the very acme of academic glory for young ladies in South Africa.
In 1899 she was appointed Superior of Potchefstroom Convent. In 1904, with Mother
Jacoba, she went to Europe to found the recruiting Convent at Schlehdorf, near Munich. In
1907 she became Prioress of the Sacred Heart Convent, East London. Returning to King
William’s Town in 1911, she was made sup-Prioress. Elected general bursar in 1923,
despite her four-score years she filled that responsible post with great exactitude until three
months before her end. Before this, God sent her three months of suffering, no doubt to
escape purgatorial pains and on the early morning of 19th October, 1932, just before Mass
she quietly breathed her last. She lies buried at the Mater next to Mother Mauritia, who had
taught her in the Kindergarten and who had moulded her life as a religious.
Thomas Carlyle says genius is an infinite capacity for taking pains. Judged by that standard
Mother Eleonora was a genius few have ever equalled and none surpassed. Her motto was:
‘Whatever you do, do well.’ Age quod agis. Thoroughness was the stamp she placed on all
she did, no matter how trivial the work may appear to others.
Highly cultured and refined, an accomplished linguist, an artist of ne mean talent, a woman
of indomitable energy and outstanding business capacity, with the simplicity and faith of a
little child, Mother Eleonora was a personality so unique that all who knew her would say:
“We shall not look upon her like again.”

Mother Clare Huber
1850

Born at Hofkirchen-Dorfen on 6th April, 1850, Anna Huber received the Dominican Habit
in 1872 and on the 14th September, 1873 made her profession of Poverty, Chastity and
Obedience, into the hands of Mother Hyacinth Schippert at St Ursula’s Convent, Augsburg.
She came to South Africa with Mother Mauritia Tiefenböck in 1877 and after passing 15
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years of even tenor in the duties of assistant school teacher coupled with conventual
exercises she, in 1892, volunteered for the Zambesi Mission.
1892

She made the long trek of 1500 miles to Matabeleland by ox-wagon and arrived at Fort
Salisbury 27th July, 1892. There she worked for four months until she was asked to go to
Fort Victoria to begin a hospital. Her first patient there was Captain Chaplin, the local
magistrate, whose life was despaired of. She and her staff of Sisters had no professional
training as nurses, but did their best to obey doctors’ orders and relied on prayer and
personal devotion to do the rest. The magistrate recovered and was grateful to his nurses.
The Sisters had no building and lived in their wagon. A few wattle and daub huts formed
the hospital. So poor were they that they were grateful to receive as a Christmas present a
few yards of calico, a small table cloth and a bottle of honey sent by a well-wisher. Their
malaria patients increased and they worked day and night. In July, 1893, a Matabele Impi
approached the town and when about 50 of these warlike warriors approached within a
short distance of the hospital, the Sisters and their patients had to take refuge in the Fort,
where they stayed for six weeks.
Cecil Rhodes and Dr Jameson visited them and the latter gave them a site for a future
Convent. However, in 1896, they again had to take refuge in the Fort, this time for five
months. When Mothers Jacoba and Patrick went to Europe Mother Clare was put in charge
of the hospital at Salisbury and it was among the Natives at Chishawasha that she
celebrated the Silver Jubilee of her Profession. When the two Mothers returned from
Europe she was delighted to go back to Chishawasha to work for the Natives there. She
spent 12 months with them and wrote “A Book of Happy Memories” to record her
reminiscences of those joyous pioneering days. The serious illness of Mother Patrick
necessitated Mother Clare’s recall to Salisbury where she stayed till he recall to King
William’s Town after 9 years of adventurous life spent in Rhodesia.

1901

She was then placed in charge of Izeli, 1901 – 1909 as successor to Mother Mauritia. In
1922 she was elected Prioress General of the Congregation. During her period of Office
several important educational developments took place. In 1913 she opened the first
schools conducted by the King Dominicans at King William’s Town and East London for
the benefit of Chinese, Indian and Coloured children. In 1914, she negotiated with Dr
Thomas Muir for the establishment of a Training College at King William’s Town by the
amalgamation of the student teachers of the Convent School and those of the Girls’ High
School, with Miss Emery, whole services she had secured, as Principal. In 1917 she opened
Calaroga House in Beaufort Street, Grahamstown to serve as a hostel for her Sisters and
other religious who wished to obtain academic degrees at Rhodes University.

1917

She was back at Izeli from 1917 to 1921. Then came three years as Prioress at Fort
Beaufort and ten years as General Councillor of the Congregation. The long and beautiful
evening of her life she passed at the Mater Infirmorum in prayer, humble work and
retirement. She was never idle. She made and mended thousands of Rosaries. Up to the
very even of her death she took her daily hour of adoration before the Blessed Sacrament
where, in spite of her great age, she would kneel upright before the throne of exposition.
She died at 7.15 pm., 21st September, 1941.
After her death among her letters one was found from Bishop H MacSherry. This she had
treasured. It had come at the close of her Prioress Generalship and read; “I have a strong
sense of gratitude towards you for the excellent way you have managed everything during
your six years tenure of office. God’s blessing was on your government. I wish you may,
many more years of life to do good and a happy and holy death at the end.” The Sisters felt
that the Bishop’s expressed wish had materialised.
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Mother Reginald Fischer
1851

Marie Fischer was born 18th May, 1851 at Herzogenau, Bavaria. She received the
Dominican habit on 13th June, 1869 at Wettenhausen from Mother Aquinata Lauter. Her
profession was made at St Ursula’s Convent, Augsburg, into the hands of Mother Hyacinth
Schippert, on 21st August, 1872. She was a qualified art needlework teacher and joined
Mother Mauritia’s party to South Africa in 1877.
In the early days she gave lessons in Needlework and Painting and had charge of the
boarders. Her large-heartedness made her a great favourite with the children and gained her
a host of friends throughout South Africa.15 Many of her first pupils have handed down as
heirlooms articles of fancy-work and painting done by their girlish hands under the
direction of Mother Reginald. She herself plied her needle till her 88th year.
Endowed with the qualities that make an excellent pioneer religious, she was often called
upon to begin new foundations and to tide over initial difficulties. At various times she held
the office of Prioress in the Convents of the Sacred Heart, East London, Klerksdorp,
Belgravia, Johannesburg, Fort Beaufort and Cradock.
Though she lived to her 94th year, almost to the last she retained the full use of her
faculties. She was active until just a few weeks before the end when she had a bad fall. Her
favourite thought was the goodness of God. On the morning of the 8th June, 1944, Holy
Communion was brought to her bedside. In the afternoon of the same day she literally just
gently fell asleep at the Mater Infirmorum.

Sister Gertrude Walther
1845

Born on the 7th April, 1845 at Unteroth, Bavaria, Krezentia Walther came to South Africa
in 1877 with Mother Mauritia Tiefenböck. She had received the Dominican habit on 14th
September, 1871 and made her profession of Poverty, Chastity and Obedience on 14th
September 1873.

1889

At King William’s Town she was an active manual worker in those hard pioneering days
and she was sorely missed by the entire Community when Mother Mauritia transferred her
to the newly-founded Oakford Convent in Natal. This was in March 1889.
There she endured all the hardships of that difficult beginning and was always the
proverbial willing horse serving in every manual capacity. She excelled in joinery,
carpentry and house painting. It was well known that whenever a new house was opened
Sister Gertrude would go with the first batch of Sisters to fix windows, make cupboards
and desks and thus cut down initial expenses. However, Oakford remained her permanent
home except for these pioneering breaks in the interest of the Congregation. As she grew
older assistants were given her but she always reserved the hardest work for herself. At
prayer she was equally devoted. Her life was saintly. Daily she assisted at Mass for herself
and for the salvation of the heathen. Her active life of prayer and manual work continued
until a few weeks before her peaceful end on the 4th December 1918.

Mother Jacoba Zirn
1857

15

Born on the 2nd February, 1857 at Bubsheim, Württemberg, Maria Zirn had an eventful life.
After being a successful candidate at St Ursula’s Convent, Augsburg, she, at the age of 20,
left parents and home to come to what she believed to be a country teeming with savage
black tribes whom she vaguely hoped to instruct in the rudiments of Christianity.

Mother Reginald would sometimes resolve to be very firm; but she soon turned into a Lady Bountiful
and showered kindness on all to whom she had shown any severity.
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Bishop J D Ricards on the 21st November, 1877, gave her the Dominican habit. She was the
first to receive it in King William’s Town, and on the 10th January 1879 she was the
prototype of the thousand and more young women who have made their vows for life
among the King Dominicans.
Having served for some time as Superior of the Sacred Heart Convent, East London, she
returned to King broken in health. The doctors gave no hope of her recovery and when all
expected her to die she rose from her bed, walked to the tower bell rope and rang it
vigorously. The alarmed Community assembled to find her dressed and cured. She believed
her cure was miraculous and she offered her services to join the Rhodesian pioneers.
1891

For seven years, 1891 – 1898, she and Mother Patrick did yeoman work in that young wartorn country. Their names are household words today among the descendants of their early
patients. Together, 19th June, 1898, they were decorated with the Royal Red Cross by Mr
Townsend for their service during the stormy days of the Matabele War. Together also they
travelled to England to finalise their training as nurses.

1899

When the Rhodesian Dominicans were separated from their Mother House at King
William’s Town, Mother Jacoba, as one of the original King Foundresses, returned to King
William’s Town in 1899 and was made its third Prioress-General in succession to Mother
Euphemia. For six years she governed the Congregation wisely and well. Her foresight
gave the Sisters the Mater Infirmorum as a sanatorium for their aged and sick. This in time
she enlarged and laid out its grounds as they are today. In 1904 she purchased Schlehdorf
bei Kochel as a Postulant recruiting house in Europe.
After her Prioress-Generalship she laboured for 17 years to make Schlehdorf the first
Novitiate House of the Congregation in Germany. There she braved the dangers of World
War I and on one occasion used her Royal Red Cross decoration to gain special favours
from British Military Headquarters for her war-stricken Community. In 1922 she returned
to South Africa and continued the improvements she had begun at the Mater Infirmorum.
Her wonderful energy and devotion culminated in the building of the Memorial Church in
1927. There, too, she peacefully ended her long life on the 2nd September, 1937.

CHAPTER XVIII
Queenstown – Convent of the Sacred Heart and St Catherine’s Nursing Home
1896

In 1896 Bishop Strobino asked Mother Euphemia Koffler to found a Convent at
Queenstown. Doctor John Allen, the resident Parish Priest, was just building Saint
Dominic’s Church, and, as he had formerly been Convent Chaplain at King William’s
Town, it was natural that he would turn to the King Dominicans to assist him in his
missionary labours.
Truly whoever was Parish Priest of Queenstown needed help, for he was both travelling
and Parish Priest. Thus he was responsible for Catholics scattered about in 25000 square
miles of land and would travel by train, cart or on horseback. No wonder Dr Allen’s health
gave way under the strain, and he was obliged to go to Europe for rest and change. The
burden proved too much also for his successor, Father Patrick Bourke, and after nine
months of it, in spite of the efforts of his medical advisor, Doctor Tannahill, he passed to
his eternal reward, 23rd September, 1899.
There was a vacant plot of ground at the corner of Robinson Road and Bouwer Street. This
was considered sufficiently central for a school. Mother Euphemia and Mother Eleonora
travelled to Queenstown, and were duly appreciative of the locality. However, the matter
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remained dormant for six years, due partly to the intervention of the Anglo-Boer War,
1899–1902, and partly also to the fact that the number of the Sisters in the Mother House
had been depleted by their many Branch Convents.
1902

On the 17th September, 1902, in the presence of the Mayor, Mr H Price, and five Priests,
the foundation stone of the new Convent of the Sacred Heart was laid. Mr Patten
represented the Anglican Community, and Mr S P Naude that of the Dutch Reformed
Church. The Mayor praised of conventual teaching and quoted the well-known saying of
Victor Hugo: “When schools open, prisons close.” He said education broadened men’s
minds, removing petty prejudice therein and widening vision. The following document was
bottled and placed by Father James Kelly in a groove under the foundation stone. It is so
comprehensive that we quote it in full as read aloud by Father Thomas McCann.
“Ad majorem Dei Gloriam. On the 17th September in the year of Our Lord
1902, the 25th year of the Pontificate of His Holiness, Pope Leo XIII, and the
second of the reign of His Most Gracious Majesty King Edward VII, the Rt Rev
H MacSherry being Bishop of Justinianopolis and Vicar Apostolic of the
Eastern Districts of the Cape of Good Hope, the Rev T McCann being Parish
Priest of Queenstown, and Mother Jacoba Zirn being Prioress of the Sacred
Heart Convent, King William’s Town, and its Branches of which this
Queenstown Convent will form one, this foundation stone is laid by the Very
Rev James Kelly, East London. Architects of the building Messrs Cordeaux and
Walker of East London.
Signed James Kelly.”
By July, 1903 Mr Sobey Snr. And his workmen had completed the building and on the 15th
of that month Mother Jacoba arrived at Queenstown with the pioneer staff of the Convent:
Sister Claver Reisch, Superior; Sister Secondina Henry and Sister Johanna Pflaum, teachers;
and Sister Luitgard Albrecht, cook.
They were met at the station by Mr James Lamont, his sister, Ellen and other well-wishers.
The Priests, Fathers H Frese and M L Brassil were also there. Mr Lamont immediately took
charge of the numerous parcels and the rest of the party proceeded on foot to the presbytery.
Father Frese then said Mass for the Sisters in Saint Dominic’s Church. The day was
saddened by the news of the death of the Holy Father, Pope Leo XIII. On the previous day
too, Sister Stanislaus McCallum had died at the Convent Sanatorium, the Mater Infirmorum.
The new Convent consisted of a double-storey building of finest Queenstown stone with
well-ventilated rooms. Six rooms were on the ground floor and four above. On the 20th July
Bishop MacSherry blessed the house. In his speech he pointed out that the Convent would
stimulate education in that rapidly growing town. Mr H Price, the Mayor said he would like
to see a university for the whole of the Eastern Border established at Queenstown, and, he
added, it was a pleasure for him to declare the Convent school open. The speech of the
Honourable Thomas Bailey stressed the advantages of a good education. Doctor Hartley said
he had learned manners and deportment as a small boy at a Convent school, and he was that
parents need have no fear that their children would be badly taught by the Sisters.
On the very next day school started with four boarders and 26 day pupils. Numbers rapidly
increased and it was found necessary to hire rooms from the presbytery. At first the Sisters
took only one small room at £1 per month; but later Father Frese suggested that they should
take the whole house. He said he would then rent Mr Scott’s house on the other side of
Robinson Road at £8 per month. This arrangement lasted two years and was a heavy drain on
the Sisters’ finances.
In 1907 Mr Bushel, who owned the property adjacent to the Convent, died, and Mother Lucy
Kaltenstadler purchased his house and large garden for the Sisters. This would have been an
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ideal arrangement; but, unfortunately, it was decided to exchange the newly acquired
Bushel’s house for that which belonged to the Priests. Thus a large part of the garden was
lost to the Convent. At this time, at the close of a mission given by Father Hegarty, the
Sodality of the Children of Mary was established, and Sister Pulcheria Witt became first
directress of the young ladies.
1911

The year 1911 opened tragically for Queenstown for on the 5th January the great Gaika Loop
railway disaster occurred. There were many casualties. Father Edward Crawley S J was
killed. Mother Therese, Provincial of the Aliwal North Holy Cross Convent was seriously
injured, and her companion, Sister Eugenie, was badly shocked and bruised. The two Sisters
received hospitality and nursing at the Convent for months before they were able to return to
Aliwal North. During that time they were tenderly nursed by Sister Winefride Simpkins and
Sister Johanna Pflaum.
It had now become increasingly difficult to accommodate the many boarders so in 1912 a
wing was added to the Convent. This gave a large Kindergarten and a children’s living room
on the ground floor; and upstairs it supplied dressing and bathrooms with another large
dormitory. These were sorely needed to accommodate the approximately 200 borders.
At the end of 1914 it was found advisable to hold an external examination in school subjects
for the Convent Pupils. As Dr Logie, the Government Inspector of Schools, was not able to
oblige, Mr H Wilkinson, Headmaster of the local Boys’ High School, agreed to examine the
pupils in Standards I to VII. Standards VIII and above all worked for public examinations.
Mr Wilkinson gave a very good report.
During the first 24 years in Queenstown the Sisters were helped by the secular Priests of the
Port Elizabeth Vicariate; but in 1927 the Pallottini Fathers took over the Diocese with
Monsignor Vogel as Vicar Apostolic. In 1951, when the South African Hierarchy was
established the Apostolate was made a Vicariate and then a Diocese under Bishop J B
Rosenthal S.A.C. Four of the King Dominican Convents are in the Diocese and three of the
Missions are staffed by the same Sisters. Meanwhile at the Convent the old presbytery had
been demolished and a fine conventual building replaced it. In 1944 the home tennis court
was sacrificed for an additional building to serve as ten rooms on the ground floor and an
infirmary above. This and the enlargement of the children’s dining room with a spacious hall
and large well-ventilated class rooms greatly added to the importance of the Convent School.
In 1953 past pupils from all over the Union came to celebrate the Golden Jubilee of the
opening of the Convent. These pupils showed that their school still stood for all the good
things that had been said of it by well-wishers of 1903. Mr W E Temlett, Deputy Mayor of
Queenstown, told the packed audience at a social held in the Convent hall that not only was
the Convent a credit to the town educationally; but it had helped to further progress of the
town. He said the Convent school had done particularly well in commerce and music, and
compared favourably with all the local schools, not only in examination results, but also in
hockey, swimming and other sports. He ended by saying that the school turned out good
citizens, and that he himself, as a small boy, had been a Convent pupil. He hoped the Sisters
would continue to train the characters of the children of Queenstown.

1953

In 1953 the roll numbered 300. Thus from the feeble efforts of 1903 has developed the
Convent of 1957, from the influence of which “the bluebirds from the sky”, as General
Smuts called the Convent pupils, have gone forth to face the duties of their several lives. The
characters of thousands of children have been moulded by the Sisters and who can say how
much good they have done after learning at the Convent how to face the battle of life?
In 1903 Mother Claver was the first Prioress of the Convent. Her successors have been
Mother Johanna Pflaum, loved by the babies of her kindergarten, with whom she spent
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nearly all her 50 years of religious life. Mother Perpetua Wannersdorfer and Mother Honoria
Kenna, who were in Queenstown for a shorter time. Mother Beata Straub to whom the
Convent owes most of its spacious boarding accommodation left Queenstown in 1956 to take
up a highly responsible post on the staff of the newly-formed Provincialate; Finally Mother
Germaine Holmes who went to Queenstown only in 1957; Six grand administrators, four of
whom have already gone to their eternal reward.
St Catherine’s Nursing Home
The Duncan-Vale Nursing Home bordering on Livingstone Road and Chamberlain Street,
Queenstown, belonged to Mrs Annie Vale, Widow. It had been purchased from Dr Bell
who in turn acquired it from the original owner, Mr Howard, whose dwelling house it had
been. Mrs Vale belonged to a well-known ‘dental’ family and her two brothers, Brothers
also by name, served the Sisters of the Queenstown Convent of the Sacred Heart for years.
1931

In 1931 Mrs Vale decided to retire. An unfortunate death of one of the Convent pupils at
the Home led to the usual blame being put on the nurses. This, like the old custom of
blaming a teacher for the failure of an indolent child, crops up as a hardy annual very often
and causes heartbreaks which should never have been.
On the 27th July of the same year Mother Augustine Geisel, Prioress General of the
Congregation purchased the Nursing Home, with its movable and immovable property
together with its Goodwill for £6500. Sister Adeline Mack and Sister Immolata Mörz came
to act as nurses with Sister M Brigid Breen as Superior. Mrs Colley remained at the Home
as Matron but unfortunately she died two months later. Then Mrs Martin acted as Matron
and later Miss Voicin. Sr Editha Seiterle, Sister Anysia Parsdorfer, Sister Cherubina Mohr
and Sister Caeciliana Jaeger were among the pioneer nurses at St Catherine’s. Until the end
of 1931, Mother Brigid Breen acted as Superior when Mother Claver Reisch arrived from
Klerksdorp in January 1932. The secular nurses remained on the staff until 27th January,
1938 when Sister Seraphine Kaiser became Matron.
Patients were few and far between but the Sisters made inventories and repaired linen. The
house had originally been built for a private family and though it was double-storeyed it
was not suited for a Nursing Home. Stretcher cases could only at great risk be carried up its
winding stairway. Opposite the main entrance was a dairy and, though this was kept in
good condition for cows, swarms of flies infested the wards which had no fly-screens.

1943

In 1943 agreement was made that Mr Ivan Barac should draw a plan for the renovation of
St Catherine’s Nursing Home. At that time Mother Claver’s staff consisted of Sister
Seraphine Kaiser, Matron, Sister Adeline Mack, Sister Gertrude Schmid, Sister Dominic
Heck, Sister Ann Cogan, Sister Hilmar Stich, Sister Anysia Parsdorfer, Sister Leonarda
Leimer, cook and Sister Andrina Ilg, laundress. In 1944, for some reason or t ’other, the
building was left unfinished. The staff continued to nurse what few patients were there; but
Mr Barac and his workers did not appear.

Mother Claver Reisch
Mother Claver was ill and asked to be relieved of office so Sister Joseph Sweetnam, then at
the local Convent of the Sacred Heart, went to take her place and get on with the building.
Mother Claver left for King William’s Town. There, in January, 1892, she had made her
vows into the hands of Mother Mauritia Tiefenböck. In 1903 she had been chosen as the
pioneer Superior of the newly opened Convent of the Sacred Heart, Queenstown and later
was successively Superior of our Convents at Belgravia, Johannesburg, St Catherine’s
Nursing Home, Queenstown and Klerksdorp, giving in all, 13 years of her life to St
Catherine’s, from January 1932 to January 1945.
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The only child of well-to-do parents she proved an able administrator; but was hard on
herself and had no patience with anyone who was not prepared for self-sacrifice. Yet she
won the respect and esteem of her Sisters who realised that her harsh and forbidding
exterior harboured genuine kindness of heart. the keynote of her life was a personal love
for the human Christ.
“Cultivate a great personal love of Christ” she was heard to advise young nuns. This was
the more surprising as those young Sisters did not expect her to talk of love. That love
carried her through the hardships of the early days of the Congregation. She remained at
the Mother House until about the middle of July, 1945. Then she asked to go to the Mater
Infirmorum. There she died on 25th July, 1945.
Mr Barac said that he would continue the building provided that he received a cash
progress payment of £1000. The cheque was written and the building went on apace.
However, it was found that several important additions to the original plan had to be made.
Though these ran into increased outlay, they were so absolutely essential that they were
begun at once. A lift with its electricity independent of the main building supply was
installed by Evans, Barnes and Fitz, East London with Mr Arthur Sobey as local agent. The
chained entrance to this faces Chamberlain Street, and the lift of hospital dimensions, was
the first of its kind erected in Queenstown.
Mr Barac constructed a hospital fire escape between the outside Chapel and the main
building. This was a broad cemented stairway down or up which stretcher and other cases
could easily be carried.
The entire verandahs and balconies were fitted with mosquito- and fly-proof gauze. This
added also greater privacy for the wards.
The main entrance on Chamberlain Street was laid out with a lily pond and a concrete
drive. Formerly in rainy weather this had been a slush pool and doctors had entrance to the
Home only through a pedestrian gate. When the drive was completed cars could bring
patients to the actual entrance. At the same time the entire entrance was floodlit and a neon
light flashed the name St Catherine’s Nursing Home vertically along the lift tower.
1944

In 1944 the Sisters had occupied a small outhouse of 3 rooms. Two maternity Sisters slept
in the main building so as to be on call at night. Only one Sister was on night duty for both
floors. Going up and down stairs entailed an enormous waste of time and energy. In the
outbuilding one small room about 7 foot square was used by the Superior as bedroom. A
larger room 8 by 27 foot had 5 beds placed width-wise leaving barely one foot between the
beds, so that to get into bed one had to walk like a crab sideways. The third room was used
as a store and it also had two beds for Sisters.
In the Nursing Home there were only two bathrooms, one on each floor but none in the
outhouses. The servants’ quarters were even more haphazard, and their building was
infested with vermin. One of the Brothers demolished the whole front wall, then re-built
the place allowing the servants a dining-room, one large bedroom, two private ones, and
shower and toilet. All cavities were well sprayed with Pyagara and D.D.T. so as to
exterminate vermin.
Towards the end of 1945, ‘The Palms’, a commodious house, with property adjoining the
Nursing Home grounds, came into the market. At the time Mother Augustine was in the
Northern Transvaal but an option was taken on the place until contact with her could be
made. It was then bought and all the Sisters from the Saint Ann’s”, excepting the Superior,
were transferred to the comfort of a habitable home with hygienic equipment. The large
lounge in the new house, which was re-christened St Joseph’s was used as a common room
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for the nurses and could also be used for their meetings. Later this lounge was turned into a
temporary Chapel.
By this time the new building was occupied and was rapidly filling with patients. The
ground floor held the maternity wards; surgical and medical cases were on the first floor.
These improvements were not made overnight; but by degrees the surgical theatre was
equipped on modern lines with reconditioned air and special lighting, to say nothing of
glass cabinets full of scalpels and knives of every kind. The radiology department had a
new machine and though floor space was limited, it did good work for the time being.
In the basement under the maternity block was the heating apparatus for all the water used
in the hospital. Some 23 taps supplied water to the grounds from the reservoir built at the
corner of Berry and Chamberlain Streets. To obtain full pressure for all exterior taps a
pressure pump, driven by electricity, was erected in the grounds. The old maternity wing
was demolished and renovated to form a Superior’s bedroom, a room for Sisters on call and
the labour room was turned into a reception room. The Sisters’ living room was refurnished
and its verandah was enclosed by mosquito netting, making a private nook for any Sister
who happened to have a free period/ the kitchen was also enlarged; but, as Sister Joseph’s
two-year period was drawing to a close, she felt she should leave that for her successor.
She left St Catherine’s on 1st January 1947 on transfer to Stutterheim of which place she
had been appointed Prioress.
1947

Sister Celeste Freidel then became Superior. She built the spacious kitchen with its modern
equipment and dining room for the Sisters with private rooms for visiting Sisters all on the
ground floor. On the corresponding upper floor she added a panelled Chapel with stalls and
altars of modern design and with a fine liturgical tabernacle. On 11th September, 1951, the
Chapel was blessed by Bishop J B Rosenthal in the presence of many Priests and wellwishers. The ceremony was followed by Solemn High Mass and Benediction. The entire
new wing was completed in 1952.
The grounds were laid out along four streets. The main entrance is off Livingstone Rd., in
Chamberlain Street and the garage entrance is on Wainwright Street, while the tradesman’s
entrance is on Berry Street. In 1956 St Catherine’s was made a Priory with Mother Celeste
as the first Prioress.

CHAPTER XIX
Cradock – Convent of the Sacred Heart
1892

When Bishop Strobino visited Cradock in 1892 he found there a small Chapel and a
congregation of about 40 people. There was no fixed mission nor did any priest visit the
place regularly. As a result the people were careless and indifferent. They said it did not
pay to be a Catholic and acted accordingly. However, as the Bishop stayed over Sunday
they all came to Mass and 15 went to the Sacraments. At the evening devotions, too, the
little Chapel was crowded. Before leaving the Bishop promised he would see that a Priest
visited them at least every two months and they, in turn, agreed to pay the Priest’s expenses
at each visit. Fathers B Schmidt, H Frese and J Ryan then acted as visiting Priests coming
in turn as often as they could.

1903

In October, 1903, Mother Jacoba Zirn and Sister Raymond Whyte visited Cradock with a
view to founding a Convent there. They purchased 2 small cottages to be used at Convent
and school house. At the same time a large piece of vacant ground was bought by Mother
Jacoba. This was opposite the public gardens and was considered a quiet and restful spot at
the North end of the town and thus suitable for a school. For the present they would make a
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start in a humble way in the cottages in Hospital Street. There in 1904 came 3 Sisters with
Sister Raymond Whyte as Superior. They paved the way for the Convent-to-be.
1906

For the building to be erected on the vacant plot, Mr Abercrombie Mitchell was engaged as
architect and Mr O’Brien, a Catholic who later proved a friend to the Sisters, was the
contractor. The foundation stone was laid on the 23rd January, 1906 by the Mayor, Mr D J
Michau. It was blessed by Bishop MacSherry who had come from Grahamstown to grace
the ceremony. Father Fitzhenry and several other Priests were present; also Mother Lucy
Kaltenstadler who had succeeded Mother Jacoba as Prioress-General. Mr O’Brien had
promised to have the building ready for use in six months’ time.
It was a large double-storeyed brick building with balcony and verandah facing
Stockenstroom Street. The rooms were spacious and well ventilated and the frontage faced
the public gardens. This would give scope to the pupils who would be able to enjoy the
fresh air of the gardens within a stone’s cast of the Convent. Along half of the frontage, on
the right of the entrance, was a large room that could easily be partitioned into 3 separate
compartments, a broad corridor separated it on the inside from the rest of the Convent. This
was the Sisters’ Chapel and they placed it at the service of the parishioners until such time
as they could build their own Church. The presbytery was in Adderley Street at the back of
the Convent. It was arranged that a Sister would act as housekeeper to the Priest and that he
would come to the Convent for his meals.
The contractor proved true to his promise and so the end of 1906 found the Sisters in their
new quarters with Sister Antonina Dowd as Superior. But alas! The painters were still busy
so the Sisters spent the nights at the Convent in Hospital Street. Each morning saw them
trudging down the untarred streets of Cradock armed with provisions for the day. Sister
Antonina, being a cripple, was not allowed to carry anything heavier than an empty teapot.
This she fastened on her back under her mantle. Fortunately it was enamel or it would long
have been broken, for as she limped badly it was jolted up and down and looked as though
there was a monkey hidden away and trying to escape. This daily occurrence amused the
young Sisters who walked behind and christened the teapot “the monkey”.
For a fortnight these early morning walks continued till at last the painters left the building.
The Sisters then set about cleaning and furnishing. In the evening lessons for the coming
school days were prepared. Nederlands was especially studied. There was no Afrikaans in
those days only “Kitchen Dutch” as it was called. For this the Nederlands teacher from the
Boys’ High School was engaged. He used to charge 1/6 per hour or fraction thereof per
pupil and as there were sometimes 6 or 7 Sisters the amount went up per month. He gave
no standardised lessons just talked and answered the simple questions he was asked.
At last everything was in order and Bishop H MacSherry came to bless the house. When he
arrived Mother Antonina could not be found, for she was chasing the Bishop’s dinner in the
form of a precious fowl that had escaped from the crate. Finally the fowl was caught, the
Bishop greeted and the house blessed.
Pupils came and soon it was thought necessary to have new class rooms. These would have
their entrance from Adderley Street at the back of the Convent. The building was arranged
with rolling partitions so that the class rooms could be transformed into a hall, known as St
Dominic’s. One room was on the stage for the use of the senior classes; the body of the hall
had Kindergarten and two other classes for the primary school. A verandah faced two
tennis courts. The whole was completed in 1908.
The hall was used for school entertainments. The first lecture therein was given by Father
Fitzhenry. He chose as his subject Halley’s Comet and spoke to a select audience. The
silver collection taken was devoted to the School Library. In June, 1910, Bishop
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MacSherry visited the school and administered the Sacrament of Confirmation 10 14
children who had been prepared by the Sisters. In the evening the Bishop was treated to a
musical entertainment in the hall, which was also used by the children for happy weekend
recreation. On these occasions only the Kindergarten section of the hall was utilised so as
not unduly to disturb the class rooms. They were happy evenings and must have left a
lasting impression on the minds of the pupils.
When in 1918, Mr Krige became speaker of the House of Assembly he changed his
residence to Cape Town and Welgelegen, his home, was put up for sale. As this property
adjoined St Joseph’s and also faced Stockenstroom Street it was bought by the Convent and
greatly increased its frontage. After it was renamed St Mary’s it afforded class rooms for
the Art and Commercial students. The small boys’ hostel was also transferred to it, thus
leaving St Joseph’s entirely at the disposal of the Sisters. Both these properties had
spacious grounds at the back opening into Adderley Street. Soon the netball field behind St
Mary’s vied in popularity with the tennis courts next to the hall. When the ground at the
back of Mr Thal’s house was for sale it was bought by the Sisters and transformed into a
hockey field. It served its purpose though it was not level enough to be ideal.
The Convent was already, in 1910, a going concern competing with other High Schools. Its
pupils took both University and Cape Departmental Examinations. Music under Sister
Claudia Kusterer made wonderful progress. Her pupils from Port Elizabeth and other large
centres, as also local girls, had excellent results in their examinations and formed The
Convent Senior Musical Band, a combination of players with piano, cello and several
violins.
Where the old tenniquoit field stood, between the Convent and Mr Thal’s residence, there
is now a large parish Church; so the Convent Chapel has been turned into a dining room for
some 80 boarders. This largely added to the convenience of both Sisters and pupils and
proves that the parish has greatly increased to be able to build so spacious a Church.
1922

Cradock – Holy Rosary Mission
In 1922, Father M Cullinan requested Mother Lucy Kaltenstadler, Prioress General of the
Congregation to found a Mission School for Coloured, Indians and Chinese at Cradock.
The choice of a site presented difficulties; but Father was insistent on the urgent necessity
of an early foundation for his beloved poor. He had already formed a group of European
boys called the Voortrekkers. On these he spent all the money he received for the Silver
Jubilee of his Ordination, supplying each boy with shirt, jersey and boots and personally
taking them for a fortnight’s trip to the sea which they had never seen. The trip involved
endless trouble for their train trip to Port Elizabeth was for many of the children their first
by rail. One boy climbed out of the window while the train was in motion and sat astride on
the roof. What an anxiety for Father! In his delirium during the serious illness, which
followed this trip and which proved to be his last, he often called out “Oh! If I must bring
back a corpse!” this shows how the boys’ escapades had affected the Priest. All his
evenings were spent keeping his Voortrekkers off the streets. So now he urged his request
for Coloured girls and boys. They must have a school even “if we must open in a goats’
kraal.” He died on the 24th August, 1922, just two months before the opening of the school
for which he had pleaded so earnestly. Material help in the shape of clothing and stationery
came from the branch Convents and was piled up at the Convent for the great day of
opening.
A suitable site within 5 minutes’ walk from the location at the South end of the town was
purchased. There, on the 8th October, 1922 Bishop MacSherry presided at the opening of a
small private school for coloureds, Indians and Chinese. Sister Natalia Kaltenstadler was
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made Superior with a staff of 4 Sisters: Sister Francis Moosmann, for work, Sr Seraphina
Schulte, Needlework, Sister Adolphina Heckmann as Cook and Sister Hilarion Diermeier
for general work.
The Bishop appointed Father J McCormack missionary Chaplain. He had been travelling
Priest with headquarters at Cradock. He remained at the Mission until 1929, always ready
to help the poor. Before he left he donated his personal library as well as his few
belongings to the Mission.
Sister Patricia Langenbach was the second Superior and held that office to the end of 928
when she succumbed to a painful malady and returned to King William’s Town where she
died at the Mater Infirmorum 19th September, 1935. During her period of office the
Orphanage for boys and girls was started. However, it was decided in December, 1928 to
take only orphan girls. In January, 1925 Sister M Hilda Maloney became Principal of the
school and in March, 1926 the Primary School was opened. In the next year, Sister
Angelica Schiele arrived to teach Music and to help with the Mission. She, for 30 years,
has proved herself an ardent Missioner who never spares herself where God’s glory is at
stake. In 1929 Sister Veronata Schimpf became Principal of the combined Coloured, Indian
and Chinese School with a roll of 450. She had 10 assistant teachers and in 1943 the school
was raised by the Government to a Grade B.
In January, 1929, Sister Gonzaga Ziegler became Superior and remained till the end of
1938. She opened a Private Catholic Training School for Coloured teachers. The school did
good work training both boys and girls to spread education among their own race.
However, in December, 1937, when the Government agreed to aid a similar college at
Parow, the training section of the school at Cradock was closed. Nothing daunted, Sister
Gonzaga started Private Secondary School. She herself taught as a full-time teacher and
prepared her pupils for the Cape Departmental Junior Certificate Examination, so as to give
them admittance to the Parow Training School. In 1937 she added the Needlework,
Commercial and Domestic Science Courses to her Junior Certificate class.
So much interest did she take that in June, 1938 her Vocational Domestic Science was
recognised by the Union Education Department and in 1939 the Department granted
maintenance bursaries to pupils following the National Domestic Science Course.
Truly she was indefatigable and even during the school vacation prepared her lessons and
went out of her way in search of science. Once during the holidays she asked for some
practical scientific experiments. She was enraptured as various sugars and proteins were
found in plants and afterwards expressed her gratitude saying: “It was as thrilling as any
bioscope could be!” she left the Holy Rosary Mission on transfer to Village Main in
January, 1939 and was succeeded as Superior by Sister Alberta Schubert.
It was now necessary to build new class rooms for the Secondary School. The cramped
accommodation of the Sisters had also to be enlarged. This was done and still the numbers
increased so that further accommodation was provided in 1941 and 1942.
1942

Cradock is often stricken by drought when fresh vegetables, eggs and meat are at a
premium. So in 1942 a farm, called St Josefsdal, was purchased from a Mr Young for
£4500. Mr Chr Granzier was engaged as manager and, thanks to his energetic efforts, the
desert has been turned into an oasis. The farm also affords a delightful picnic spot for a
day’s outing during the school holidays.
The school continued to increase in numbers and in 1944 new class rooms were erected
and in the following year a second Domestic Science Kitchen had to be built to cope with
the numerous vocational students.
113

1947

In 1947 the Convent was raised to the status of a Priory and Sister Romualda Steinhart
became its first Prioress
A matriculation course was now started so as to keep pupils for two years after passing the
Junior Certificate Examination students were prepared for the National Senior and
Matriculation Examinations. This for successful candidates would be a key to the
Advanced Teachers’ Course or to Universities or to Training Colleges for Nurses. Their
Principal and chief teacher was Sister Domitilla Schuster.
After Sister Gottharda Weng had worked at the Mission with untiring zeal for many years
she, in 1951, became Prioress. The school continues to show growth and life. The Church
has been enlarged to accommodate all the boarders and parishioners at Mass on Sundays.
Class rooms continue to multiply and to be filled as soon as completed. Truly Our Lady,
Queen of the Holy Rosary and St Joseph have well befriended the Mission during the 24
years of its existence. In 1957 Sister Lauretana Hauser replaced Sister Gottharda who was
transferred to East London.

CHAPTER XX
Woodlands, King William’s Town – Maria Hilf Mission
During the Ninth Kaffir War, 1877, the English Government sent three men into Pondoland
to ask the great Chief, Umhlonhlo, to be loyal to the white people. The request was granted
and the messengers, overjoyed at their success, bartered beads and knives for twelve oxen
and gave the Pondos a great feast. Umhlonhlo could not be present for he had recently lost
his first wife. However, court etiquette allowed him to witness the feast from a
neighbouring hill.
When all had eaten their fill a dance was started. What was the horror of Umhlonhlo when
he recognised a war dance closing in on the unsuspecting white men. From his position he
shouted: “Children, stop! If you kill these men you kill me!” by this time, however, blood
thirst was running too high, and, in spite of the cries of their Chief, two white men were
killed; the third escaped. Naturally this was regarded by the British as an act of treachery.
A price was placed on the head of Umhlonhlo who fled and for 22 years led the life of a
vagrant.
In the course of his wanderings he arrived at Roma in Basutoland. There, after due
instruction in the Christian Faith, he put away his twenty wives and was baptised. He now
threw prudence to the winds, and, one day when crossing a river, he was recognised by a
white man and handed over to the police. There was little hope for the so-called traitor. He
was imprisoned at King William’s Town. When the Basutoland authorities heard of this
they communicated with Father J Fagan telling him that though the man was Baptised he
had not yet received Holy Communion. As Father Fagan could not speak the native
language, he gave a catechism to one of his Non-Catholic Native teachers and engaged him
to instruct the prisoner. After some time Father asked Mother Clare, who was Superior at
Izeli, to send two Sisters to examine him in Christian doctrine. This unenviable task fell to
Sister Benigna Osterberger and Sister Isidora Wiedemann. They found the prisoner knew
the catechism from cover to cover.
The Sisters themselves formed a great difficulty to the poor man. He had never met a nun
and seemed doubtful about trusting these strangely dressed ladies. Presumably in his mind
they formed some kind of magic person who would draw from him information that would
cost him his life. He had heard there were 22 witnesses against him. Were these two of
them? At last, very hesitantly, he asked: “Are these two people Catholics?” Father’s laugh
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reassured him; and the Sisters introduced themselves in Xhosa. When he was preparing for
his First Holy Communion Father gave him a medal of Our Lady, and the poor man said he
would implore Our Lady’s help at his trial. Even before he had made his First Holy
Communion he received an unexpected summons to Grahamstown for trial.
The 22 witnesses contradicted themselves and Umhlonhlo’s simple story was such evident
truth that the prisoner was set free. However, he could not return to Pondoland as another
Chief held his place. He was given choice of residence at any Mission. He chose Izeli for
he already knew two of the Sisters. Mother Clare welcomed him and gave him a hut next to
the Native School; but he longed for land and cattle of his own. His sons and other relatives
visited him regularly and would willingly have brought him any number of cattle; but
Izeli’s complement of these animals was already complete and, as droughts were frequent,
the number could not be exceeded.
He had learned to trust Sister Agnes Vordemayr as a friend. She spoke his language as,
indeed, several Sisters did. One Sunday morning when Mr Peter Mullin came, as usual, to
Mass at Izeli, Sister Agnes put before him a suggestion that he should give Umhlonhlo 20
morgen of land at Woodlands. She hoped in this way to give the Native a sense of
independence. Mr Mullin agree; but before the transfer was implanted Umhlonhlo’s sons
brought the news that he was wanted in Pondoland as Chief. Joy had returned to
Umhlonhlo’s heart and he prepared to go to Pondoland immediately. Sister Agnes was sad
when she heard the news for she had hoped to form a Mission at Woodlands. In 1899
Mother Jacoba handed over the 20 morgen to Bishop MacSherry and that seemed a death
blow to the Woodlands Mission.
1906

However, in 1905, Mother Lucy Kaltenstadler bought back the 20 morgen of land from the
Bishop, who promised to send a resident Priest if the Sisters would open a Mission there.
Mr Shannon who had been living on the spot set aside for Umhlonhlo, in three huts that he
had built, gave these to the Sisters. One was made into a Chapel, the second became the
convent and the third a store room. Sister Agnes was made Superior with Sister Isidora as
her assistant, and Woodlands was started as a Mission. This took place in October 1906.
The surrounding farmers were delighted for they would now have Sunday’s Mass nearer
home. Mr Mullin supplied the Sisters with meat, Mr Eberhard gave bread and Mr Shannon
milk. This they did until the Government paid the Sisters a small sum of money for the
maintenance of three Native orphans.
By chance two Australian Priests were in the vicinity. They offered to give a three-day
Mission to the farmers. In theory it was a grand suggestion but where would they be
housed? Missioners must be rich in initiative, so the Chapel hut was divided into two by
hanging a sheet from the roof; thus one-half became priests’ residence. They shared the
bread, meat and milk of the Sisters and probably thoroughly enjoyed themselves. During
Mass tables and chairs were packed on the beds and this half-hut continued to be
presbytery until a separate hut was built. How the farmers, ten heathen and a few stray
visitors squeezed into the Chapel section of the hut is a mystery. All knelt on the mud floor.
The Sisters had no alarm clock and feared they would not waken for the early Mass, so
Father Henry agreed to fire his gun at 5 am as a rising signal. So, as long as the two
missioners were there, they rose like soldiers at the first shot of a gun.
On the 31st October, 1906 the first resident Priest of Woodlands, Father Flynn, arrived
bringing with him Sister Ferdinand Faisst and Sister Humberta Kaiser and on the next day
the Mission was officially opened. On the day following a near-disaster occurred for the
only cow they had had escaped through a hole in the wall of the shack which the Sisters
had rigged up to protect the animal from the wind. Sister Isidore immediately went in
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search of her, found her, and near her a woman, Sasa Anne Mayole, weeping bitterly. Upon
enquiry as to the cause of her tears, the woman said she had listened to the Father’s
opening sermon and she longed to be a Catholic; but her husband and children would not
hear of this. However, kind Sister Isidore soon dried her tears and some time later she and
the entire family of 15 were received into the Church. So the temporary loss of the cow and
Sister Isidora’s long walk were well paid.
The Convent was still spoken of as Woodlands and had no patronal name. One day Mother
Lucy and Mother Eleonora wished to pay the three-hut Convent a surprise visit. So the
King phaeton and Father Fanning’s horses were inspanned and took the two Mothers to the
foot of the hill. They decided to prove their hardihood by walking up the hill and were sure
they had only to follow the foot path. Alas! They did not know South Africa. Soon there
was no path to follow and they were lost, hopelessly so. Likewise women they prayed and
promised to call the new Mission Maria Hilf (Mary Help of Christians) if only they could
find it. Hardly had they made the promise when a young piccanin appeared. He understood
the words ‘sisters’ and ‘convent’ and very proudly led the way as he signalled them to
follow in Chinese fashion single file. Indeed there was no other method of following for
thick brushwood seemed to be everywhere. Thus the new mission got its name, Maria Hilf
– Mary Help.
Father Flynn had to learn the Xhosa language which the Sisters spoke fluently. When he
had mastered somewhat of a vocabulary he would illustrate his meaning by making
drawings in the sand. Also when he went on missions two Sisters used to accompany him
as interpreters. The Priest never opened a gate; his horse, Prince, leaped every one and also
every fence, while tame Rob and Sally carried the Sisters more leisurely. Thus the trio
brought Christianity to the heathen. One day they met a woman, a centenarian, who wanted
to be a Christian; but objected to receiving Baptism on the score that she had never sinned.
She could not understand the meaning of Original Sin. The Missioners were at a loss what
to do. Then she said: “No sin! All day long I say ‘Voetsak’ to the devil.” God friend, not
devil.” There was no further hesitation. The old woman was baptised and she died a few
days later.
To show how dangerous visits to the heathen were we might quote one or two of many
stories. In 1907 Mr Mullin asked Father to visit Joseph Taubermann who had fallen from a
wagon and lay critically ill at Quencwe. When the Priest arrived he found an irate owner of
the hut who refused him admittance. However, he was not to be so easily baulked in his
sacred ministrations and, with the connivance of a woman, he managed to get into the hut
where the sick man lay. Joseph made the Priest realise that he was glad to see the visitor.
Unfortunately the owner of the hut entered at this moment and, in his rage, he manhandled
the Priest. Father remained calm and pointed out that Joseph was very ill and wanted him
for only a few minutes. He promised that he would go as soon as Joseph was finished with
him. The owner then stamped out saying “I’ll teach you!! Calmly the Priest continued his
ministrations and when he was preparing to leave the man again came in, shambok in hand,
ready to strike the Priest of God. After a few calm words the Priest left. He reached home
at 2 am.
On another occasion in 1914 Sister Camilla Klostermeier and Sister Paschalia Haindl had
taken the daily visiting. They had heard of a heathen woman in a dying condition and
innocently thought this would be a grand day for them if they could send her soul to heaven
purified by the waters of Baptism. On arrival they found the woman unconscious and a
group of men squatting round the central fire in the hut. Sr Camilla, speaking in Xhosa,
explained that they should allow the woman to be baptised before she died. They listened
in gloomy silence, occasionally giving out sounds that marked disapproval; but no words
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were spoken. Then, still in silence, they left the hut and went out into an enclosed kraal.
Sister Camilla told her companion to give the unconscious woman conditional baptism
while she, realising that the men were very angry went out to appease them. However, it
was not possible to get near the patient as the nurse warded the Sister off.
When Sister Camilla returned the two Sisters left immediately. Next day Mr Mullin visited
the Superior, Sister Hilaria Füchsle, and told her that her Sisters must exercise more
caution in the visits, for it was only thanks to the presence of one of his servants in the
group that the Sisters were not corpses on that day. He explained that the men had gone to
the kraal for their assegais and were prepared for their murderous act, when his servant
explained that these were only two harmless women who desired to do good.
During December, 1906, Mother Lucy had three large huts built, at a cost of £4 each. One
of these was for a new Church, one for the Priest and one for the Sisters. The Sisters were
very poor and often lacked the necessaries of life to say nothing of its amenities; but they
were innocently happy. Imagine their pleasure when one day Mr Eddie Niland appeared
with a gift of a beautiful cow and calf. “She has come to stay” was all he said and rode
away for fear they would offer him hospitality. When Bishop MacSherry saw their dire
need he gave out of his poverty a £5 note. Mr Klein and Mr Böhrer together rigged up a
small tin shack to serve as a kitchen. Previously all cooking, in all weathers, had been done
out of doors. Class rooms too had only the sky for roof and were in the shade of friendly
mimosas. They newly erected corrugated iron kitchen now served also as dining room for
the Priest and after his meal it became the refectory for the Sisters.
1917

Even with this improvised kitchen the fire often would not burn for the rain poured in at
most unexpected places. Sister Isidora said she could not get time for her prayers and often
had to come in just in time for Communion. But Father calmed her fears by telling her that
she shared the prayers of all those whose breakfast she was trying to prepare. The 22nd
May, 1917 was a great day for Woodlands for on that day Mother Clare bought from
Messrs. Patrick and Peter Mullin about 185 acres of ground at £2 per acre plus £30 for the
Deed of Transfer. Surveyor’s fee was £20.18.0 of which the Congregation would pay half.
This made the total area of the Convent, in 1918, 205 acres.
In 1919 Sister Hilaria, the Superior at Woodlands, died. Truly she may be said to have died
in harness. On the 16th February she was well and attended to all her duties. At 9 pm., as
usual, she visited the stable to see that all was well for the night. On Monday, the 17th, she
rose with the community; but when she tried to lead the Morning Prayer, she could not
speak; her tongue was paralysed. The Sisters took her to bed; she received the last Rites of
the Church, and died happy and peaceful on the same day at 5.10 pm. There was no
weathered timber at Maria Hilf, so Mr Mullin cut down a tree, made planks and these
formed her coffin. The ox-wagon bearing her remains then started on its long journey of
eight hours to the Mater Infirmorum where the dear Sister was buried by Father
MacTiernan. At Woodlands Sister Emerentia Kienzerle replaced her; but she did not stay
long, and so, in 1926, Sister Cassiana returned as Superior. About this time several
important visitors came to Woodlands. Archbishop B J Gijlswijk, Bishop H MacSherry,
Father Shapcote O.P., Msgr James Kelly, and Father, later, Bishop Colbert.
In 1923 Sister Anna Speckle and Sister Emerentia died. Both had worked for Woodlands in
the pioneering days, and their deaths caused the Sisters great sorrow. Their work was not
spectacular. Like the rest of the community they were engaged in teaching, house-hold
duties, visiting the sick and dying. Hardly a day passed without Works of Mercy among the
heathen. Sometimes there was no resident Priest to give the comfort of religion. Their first
teaching was all outdoor work, under an old mimosa tree; then in 1917 a mud house was
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built as a Native School, and by 1936 this had been enlarged to hold four class rooms, five
teachers, of whom two are Sisters with two male seculars and one female secular; but the
going was not always easy. Attendance in the early days depended on whether the children
were needed at home. They might have to pick peaches for the East London market, or
even take the fruit there on foot; or they might be needed to work in the fields. How unlike
all this was to the roll call of 215 pupils in 1956. Formerly a glance showed whether the
teacher one or five pupils. No need to call a roll.
1925

In 1925 a European School was opened at Woodlands. It was called the Fairview School
from the name of the adjoining farm, which farm the Congregation bought in about 1947.
In pioneering days the school was 2 miles from the Convent and, in bad weather, made
awkward travelling for the Sisters. A small government grant given to Sister Matthew
Krammer brought in a tiny income. The Saint Vincent de Paul and the Child Welfare
Societies sent neglected European children and paid a small remuneration for these.

1936

In 1936 Sister Maxentia Kramer and Sister Stella Forster arrived at Woodlands to take over
the Fairview School from Sisters Matthew and Gratia who would leave on transfer. They
came on Monday 13th January, washing day! For the newcomers it was a terrifying ordeal
to see a huge black pot of boiling water outside a ramshackle shed. Surely they visualised
the witches’ cauldron in Macbeth and wondered what horrors were within. An overheated
Superior emerged from the wood and iron structure wiping, with a sack apron, the sweat
from her face. They recognised Sister Cassiana. Young Sister Stella saw the humour of the
picture and could not suppress her laughter; but for Sister Maxentia who had come straight
from an up-to-date high school it was no laughing matter. She choked back her swelling
tears and said an aspiration to the Sacred Heart for help. The breakfast that followed was a
cup of bean soup for each Sister. This bowled Sister quite over and her tears added to the
watery soup. The school to which they were later introduced was an old garage with a few
rickety benches. There was no stationery whatever for the twenty-nine pupils.
Just as a whole hut had replaced the original half-hut Chapel, so it, in turn, was replaced by
a small brick and mortar Chapel. This had an overhead low loft in which the Sisters slept.
Next to the Chapel were two small wood and iron rooms; one was the Sisters’ living room,
the other their kitchen. This Chapel still stands and forms, in 1957, the Sisters’ refectory.
In 1933 on of the large huts built in 1906 was turned into a Noviciate for potential Native
Postulants. With Sister Benigna as Mistress of Novices, two Postulants, Caroline
Mabentsela and Colletta Mfaladi, received the Dominican habit in June of the same year
from Bishop MacSherry. In religion they received the names of Sister Mary of the Holy
Rosary and Sister Anna of the Holy Cross. There had been a third Postulant, Domitilla
Dlamini; but weak health caused her to return home. The reception of these two first Native
Dominicans was well attended by Catholics, Protestants and Pagans. Father Peter Graeff
S.A.C. assisted the Bishop. Mother Augustine Geisel represented the Mother House. A
pathetic figure at the ceremony was Caroline’s brother, who, in spite of intense cold, had
come over snow-covered mountains, on horseback, to see his young sister don the religious
habit. A year later these two novices took religious vows for one year and, after repeating
them thus for two years in succession, were at last allowed on the 5th January, 1938, to
make their vows for life. By January, 1950, there were 16 professed African Sisters and
one Novice. The Noviciate was then transferred to Lilyfontein.
When, in July, 1920, Sister Cassiana ended her second term of office at Woodlands the
water supply was very inadequate. The Sisters depended on the river water which the
native women carried in buckets balanced on their heads every day. There was nothing in
addition to this except one small rain water tank. In 1928 Woodlands was made a Priory
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with Sister Pulcheria Witt as first Prioress. In 1930 Sister Cassiana returned to Woodlands;
but in 1935 she was replaced by Sister Ursula Kieslich.
Then followed a period of building when all the pioneering work was re-modelled, and, to
some extent, improved. A Mission worker from Germany, Mr Kötting, in 1936, built a
large underground tank to hold 30,000 gallons of storm-water. A very simple new Convent
was erected. It was single storeyed, made of brick and mortar, under a corrugated iron roof
and occupied two sides of a small quadrangle. Owing to lack of money the building had to
be stopped before a laundry was built. So the old make-shift witches’ pot, with all its
primitive accessories, was retained until 1952. However, the Church was built to form the
third side of the quadrangle. When this was completed a small Oratory gave the Sisters a
corner of the Church to themselves and made their lives more conventual.
An outstanding feature of the building is the square tower of the Church. This gives
prominence to the Mission in the surrounding landscape. A friend installed an electric light
in this and for some years it was called the Woodlands’ Star. During World War II, as a
precautionary measure, the police forbade the light to be switched on. The connecting wire
was snapped and it has not been repaired. Owing to lack of staff for a time the Sisters were
forbidden to visit Natives in their huts. Now that the clinic has been re-established some 20
to 25 patients are treated at the Convent every day, and, in the case of a patient being too il
to come to the Convent, the nurse visits the huts. At present, 1957, the nurse is a fully
trained African Sister.
Until 1936 the district had always supplied sufficient pupils for a two-teacher school at
Fairview; but in 1937 it was deemed advisable to take in boarders so as to make up the
required number of pupils for two teachers. Some of these boarders had been sent by the
Saint Vincent de Paul and others by the Child Welfare Societies. These organisations paid
what they could; but many children came without bringing any remuneration whatever.
Thus Woodland experienced years of struggle and poverty during which time the Superior
had great difficulty in keeping the wolf from the door; for the only means of making money
was at the Fairview School and even that tiny source was failing.
In wet weather the two Sisters went to Fairview in the old ramshackle remains of what was
once a vehicle. It had two wheels and there was one horse to draw it. One day, just before
the Sisters got in, the horse shied and bolted. The crazy cart was smashed beyond repair
when it overturned at a corner stone. After this, in wet weather, the teachers had to ride on
horse-back. Sister Maxentia was not accustomed to this mode of travel and one day had a
near tragedy after which she became even more chary of horse-back riding.
1956

To avoid the ride in 1942 a hostel and class rooms were built near the Convent. This made
matters easier for those in charge of the children. However, in 1956 it was definitely
decided to close the Fairview school and hostel. That meant also the withdrawal of the
teaching and hostel staff. With a heavy heart the Superior, Mother Fidelia Grohe, bade
farewell to these and to the children in December of that year. She would now devote
herself entirely to the African boarding and teaching departments.
The visitor at Woodlands today finds that all the old dilapidated outhouses and farm
buildings are replaced by more up-to-date structures. In addition to the large well there is a
borehole and windmill. The National Road runs past the Convent; yet, in spite of all this,
the place remains what it has always been, just a farm school for African boys and girls.
The following poem was written in 1916 by a dweller of the Pirie Forest:
One eve I roamed; ‘twas in the Spring,
When birds their songs begin to sing.
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Chirping and warbling did they say
“Winter is gone, we must be gay.”
I wandered here, I wandered there,
On Woodlands hills so fresh and fair,
Through forests thick and wattles green,
By “Abalungu” seldom seen.
Plantations there on high do view
The Hindu Sea and Panmure too.
The Mount of Kemp does likewise see
The apples, pines of Albany.
Oh! Woodlands! Woodlands! Fair thou art,
Enriched by nature every part.
Here lilies pure and snowdrops fair,
With copious fragrance fill the air.
Methought it was that Nature’s hand
Was somewhat partial to this land.
For Woodlands’ dells and hills of green
No fairer sight could e’er be seen.
Yet fairer far and truer still
Maria Hilf on yonder Hill.
Here solemn bells and spire tall
Say: “Here stays He, the Lord of all!”

CHAPTER XXI
Johannesburg, Belgravia – Convent of the Sacred Heart
(Also Evaton, Vleeschfontein, Rustenburg, Zeerust)
As Johannesburg is the hub of the commercial life of the Transvaal with, in 1956, over a
million inhabitants, it forms a rallying point for all surrounding towns and districts. The
Dominican Sisters in Potchefstroom and Klerksdorp travelling to and from the Mother
House at King William’s Town often passed through it and, on every occasion, had to ask
hospitality from the Nazareth Sisters. This was always freely and willingly given.
However, when Bishop Miller requested Mother Lucy Kaltenstadler to open a school at
Belgravia in the interest of children in that suburb and in Malvern, her councillors readily
agreed.
Johannesburg, Belgravia – Convent of the Sacred Heart
1906

The locality chosen was in Park Street, a few minutes’ walk from St Anne’s Church. The
ceremony of laying the foundation stone in 1906 was essentially and almost exclusively
religious. It was performed by Bishop Miller assisted by Fathers O’Brien, Delacy, Soye
and T Ryan. Mother Lucy and a few Dominican Sisters represented the Congregation. The
architects Messrs. Aburrow and Treeby and the contractor R Thornton were also present. In
the course of a speech the Bishop expressed the hope that the school would be attended not
only by Catholics, but also by the children of all those who wished to have their children
trained and formed in accordance with what God wished them to be – true and worthy
Christians and good citizens of their country.
On the 11th January, 1908 the pioneers arrived at Park Station accompanied by Germaine
Letellier who would join the staff as an assistant teacher. They were Mother Lucy
Kaltenstadler, Sisters Peter O’Connor, Sister Ludovica Marx, Sister Humberta Kaiser,
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Sister Cornelia Hübner, and Sister Ludovica Marx, three teachers and a housekeeper. The
party was like majesty bereft of its externals, for there was no Superior and no cook. In the
absence of the last-named the four Sisters decided to work during the day at the school, but
to sleep at Nazareth House. Miss Letellier went to stay with Miss Louis Teubes who
teaching in Johannesburg. The days were busy and the builders’ rubble was scattered
everywhere. Desks and other school furniture arrived by rail. These were unpacked and
arranged by the four Sisters who certainly did work that had not entered into their school
curriculum. Mother Lucy telegraphed for Sister Luitgard Albrecht to come as cook and
then all went merry as a marriage bell. The Sisters could now remain at their Convent of
the Sacred Heart after their fortnight of nightly residence at the Nazareth Home.
On the 3rd February, 1908, in the presence of a large assembly Bishop Miller declared the
school open. Nearly all the Priests of Johannesburg were present and also Doctor F Kolbe
from Cape Town. Next day was spent taking names and addresses of the 40 pupils and
assigning them to their classes. Incidentally the only classrooms were those formed by
partitioning the large hall into 4 divisions, the stage section was reserved for the senior
classes. As two new teachers had arrived, Sister Liguori Connellan and Sister Pulcheria
Witt, the curriculum embraced a variety of subjects. Shorthand and typewriting,
needlework and painting seemed the favourite branches of study and soon the music
teachers found the day too short for their work. Mother Reginald Fischer arrived as
Superior and Art Mistress and before the end of the year 200 pupils were on the roll.
Soon with well over 200 children the Sisters were cramped out of their accommodation.
They slept at night just wherever they could find a corner large enough to allow a
recumbent position. Sometimes 2 beds were pushed together to accommodate 3 Sisters or
one would lie at the feet of another. This was especially the case when there were visitors
to be catered for. The tiny room set apart as Chapel could hold only the Priest and six
Sisters; meals were snatched in the music room. The staff grew to cope with the rising
numbers of children; but all the Sisters were cramped into the original tiny cottage. By
1910 the numbers had increased to between 400 and 500 so Mother Lucy at last gave
permission to extend the Convent. At the same time new classrooms sprang up like
mushrooms and in six months’ time both these and the Convent were filled to capacity.
In August, 1931 the Sisters were saddened by the death of the Kensington Sanatorium of
Mrs Pietro Ferrero, their old benefactor of early Potchefstroom days. Some of them
accompanied the motor hearse that took the remains to Potchefstroom to be buried in the
family lot next to her husband. In 1905/6 she and her husband had been mayoress and
mayor of Potchefstroom. After his death she had decided to live in Johannesburg so as to
be near her children: Carl, Stephen, Tilly and Lucy. Their grandson Peter was ordained
priest in 1956 and visited the old home at Potchefstroom.
In Johannesburg the Sisters found there was an embargo on taking boarders as Bishop
Miller had promised Mother Ambrose of the Holy Family, Parktown Convent to allow no
other Convent but hers to take them. It was feared the numbers at Parktown would be
depleted unless this inhibition was enforced. However, the Sisters at Belgravia were
allowed a maximum of 10 boarders and later the prohibition fell away. In 1933 Mother
Augustine Geisel, the Prioress general, decided to purchase Damfield’s property which, on
the far side of Park Street, adjoined the boy’s playground. This was used as sleeping
accommodation for the Sisters. As it was unoccupied during the day, it was on two
occasions burgled. The biggest sum of money the burglars found was two coppers; but
unfortunately they also made off with many blankets, all this in broad daylight. They posed
as workmen and took what they liked.
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1912

As early as 1912 the Boksburg Mining Company offered the Sisters land for a Convent and
School. For two whole years every Sunday two Sisters from the Belgravia Convent
travelled by train to arrive at Boksburg in time to prepare for Mass there. The resident
Priest, Father O’Brien, was grateful that the Sisters, besides acting as Sacristans, became
catechists after Mass. Sometimes they did not return to Belgravia until two or three p.m. As
Bishop MacSherry refused to allow our Sisters to open a Convent at Boksburg the
proffered site was given to the Newcastle Dominicans.

Evaton – Francis Xavier Mission
1931

In November, 1931 at the request of Bishop David O’Leary Mother Augustine Geisel
agreed to send Sisters to open a Mission School at Evaton on ground given to him by one
of the first Convent pupils at King William’s Town. Mrs Litgertwood, nee Gorman, had, in
1929, built a school and a small Church on a portion of her grounds. On the 18th August,
1933 three Sisters were motored from Belgravia to Evaton by Father L Muldoon, the
Priest-in-Charge of that area. It was a silent drive for Father Muldoon carried the Blessed
Sacrament intended for a dying man whose confession the Priest had heard on the previous
day. On arrival the patient was found already dead so Father telephoned the Bishop and
asked to be allowed to reserve the Blessed Sacrament in the Church near which the Sisters
would be housed. Bishop O’Leary readily consented and the pioneers had the unique
privilege of themselves bringing the Blessed Sacrament to be reserved at Evaton. Mother St
James Bildstein the Superior at Belgravia who had accompanied the pioneers was delighted
that the first filial of Belgravia should have so rare a privilege.
When she left them in the afternoon Sister Majella Kaiser, Sister Gisella Greissel and Sister
Magdalene McLeod got ready for the night. The priest had a room at Mrs Litgertwood’s. it
was arranged that Sisters Majella and Gisella would teach at the little Native School and
Sister Magdalene would act as cook.
The three-roomed house in which the Sisters lived was too small; so in 1934 a Chapel and
a bedroom were added. As soon as the Chapel was complete the Blessed Sacrament was
reserved there and the Sisters had the further privilege of a conventual Mass once a week.
On the other days they had Mass at the Parish Church which was ten minutes’ walk from
the Convent. Towards the end of 1934 Father J Buckley O.M.I. arrived at Evaton as Parish
Priest. He, like his predecessors, first resided at the home of Mrs Litgertwood. However, he
soon built himself a small room at the Parish Church where he took up his abode.
At the Convent, known as St Francis Xavier’s Mission, there were frequent changes on the
staff. The Sisters lived in cramped surroundings until, in 1943, Sister Theresa
Schusterbauer became Superior and built a more suitable Convent. Here, on the 21st
December, 1948, Sister Maurice Buckel, who had come to spend the Christmas vacation at
the Mission, died. She had been in delicate health and barely survived the train journey.
She was buried in Johannesburg.
Doctor Verwoerd’s Bantu Education Act hit the Saint Francis Mission School very hard.
Their day school for African children at the end of 1957 ceased to be government-aided.
According to regulations issued by the Diocese each child must bring 1/- per week for
tuition. Those unable to pay must be sent away. The Sisters themselves had no means of
support other than their small salaries and without these they would not be able to pay the
salaries of secular African teachers.

1952

Belgravia – In 1952 at the Convent of the Sacred Heart, Belgravia the present large
building was erected to occupy the site of Bamfields backyard and the former boys’
playground. Two adjoining dilapidated cottages were purchased for demolition so as to
increase the frontage area of the new building. This had made the Belgravia Convent one of
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the most conventual of all our institutions. While the building was in progress, and in fact
on account of it, the Sisters realised that the children needed room for playgrounds. Long
before, Mother Claver Reisch had been offered 4 erven for the nominal sum of £15.
Unfortunately the telegraphed request to King William’s Town for permission to purchase
did not make the matter sufficiently urgent and permission had been refused. Later the
property was sold for over £800.
The Belgravia Sisters taught catechism to the children on Sundays at Toronga about 15
miles from their own Convent. They went to and fro by train.
In 1940 Father Pierce asked the Congregation to open a school at Malvern where he had
built a hall and a Church. Owing to shortage of staff Mother Augustine Geisel had very
regretfully to refuse, so the Assumption Sisters opened at Malvern.
When speaking of Belgravia one can hardly omit the name of Father Delport. For more
than 40 years he was Parish Priest of St Anne’s Parish and chaplain to the Convent. He
loved the children, especially the smaller ones. On one Ash Wednesday he teasingly told a
little girl who still had ashes on her forehead she had not washed that morning. With all the
precocity of the typical Johannesburg child she shook a warning finger at him and said:
“That is what you did to me.” Eve-like she did not say she had replenished the vanished
ashes by the sharpening of her pencil three or four times. This Father knew but kept the
information himself. He was father and friend to all the Sisters in the difficult early days.
When he was transferred to Yeoville he greatly missed his old haunts. He died at the
Kensington Sanatorium on Christmas Eve, 1954.
Vleischfontein – St Peter Claver
1880

About 160 miles West of Johannesburg at Vleischfontein in the Marica District there was a
Mission station dedicated to Saint Peter Claver. This had been founded by the Jesuits
during the time when the Transvaal was known as the South African Republic as early as
1880. When the Sisters came to Johannesburg it was already 29 years old. It belonged to
the Zambesi Mission and lay on the old main road from Kimberley to the interior. Thus it
was used by the Jesuits as a halfway station for the Fathers of the Zambesi Mission when
they travelled via Kimberley and Zeerust. The Mission lost much of its importance to the
Fathers when the new main road went via Mafeking and also when the Beira railway
afforded a shorter route to the Zambesi. So on the death of Father Bontempe S.J. in May
1894, it was settled that the Mission should be taken over by the Transvaal Prefecture and
that the Superior, Father Leboeuf S.J., should go on transfer to the Zambesi after handing
over his responsibilities to Father Noel O.M.I.

1928

Immaculate Conception Mission, Vleischfontein – Father Noel put the Mission under the
patronage of the Immaculate Conception and was helped by the Holy Family Sisters. In
1928 these Sisters wished to retire so Mother Augustine was asked to substitute them for
the King Dominicans. On the 2nd July with Sister St James Bildstein as Superior a party of
four was sent to the already flourishing Mission. They were to teach 130 Bechuana
children and to minister to the wants of the Oblate Fathers.
Situated not far from the junction of the Marico and Crocodile Rivers in the North West of
the Transvaal, the place had been the haunt of many wild animals, a veritable hunter’s
paradise, a fountain of meat as the name implies. However, after 48 years of labour the
wild animals gave place to cattle; but the Sisters found the Bechuana pupils were more
interested in how to snare birds for the pot than in their lessons. The lure of the veld was
also strong in their parents, so the children could hardly be blamed. At harvest time the
schools were empty and pupils would be playing hide and seek round the hay racks or
following honey birds to the wild bees’ hives.
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On the 16th February, 1929, just 7½ months after the arrival of our Sisters Father Xavier
Goodfriend O.M.I. brought the Blessed Sacrament to the Sisters’ small Chapel. Later in the
year the School Inspector arrive; faces looked glum for at his last visit in 1928 he had
declared Vleischfontein to be the worst of his 150 Native schools. However, he was so
pleased with the progress that, in April, four teachers received Government grants teaching
from Kindergarten to Standard IV. Nor was this all. Sister Barnaba Werkstätter was given a
special grant of £4 quarterly to teach the children gardening. Bishop O’Leary, visiting the
Mission about this time, administered the Sacrament of Confirmation to 33 Natives and
ordained Brother Wm. Le Dreau Priest. After his ordination he continued for 31 years to
fulfil priestly duties as an Oblate Father in the Transvaal till he died at Pretoria in January,
1957. At the time of his Ordination, on Christmas Day, 220 Natives received Holy
Communion at Midnight Mass.
1940

By 1940 some 800 souls were attending the Mission Church. This included their chief and
his family. One of his daughters even became a Holy Family nun and his niece joined our
African Sisterhood of King William’s Town. Unfortunately some of the Natives were
recruited to the Rand Mines where they imbibed communistic principals and on their return
imbued others with the same. In 1946 as many as 300 fell away from the Church in spite of
the restraining influence of the Chief, Mokoko, a staunch Catholic. In 1947 the
Communistic disturbances played further havoc among the Natives who were now split
into two distinct parties.

1949

The Fathers then, after 70 years of successful work, decided to close the Mission and to
transfer their endeavours to spread Christianity elsewhere. On the morning of the 7th July,
1950 our Sisters, after 21 years of service, left Vleischfontein for our Convent at Springs
where they made their annual Retreat. Before leaving Vleischfontein the Fathers
demolished the consecrated Church. The altar from the Sisters’ Chapel was taken to
Rustenburg. The windows and doors, and in fact all that could be removed from the
Church, were transferred to the Fathers’ new Mission beyond Communistic influence.

Rustenburg – St Margaret’s Convent
1950

At the request of Bishop J C Garner of the Pretoria Diocese Mother Demetria Hemmer then
opened St Margaret’s Convent, Rustenburg with a party of three Sisters. The pioneers
were: Sister Magdalene McLeod, Superior, Sister Ulric Stephen, Principal of Schools and
Sister Auxiliatrix Lutz, Music Teacher. They arrived on the 7th July, 1950 and were
welcomed by Father J Johnson C.S.S.R. and Bother Andrew of the same Congregation. Sr
Bernadette Weisshaupt came the following year to teach the Grades and Std I. as Mother
Demetria was overseas Mother Aquilina Spiegel and Sister Gilbert Litzel and Sister Eulalia
Motz accompanied the pioneers to their new home and helped to set it in order.
Unfortunately Mother Aquilina, while helping to arrange the Sisters’ Chapel fell and broke
her arm. She went back to her Convent next day and had the arm in plaster for six weeks.
On the 23rd July, 1950 the Bishop himself sang Pontifical High Mass in the Church which
had previously been built by the Oblates. In the sermon Father John O’Brien C.S.S.R.
referred to the Dominican Sisters as spreading from King William’s Town to the Vaal and
on beyond the Limpopo and now at last settling as a small beginning at Rustenburg to aid
the Redemptorist Fathers.
School opened on 1st August with 15 pupils; the number soon rose to 60. At the earnest
request of the rural section of the population boarding accommodation was, in January,
1952, made available and first 5 Catholic boarders were welcomed. In August of the same
year our Congregation bought the property on which the Sisters now live, and later a vacant
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plot and a citrus orchard. Owing to the increase of pupils it was found necessary to build on
the newly acquired ground a large modern school.
In 1952 Sister Rose Dixon succeeded Sister Magdalene as Superior and in the same year
Sister Fortunata Hummel came to take over the schools. She found 47 children on the roll
with classes ranging from the Grades to Std VI. These included 5 boarders. In 1953 Sister
Rose was transferred to Welkom and Sister Fortunata became Superior. By August, 1954
the roll had increased to 71 and in August the new building was started by Brother
Aloysius. It was ready for use in August, 1955 and the numbers rapidly increased to over
100. This included children to Std VIII.
Since the establishment of the Hierarchy in South Africa in 1952 Rustenburg comes under
the Archdiocese of Pretoria with Archbishop Garner in charge.
Zeerust – St Francis Xavier
1951

Further to the West of Rustenburg but also in the Archdiocese of Pretoria is Zeerust with its
Church of Saint Francis Xavier here in 1951 Mother Demetria, Prioress General, had
bought for the Congregation property with a view to opening a Convent to supply the
educational needs of Catholic children in that area. She had one this at the request of
Archbishop Garner. However, owing to extreme shortage of staff she was obliged to
inform the Archbishop that she was unable to send Sisters to Zeerust.
In 1954 when Mother Aquilina Spiegel was Prioress General the property passed to the
Sisters of Charity of St Paul. They established there St Mary’s Convent School where they
teach girls and junior boys from the Kindergarten to Matriculation.

CHAPTER XXII
Witbank – St Thomas Aquinas Convent
Ermelo – Convent of the Sacred Heart
1923

In 1923 by Papal decree the Diocese of Lydenburg in the Eastern Transvaal was given to
the care of the Congregation of Missionaries, Sons of the Sacred Heart. it then became
known as the Lydenburg Prefecture with Msgr Daniel Kauczor as Prefect Apostolic. There
was at that time a great scarcity of schools for Europeans in the Prefecture and at Witbank,
one of the towns in the area, the accommodation for school children of any denomination
was totally inadequate. True the town possessed two commodious government school
buildings but there was no available accommodation for boarders.
Under these circumstances Msgr Kauczor requested Mother Lucy Kaltenstadler to open a
Convent of the King Dominicans at Witbank. A suitable property of 12 acres had been
purchased in 1922 and in 1923 tenders were called for building the Convent. Mr Corlett
was the successful contractor and it was hoped to have the building ready to open school in
the second term beginning with 22nd July, 1924. However, the official opening had to be
anticipated.
It was known that the Governor-General of the Union, the Earl of Athlone and Princess
Alice would presently visit Witbank and Mr Joseph McKenna, the leading Catholic citizen
of the town suggested that the royal personage should be asked to open the Convent.
Mother Lucy agreed and so the building had to be speeded up to be ready for opening on
the 15th June, thus anticipating the date by more than a month. Mr Corlett got busy and in
1923 and 1924 he built the Convent, Sisters’ Chapel, Schools and Hostel for girls. In 1925
the outhouses went up. This was in keeping with the general growth of the town. Every
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available plot in the vicinity of the Convent had been sold and the Convent was soon the
centre of the rising township. Town offices and a General Hospital went up in the
neighbourhood and a park was laid out.
A contract was signed by Msgr Daniel Kauczor and Mother Lucy. According to this:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

The Sisters would provide for the maintenance of Priest and Brother-in-Charge of
the Mission or pay the sum of £60 per annum.
Laundry for presbytery and Church would be done by the Sisters who would also
keep vestments in repair.
The Prefect Apostolic would supply both ordinary and extraordinary Confessors at
the Convent.
The Blessed Sacrament would be preserved in the Sisters’ private Chapel where
Mass would be said once or twice a week and weekly Benediction given.
The Sisters would take over the choir in the Parish Church until such time as the
Parish is able to supply its own.

Meanwhile Mother Lucy had appointed a staff of pioneers with Sister Lioba Koch as
Superior. There were 9 Sisters and on secular Halina Teresinska. Sister Consilia Eis,
Mother Consolata Kaiser, Sister Sixta Schmitzer, Sister Bernard Rinkes and Sister Meinrad
Schworer were teachers, Sister de Pazzi Barth was carpenter, Sister Theophila Schreiber,
Cook and Sister Seraphia Kasek, housekeeper.
At 9 am on the 15th June 1924, the Governor General was presented with a golden key with
which he opened the door at the main entrance and then declared St Thomas Aquinas
Convent to be open. Princess Alice was given a sheaf of choice flowers. This was done in
the presence of Mother Lucy, the Sisters forming the staff and a goodly representative
assembly of the residents of Witbank. On the 27th of the same month the Convent was
blessed by the Prefect Apostolic assisted by Father Klassert.
In 1922 Mother Eleonora Petitpierre had celebrated her Golden Jubilee of Profession and
her brother, Mr Anton Petitpierre, sent her an artistically wrought silver sanctuary light
supporting the large red glass. This Mother Lucy now presented to the Sisters’ small
Chapel as a precious gift from the Motherhouse.
School opened with the new term, as originally decided, on the 22nd July, 1924. There were
37 children present. The numbers rapidly increased and already before the end of the year it
was found necessary to provide accommodation and tuition for all classes from
Kindergarten to Matriculation. This necessitated a staff of at least 15 and there were 40
boarders to be looked after. The Motherhouse sent the necessary willing helpers.
At that time water was the most pressing need of the Sisters; so already in August diviners
were busy looking for it on the Convent grounds. This at times necessitated boring through
solid rock but at last, at a depth of 90 feet water was struck and the Convent had three, four
hundred gallons of clear fresh water per day.
The manager of the T & D B Colliery offered the Sisters a plot of ground for a Zulu
Mission. This entailed the study of the Zulu language in which labour they were greatly
helped by Father Klassert and his assistant Father Joseph Angerer. The method of teaching
was mainly oral and the Sisters had soon memorised a number of useful sentences with
pertinent remarks.
On the 4th October, 1924, when the Apostolic Delegate, Archbishop B J Gijlswijk visited
Witbank he found an imposing Convent School with boarding accommodation which had
cost £10 000 and which possessed educational facilities of a very high order. The Convent
had kept pace with the growth of the town which had constructed the Victoria Falls Power
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Station to supply the whole of the Rand with electricity and a water scheme which placed
Witbank in the unique position of having an abundance of cheap electrical power, coal and
water.
1930

By 1930 Mother Athanasius Zeck, the then Prioress, could count a roll of 115 with 40
boarders. These numbers have steadily increased. At the T & D. B. Mission there were 132
Zulu pupils, 22 of whom were Catholics. Both schools had done well in school
examinations and other public functions, and had received great appreciation form the
residents of the town.
The Sisters’ Chapel was soon too small so Mr Lamb, a resident Catholic builder, erected a
new one. This was blessed by Msgr Mohn on the 11th November, 1932. At the end of
1933, Mother Athanasius was transferred to our recruiting House at Schlehdorf and was
replaced at Witbank by Mother Pius Galvin. In 1939 to June, 1946 Sister Cordiana Dietzel
was Superior.

1947

In January 1947, Sister St John Pienle was made Prioress. World War II was now over and
the school had a roll of 221 with 61 boarders, so there was a big demand for more
extensive accommodation. The Convent was fortunate enough to secure the services of Mr
Hans Karl Pollobauer. They got busy in repairs, renovations and building and by 1951
Father (later Bishop) A Reiterer, in the presence of the Mayor and Mayoress and other
well-wishers blessed the new school.
Oc course the Convent did not find everything plain sailing. Twice there was a police case
among the pupils, once a mysterious disease attached 20 children. This baffled the doctors
and made bus drivers refuse to take the pupils as passengers. Once lightning struck the
façade of the Convent. However, on each occasion the Sisters put their trust in God and
soon the silver lining of the cloud became visible.
Owing to shortage of staff the Convent could not permanently stay at the Location to act as
Missioners. However, two Sisters always accompanied the Priest when he went to say
Mass for the Natives. They acted as Sacristan and Catechist. This was continued until the
Priest secured the services of the Servite Sisters who now have every prospect of making
the place a flourishing and large Mission.

Ermelo – Convent of the Sacred Heart
1925

On the 19th August, 1925 at Ermelo in the same Prefecture of Lydenburg, Mother Lucy
Kaltenstadler bought two adjacent properties from Mesdames Adendorff and Nicholson.
Her object was to found a second Convent in the Prefecture as Witbank had made good
headway.
There were two good, though small, cottages on the combined 9-acre property which was
about 10 minutes’ walk from the centre of the town. The place (Ermelo) already possessed
a High and a Primary School, and also a Normal College.
In 1926 the Apostolic Delegate gave permission for the foundation, so in February, 1928
the Convent of the Sacred Heart was opened with a staff of 10 having Sister Paula
Wahlspöck as Superior. She, with two other Sisters arrived on the 20th December, 1927.
Mrs Cooke, mother of Sister Convivia, acted as their first benefactress. She helped in every
possible way, not only by supplying their needs but also by introducing them to desirable
shops and other business places. In these new surroundings the Sisters prepared for
Christmas.
It was only shortly before their arrival that the Priest, Father Hugh Ille had a presbytery.
Formerly Mass was said in the house of a private individual with whom the Priest stayed
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during his visit to Ermelo. When the Sisters came one small room in the Priests’ house
formed the Parish Church and there the Crib was prepared. Rivalling its original at
Nazareth, everything was primitive in the extreme; an electric bicycle lamp gave light, but
love in the hearts of the Sisters burned even more brightly.
The Convent consisted of a small cottage, a two-roomed outhouse which had been as used
as a fowl-run, and a barn. The cottage had a front room which served as parlour and music
room by day and as a bedroom for two Sisters by night. Every evening they brought their
blankets in and spread them on the floor. They had no mattresses. Opposite the parlour was
a tiny Chapel so small that only 4 or 5 persons could be in when the Priest was officiating.
The rest of the community would hear Mass in the passage. This is reminiscent of many of
our first Chapels. However, Mass was said on Sundays for the Parish in the Children’s
dining room; though this making of a Chapel-at-ease was very inconvenient, yet it lasted
till the 7th June 1930, when the Sisters Chapel in the new Convent was opened to the
Parish. Of the three remaining rooms one was the bedroom for the other eight Sisters with a
small portion screened off as bathroom, the other was occupied by the first boarders and
the third room was the kitchen; but its chimney smoked so much that during the first month
the cooking was done outside. As soon as possible the outhouse was cleared of its lumber
and fowls were housed in an enclosure. The kitchen was transferred to one room in the
outhouse and the other was used as the Priest’s dining room.
The fowls resented the change and whenever the dormitory window was open in they flew
and laid their eggs on the Sisters’ beds. This proved very unhygienic.
Mrs Cooke acted as Father Christmas and brought the dinner, complete with goose and
mints, ready cooked. A spacious cottage half an hour’s walk from the Convent, down a
shaded avenue, was hired as a school and in May Mr Martens started building the present
(1956) imposing three-storeyed Convent. Father H Ille said the first Mass in the Sisters’
cottage on 8th January, 1928. He gave Benediction with the ciborium as they had no
Monstrance; then that ciborium of consecrated Hosts was reserved in the tabernacle.
The Sisters were fortunate in having large fruit and vegetable gardens which were in good
condition; so fresh fruit and vegetables had not to be bought. There were also three
boreholes feeding two underground tanks. A coal mine was nearby and a truckload of this
indispensable commodity could be cheaply purchased. They residents were friendly and
anxious to help. Among them was a goodly sprinkling of Lebanese who heartily welcomed
the Sisters.
However, the people did not realise that wholesome food was sadly missing because the
Sisters had no money. Several of our Convents sent useful gifts, but few thought of adding
groceries. The walk to school and back meant an hour a day then there would be five to six
hours of teaching with choir duties at the Convent, as well as other community exercises.
This at the mere bread line could not last long.
The pioneers were Mother Paula Wahlspöck, Sister Natalia Kaltenstadler, Sister Vincentia
Dilger, Sister Rita Kugler, Sister Ancilla Meyer, Sister Maria Devrooy and Sister Alexis
McLoughlin, all teachers. These were ably supported by Sister Augusta Daisenberger,
Infirmarian, and Sister Henrietta Kramer, cook and Sister Friedberta Seibel, Laundress.
On the 30th July, 1928, death stalked into the Convent and carried off Sister Vincentia with
sudden heart failure. She was buried in the Ermelo cemetery. Her place was taken by Sister
Antonina Schellhammer who found 36 little boys and girls to greet her in the Kindergarten.
On the 15th August, 1928, Msgr A Mohn laid the foundation stone of the imposing, wellplanned building. Made of Kempton Park brick with large steel windows and a frontage of
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130 feet, it was capable of receiving extensive additions. At the ceremony the town was
well represented by the resident Magistrate, four municipal councillors, Mr and Mrs Cooke
and many other leading citizens. Msgr Mohn cited the foundation stone as a symbol of the
erection of a house of education and science, a home for the formation of character. He
quoted “mens sana in corpore sano” as the condition of the ideal human; but added that
education should include moral training and that too, the Sisters would give.
Already on opening day, 1st February, 1928 there were 16 pupils, four of whom were for
Std VIII and 21 Music pupils of all grades up to and including the Associate. By the
beginning of 1930 the roll was 150 including 66 boarders. In this year it was essential to
increase accommodation and Mr Lamb undertook to have the new wing ready after the
Easter recess. This did not prove possible, so at Easter, instead of having the Altar of
Repose in a recess of the new Chapel, the Sacred Host was enthroned in Sister Thomasia
Knopfle’s class room. Practically all the Catholics went to their Easter duties to the great
joy of the Parish Priest. When the new wing was ready in June the Sisters moved into it as
being more conventual than the cottage which was turned into Commercial and Music
Rooms. On Easter Sunday, 1930 Sister Thomasia and Sister Ferrer Darman took a twohours’ walk to the Location known as the Ermelo New Township and were received by the
Natives with exuberant pleasure as heralds of a Church and school which they hoped would
be opened in the near future. The Fathers of the Sacred Heart had started Mission work
there as early as 1929 but during the difficult years of global warfare some of the Priests
were interned so the Mission did not become a permanent one, which is what the Natives
desired.
Father Wieler, 82 years of age, was not interned and so acted as Parish Priest. He had to
say Sunday Mass regularly at the Mission. Sister Procla Elbs drove him to the various
outstations, and often lost the way, thus arriving late. At Holbank Mass was said in a
dilapidated hut with a door so low that Priest and Sisters had to bend low to enter. The air
was anything but conditioned; however, the zealous Priest went through Mass and sermon
without any ventilation but a door at which parishioners crowded.
On one occasion an aged Native went to the altar for ashes at the beginning of Lent. He
thought the procedure was the same as receiving communion, so he knelt with protruding
tongue while the Priest put the ashes on his forehead. At Communion he put his penny on
the paten but his neighbour quickly corrected the mistake.
Later Father Morscher earnestly desired to have a Convent at this Mission; but owing to
shortage of staff this was impossible. However, in spite of difficulties the Franciscans are
doing good work both in Ermelo and its outstations. At the Location there are some 300
Native children on the roll and they are taught by four Native secular teachers.
1934

By the time Mother Paula’s six years of office had passed she had completed and furnished
the first section of the Convent, hostel and school. Sister de Aza Braun replaced her in
1934. She laid out the grounds, built a laundry and added a second storey to the Sisters’
part of the Convent. The Chapel was transferred to this new section, and as the new Parish
Church had been blessed on the 9th December, 1934 the Sisters’ Chapel ceased to be the
Parish Church.
In 1936, death from Pneumonia struck the principal teacher, Sister Stanislaus Bartle.

1949

When World War II ended it was difficult to bring into South Africa more Fathers of the
Sacred Heart from Germany so in 1949 the Apostolic Delegate, Archbishop Martin H
Lucal S.V.D. welcomed the arrival of five Franciscan Fathers from the English Province
for the Lydenburg Prefecture. Father Klassert remained a month at Ermelo to initiate the
new arrivals, who came on the 24th March, 1949.
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In 1940 World War II had hindered building on a large scale but the grounds were laid out.
There were 125 boarders and even the corridors were converted into dormitories. By 1939
the boarders had increased to over a hundred. Without any attempt at proselytising, three of
our pupils joined the Church and became nuns: Sister Joachim Meerkotter, Sister Marietta
Gouws and the third joined the Sisters at Krugersdorp. She is today, in 1956, a happy nun
though her father had threatened to shoot the whole community at Ermelo when she joined
the Sisterhood. So many were from Lourenco Marques that two Sisters regularly
accompanied them to and fro for the school vacations. One of these pupils won the muchcoveted overseas Music scholarship.
Deep sorrows rested upon the Sisters in 1955 when their loved Bishop J Riegler, who had
been consecrated on the 23rd January 1949, developed a painful and incurable illness. He
died 6th October, 1955 and was succeeded by Bishop A Reiterer.
In 1942, on the 25th July, Sister Gonsalez Wiendl died after a short illness and was the third
Sister to be laid to rest in the Ermelo cemetery. In illness Dr Juriaanse, a Hollander was an
outstanding benefactor of the Convent. He attended the Sisters a patients and when he
suspected that wholesome food was insufficient he brought them milk and other light food.
He spoke German fluently and often his jokes repeated at recreation cheered the
community. In 1938 one of the Convent boarders died and the Sisters were accused of
neglect; he strongly advocated the cause of the Convent and made it clear to the medical
circle as well as to the Ermelo world that the child had not died of neglect. The Sisters owe
him a deep sense of gratitude. May God bless him and all other benefactors of our
Convents!
In 1943 the University of South Africa granted two bursaries of £10 each to two of the
Convent J C Pupils for their excellent work in 1942. In 1947 Mother Consolata Kaiser
became Prioress. A projector was obtained and thereafter both educational and
entertainment films were regularly shown.
In 1948 the Convent Std VI won the Malan Floating Trophy for the best results in the
Taalbond examinations. This is given by the Suid-Afrikaanse Akademie vir Letere en
Kuns.
In July, 1951 Sister Procla sickened. She was taken to the Mater Infirmorum Sanatorium at
King William’s Town but died within 10 days of her departure from Ermelo. Mother
Philippina Mayer replaced Mother Consolata, and effected many internal repairs that were
long overdue. Both in 1952 and 1953 the University of South Africa again awarded £10
bursaries to Convent pupils for excellent work. In 1954 Mr P Weidner of Warmbad S.W.A.
made a very fine gesture. His three daughters Tessie, Cecilia and Minnie had been pupils of
the Ermelo Convent. He now suggested that, as the Convent needed a hall, he would donate
towards it £1000 for each of his daughters, £3000 in all as a token of gratitude to the
Sisters. Later he offered even further assistance if the Sisters would expedite the building.
This act is reminiscent of the very early days of Ermelo Convent when Mr Weidner’s
young son, Peter, was the right hand of the sacristan, Sister Procla, helping her with
carpentry or any odd job on hand. He even attempted to build a swimming bath for the
boarders who then had only an improved bath room. However, his immature efforts were
swept away by a violent storm.
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CHAPTER XXIII
Northern Transvaal
M’Phatlele / Subiaco, Molepo – St Maurus Mission
1924

On December 22nd, 1910, the Northern Transvaal was erected into a Prefecture by Decree
of the Propaganda, with the Rt Rev D Ildefons Lanslots O.S.B. as first Prefect Apostolic. In
1921 he was succeeded by D. S. Salvator van Nuffel O.S.B., who, on 11th November, 1924
visited King William’s Town. He was accompanied by the Apostolic Delegate, Archbishop
B.J. Gijlswijk O.P., and asked that Sisters of our Congregation might take over a mission
he had already established at M’Phatlele, 42 miles South West of Pietersburg. This was a
clinic and dressing station for the Natives at which the Government would supply
medicines but which must otherwise be self-supporting.
Mother Lucy Kaltenstadler, then Prioress General, appointed Sister Angela Hanshuber as
Superior and gave her a staff of three additional Sisters. They left King William’s Town by
train 19th December, 1924. Msgr van Nuffel met them at the railway station and explained
that they still had a four-hour drive before they would reach M’Phatlele. A crumb of
comfort eased their homesick hearts at the station for the son of Col. Style, mayor of King
William’s Town, was there and offered to drive the party to their destination.
The Prefect and Father D Victorin Laenens welcomed them to their new home which was
an empty semi-detached building. The only furniture was a bedstead and one mattress.
They had brought with them a stove, a frying pan and a water kettle so they fully realised
they must be up and doing to get the essentials of simple housekeeping. From their lunch
basket they warmed up a supper of sorts. The pan was then placed in their midst as they sat
on the floor and each one took what she felt she could eat from the pan. Too tired to think
of what they would do on the morrow they then spread their blankets on the floor and slept
the sleep of exhaustion.
Next day a room was chosen as Chapel and the Sister carpenter got busy preparing this,
while the cook looked for kitchen utensils and food and the nurse went off to visit a sick
Native. The four Sisters were well occupied. When they had finished their own special
duties they would repair to the garden and the field. There they would cut grass for the
winter and cultivate a piece of ground. The evening recreations were spent together,
mending clothes or doing exercises in Sesutu.
Things moved rapidly for the Sisters had not only to furnish and supply a house but also to
prepare for Christmas which was only 4 days off. There was no time to compare the
Christmas to be with that of the previous year, for after midnight Mass the Blessed
Sacrament would be reserved in their new home so Altar and Tabernacle must be ready.
The day after Christmas the Mayor and Mayoress of Potgietersrust paid the Sisters a visit
and it was with difficulty that they found two unchipped cups. The saucers and plates did
not match but they were clean. Black baby twins happened to be brought in for Baptism
during the visit, so Msgr van Nuffel suggested that the visitors should stand as godparents
to the children. This they willingly did.
A day or two later the heavy luggage at last arrived from King William’s Town with all the
carefully packed necessaries and the next few days were very busy ones. The Natives were
delighted and showed their pleasure in having the Sisters among them by willingly helping
in a small way. They brought their babies and others to be attended to and told the Sisters
where to find the aged and ailing.
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As many as 800 were assisted with medicines and treatment in six months, and this in spite
of the fact that the Sisters were themselves stricken with malaria and had to become
acclimatised to tropical surroundings. Father Victorin and Sister St Louis Wilhelm, who
was jack of all trades, made a table which transformed the veranda into a parlour where
visitors were received. They also made the altar and a tabernacle for the little chapel.
The pantry served also as a shop where the Natives bartered for tea, coffee, sugar, malt,
soap, paraffin and matches. As these were mostly bartered the only source of income for
the Sisters was to sell clothes which they had made for the children. The Sisters lived
chiefly on mealies, whether Cuba or Inkobe or Umgubo womba as they called mealie meal.
There were thousands of Natives in the location growing up without any education
whatever.16 The Sisters dearly hoped to be allowed to open a mission school to remedy so
great a need. However, the Chief declared that though he and his councillors had approved
of a hospital they would not give their consent to the foundation of a school. They persisted
in their refusal and thus unknowingly sounded the death knell of their dressing station.
By contract between Msgr van Nuffel and Mother Lucy the Sisters were to stay at
M’Phatlele for 5 years. During that period they and their zealous priest Father D Victorin
saw the little children growing to manhood without any high ideals. They imparted what
knowledge they could to individuals and trusted to Providence to lead the way.
1929

In 1929 a lapsed Catholic, Irish by birth, lay seriously ill in the Pietersburg hospital. He
asked to see Msgr van Nuffel and promised that if he recovered he would donate to the
Prefecture 700 morgen of his large farm for missionary purposes. To the surprise of
everyone he was soon up and about and the land, only 23 miles South-East of Pietersburg
was duly handed over to Msgr van Nuffel. So the Mission Station of St Maurus was
transferred from M’Phatlele to a new locality and became known as St Maur’s Mission of
Subiaco. There the work of the Sisters would be nursing the sick and educating the
children.
There was no building on the property so Priest and nuns helped together and soon a small
house had been erected. It contained no architectural beauty but gladly they transferred
their belongings to the new dwelling. Field mice formed their most frequent and informal
visitors. An army of these would arrive at mealtime and would come also to share their
beds at night. Water had to be carried in buckets from a distance of three miles.
On the 14th April, 1930, school opened with 21 children who seemed shy and afraid of
these strangely clad white people. To the surprise of their parents and also of themselves
the children returned to their homes in the afternoon alive and well and even happy in their
description of all that they had seen and heard. So every day the number of pupils increased
and soon it was evident that a special Sister-teacher must take over the school. Sister
Lucina Waas arrived from King William’s Town and for 7 years gave unstinted service in
God’s vineyard when she became the victim of a relapse in Pneumonia and was the first to
be buried at Subiaco.

1937

16

The buildings increased in proportion to their needs. A small Church was erected opposite
the Sisters’ little Convent; but this proved quite inadequate for the rapidly increasing
congregation, so, early in 1937 a spacious Church went up. All, both Priest and nuns, could
say that they had literally helped to build the Church. They had themselves made and burnt
the 140,000 bricks and helped with both masonry and carpentry during all their spare
minutes for four years.

There was a large Government School with several Native teachers, for 500 pupils in the Location.
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Among the many who came to see and admire the new Church was the 8-year-old son of
the headman at the Location. Full of wonder he ran home and fetched his mother and two
elder Sisters, one of whom wore the gray habit of the Sisters at Bethany, Handmaids of
Christ the King. The mother explained that her daughter had been betrothed to a man who
already had four wives. As she was a Christian she fled before the marriage although the
lobola had already been paid. She became a nun at Bethany and the enraged suitor
demanded heavy compensation. Her elder son, Dominic, and his sister both worked at
Pietersburg until their salaries had liberated their sister who in the meantime had become
Sister M. Vivina at Bethany.
Just as the Church needed enlargement so, too, the school rooms built in 1930 had to be
considerably extended in 1941 for the roll had mounted to almost 400. In 1935 the Superior
was recalled to King William’s Town and Sister Magdalene McLeod replaced her till the
end of 1937 when Sister Margaret Mary Knobel became Superior until she was transferred
to East London early in 1956.
Beside Sister Lucina two other of our Sisters lie buried at Subiaco: Sister Ivo Huber and
Sister Ethelreda Koppold – 6th February, 1943. When Sister Margaret Mary Knobel left
Sister St Louis Wilhelm, who had been one of the pioneer Sisters, took over her
responsibilities.
During the 32 years in which our Sisters have worked at the M’Phatlele and Subiaco
Missions Father D Victorin Laenens has been their friend and adviser. He has done much
of his mission work over trackless mountains on horseback visiting the various outstations
as often as possible and returning to Subiaco worn out in body and mind. Father
Chrysostom Guns was his understudy.
At Bethany, Pietersburg, there was a Mother House and Noviciate of Native Sisters known
as Handmaids of Christ the King. This Mission had been established in 1936 and was a
well organised concern. However, Dr Verwoerd’s Group Areas Act caused it to close
down at the end of 1957. Bishop D Clemens van Hoeck, the new diocesan Superior, had to
find a new home for them.
At the same time the three original members of the Subiaco community, Sisters St Louis
Wilhelm, Engelberta Fischer and Notburga Birzer were worn out with 33 years of
strenuous service in the Northern Transvaal. Mother Aquilina Spiegel, the Prioress General
did not know how to replace them. The Superior of St Pius Academy, Dominican Convent,
at Pietersburg told her of the Bishop’s predicament to find a new home for the Handmaids
of Christ the King. Mother Aquilina then interviewed the Abbot Nullins, Bishop D C van
Hoeck O.S.B., and offered to withdraw her Sisters and give their present home to the
Bishop.
1957

When our Dominican Sisters were informed, they were glad to hear that their own existing
small structures would be replaced by a commodious building to be the new Mother House
and Noviciate of the African Sisters. They rejoiced that their labour would be efficiently
continued. On the 30th December, 1957 the African Handmaids of Christ the King moved
to Subiaco and the King Dominican community of five Sisters left their old familiar haunts
with hopeful hearts.
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CHAPTER XXIV
Potgietersrust
Makapan; St Benedict’s, Noodshulp, Magoebaskloof; St Scholastica’s (Setali/Tshitali)
1924

When Msgr van Nuffel visited King William’s Town on 11th November, 1924 he had a
second request. He also asked Mother Lucy for a staff of Sisters to open a school for
European children at Potgietersrust. He called his mission Church there St Helena. So on
the 12th February, 1925 Sister Humberta Kaiser with three other Sisters arrived to get the
place in order before the arrival of the complete teaching staff.
They were met at the railway station by the Monsignor who gave them a hearty welcome.
A taxi took them to the St Helena Church where they heard two Masses. Tears flowed
when the Sisters saw the mud house in which the Blessed Sacrament was reserved. It had
formerly been an old dilapidated shop where mineral waters were sold. A few withered
flowers were on the altar; whit ants were busy destroying the mud walls and floor on which
mushrooms grew profusely. The ceiling had long since rotted away and an old greyishlooking canvas had taken its place.
Father van Geest then invited the party to breakfast at his presbytery where he himself had
cooked porridge in a frying pan over a primus stove. In the kettle with water for the tea he
had boiled six eggs. Fortunately they were hard boiled as the six people had only one
teaspoon among them. They then went to the Convent round which weeds had grown to the
height of 6 to 8 feet. Priests and nuns worked to clear a passage to the house and then the
unpacking started in earnest. The house was composed of two semi-detached cottages
which had been used as a public school. The floor and walls had large ink stains and it had
been empty for many years.
In preparation for the arrival of the Sisters Msgr van Nuffel had kindly asked painters and
plasterers to clean the place but its condition can be better imagined than described. The
painters, in the absence of a foreman, had painted over vermin-infested papered walls and
both painters and plasterers had left much of their commodities on the floor which was also
bespattered with splashes of ink. The grounds were the haunt of mambas and other reptiles
and a forest of weeds at the back door afforded an excellent screen from neighbouring eyes.
Unfortunately the Sisters had to clear it away at it blocked entrance and egress at the back.
A neighbour brought a present of five fowls and these precious birds were continually
getting lost in the plantation of weeds.
As the heavy luggage including beds and mattresses was still at the station, one of the
Fathers went to fetch at least what was necessary for night’s rest. Content with this, the
Sisters refused the offer of supper at the presbytery and went to rest with a cold ‘picnic’
from their lunch basket. Next morning a kind neighbour carried off their teapot for some
boiling water. In spite of having no stove they preferred to stay and use every minute to
make their new Convent habitable. Father van Geest made no secret of his dislike of nuns;
but he took them to town and showed them the shopping area. Then he returned to his
presbytery and left them to lose or find their way home. The stove arrived after a fortnight
of cold picnicking.
Water was a problem which the Sisters, thought they had solved when a man asked if they
needed furrow water. They gladly accepted the offer. At 4 am next day they were
awakened by the roar of a stream flooding the grounds. No furrows had been prepared and
soon it was “water, water everywhere but ne’er a drop to drink”. They were literally shut
up in the house unless they would wade through slush and mud.
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One room was chosen as a Chapel and the Sister-carpenter was soon busy making an altar.
This and other articles of furniture were all made from ordinary packing cases which the
Sisters obtained from local shops. At 9 am on the 1st March, Father van Geest said Mass in
the poor Parish Church. At this the Sisters were present and at 8 pm on the same day he
brought the Blessed Sacrament from the Parish Church to the Convent Chapel. The seven
Sisters donned their mantles and went in procession to meet him half-way, where they
reversed and led the way for their Hidden God to come in triumph to their own little
Chapel at St Joseph’s Convent.
The red light of the sanctuary lamp was lit to remain burning with seven Dominican Sisters
to act as guard of honour. Next day, 2nd March, 1925, Msgr van Nuffel said the first Mass
in the Sisters’ Chapel. It was a votive Mass of the Holy Spirit. The Sisters sang the Veni
Creator and the Salve Pater and also some English hymns. A second Mass followed, said
by Father D Victorin Laenens. The three Priests then had breakfast in the Sisters reception
room. School opened on the same day with 15 pupils, three of whom were borders.
Before the end of the month the teaching staff had been completed; but, alas, the Sistercarpenter was transferred to St Maurus’ Mission, M’Phatlele. The Sisters’ only comfort
was that she would be as useful to the clinic in cutting down expenses as she had been to
them at Potgietersrust. On weekdays Father van Geest said Mass in the Sisters Chapel and
only a fe Indians represented the Parish. On Sundays the Sisters prepared for Mass at St
Helena which had now been cleared of white ants and mushrooms and also of the worst
blotches on walls and floor. In the midst of all these improvements Father van Geest
received news that he was to return on transfer to Europe.
He sold his personal belongings of which the Sisters purchased a few articles of furniture
and he left for Holland after Easter. Father Lawrence Schüling O.S.B. took his place and
gave the Sisters their first all-day exposition of the Blessed Sacrament on the first Sunday
in June. On the feast of our Holy Father, Saint Dominic, Msgr van Nuffel held canonical
visitation at the Convent.
About this time the parishioners, urged by Father Lawrence, began to think seriously of
building a new Church to replace the mud house dedicated to St Helena. New Years Day in
1926 brought the unexpected news that the Sister Superior was to be replaced by Sister
Gonzaga Ziegler.
1926

The years 1926 and 1927 were occupied mainly with opening the Mission schools at
Makapan and Noodshulp. Mrs Kaiser, Sister Humberta’s mother, sent the Convent a bell
from Germany. This was hung on a tree until such time as it would be possible to give it a
suitable belfry. From its lowly height on the tree it called the Sisters to assemble for their
various duties.
On 8th September, 1926, the foundation stone of the new boarding department and school
was laid. Father Lawrence explained to a representative gathering the purpose of the
building and the nature of the Sisters’ work; and the Prefect Apostolic, D.S. van Nuffel
spoke on Catholic education in general and congratulated the town on having acquired the
service of the Sisters. After the laying of the stone the Convent pupils sang “Holy God we
Praise Thy Name.” the deputy mayor and others added their good wishes to the Sisters and
assured them of all the help that they could give.
In 1928 St Joseph’s Convent was raised to the status of a Priory and Sister Reparata
Keilbach became first Prioress with Sister St John Pienle as sub-Prioress. By August of the
same year the old mud Church of St Helena had been replaced by a fine erection from a
plan drawn by Msgr van Nuffel who himself blessed the Church assisted by Fathers
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Victorin and Lambert. The new patronal dedication was to Saints Peter and Paul. Saint
Helena was made the patroness of the new Church at the Location.
In this year too, 1928, Father Peter Werners O.S.B. succeeded as Parish Priest Father
Lawrence who, in turn became travelling Priest. Father (later Bishop) Clemens van Hoeck
replaced Father Peter during his absence on holiday overseas. The building begun in 1927
was now nearing completion so the bell given by Mrs Kaiser was taken from its tree and
hoisted into the tower belfry surmounted by a cross. This from on high gave a more
conventual sound summoning the Sisters to their various duties. In October of this year,
too, for the first time the Rosary was recited, not as of old during Mass, but in the evening
before the Blessed Sacrament exposed.
1929

School closed in 1929 with only 58 pupils on the roll, 21 of whom were boarders. This
meant that St Joseph’s Convent, though doing good mission work, was not an economic
success. Early in 1931 Sister St John Pienle became Prioress with Sister Frances
Moosmann as sub-Prioress. In 1933 the Convent seemed so complete a financial failure
that Mother Augustine Geisel obtained a very reluctantly given permission from Msgr van
Nuffel to sell the property.
Several suggestions were made. Among others it was thought the Convent might be used as
a home for deviate children or as an industrial school. Years went on in this state of
uncertainty; but the sale did not materialise. It seemed as though St Joseph wanted to keep
as a Convent the only Convent in the Congregation dedicated to him. In 1943 considerable
additional buildings were erected by Mr Geigenberger. He built St Joseph’s Boys House
and laundry when Mother St John Pienle was in charge at Potgietersrust; and when Mother
Consolata Kaiser succeeded her she added an infirmary, a pantry and music rooms to the
Convent. Mother Hedwig Oelberger in turn put up a hall and two more class rooms and at
the end of her term of office in 1951 the boarders numbered over 70. About this time the
Convent was honoured by a visit from the world famous Scientist, Henri Brueil, who was
inspecting the caves of Potgietersrust and who had come to South Africa as the guest of the
University of the Witwatersrand.

1944

Already in 1944 prospects had brightened. The roll had steadily risen to close on 150; and
so, to the delight of all concerned the possibility of selling St Joseph’s became a thing of
the past. However, the unexpected death of Sister Cornelia Huber on the 7th July, 1945, the
eve of the Community Retreat, shocked the Sisters into a practical meditation on death. She
was buried in the local cemetery. The next year Father Peter Werners, doyen of the
Benedictine Fathers of the Northern Transvaal who had been Parish Priest of Potgietersrust
for 20 years died at Warmbaths. The Sisters mourned a fatherly friend.
During Mother Honorata Albrecht’s term of office some long overdue amenities were
added for the comfort of the Sisters. Thus an electric pump saved hard labour, cubicles
gave the Sisters greater privacy and living rooms were made more commodious.
Today, 1956, Potgietersrust, with a teaching staff of 16 Sisters, ranks as an excellent High
School preparing young girls for academic and other courses. It has a roll of approximately
150 including some 86 boarders. As a school it is able to hold its own with other schools
both local and elsewhere.

Makapan – St Theresa of the Child Jesus
1926

In August, 1926 Father Lawrence opened a Mission School at Makapan, 6 miles from
Potgietersrust. It was dedicated to St Theresa of the Child Jesus and Sister Gisella Greissel
and Sister Xaverina Heiss were teachers there. They taught under a canvas roof; two chairs
and a small black board were the only articles of school furniture; the children sat n the
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floor. To this poor Mission the Sisters drove each morning in a donkey cart to teach in a
school that was as poor as the manager at Bethlehem. Often they had weary walks over
rugged and trackless hills to visit the sick and bring them what simple medicines they
possessed or to give Baptism when there was danger of death.
After the morning session the teachers became builders and helped the Priest to erect a
more stable class room and Church. There was no money but Father Lawrence Schüling
O.S.B. and the Sisters trusted in Divine Providence. Bamboo reeds formed the walls, a tent
sail the roof, and an altar was made out of a packing case. Such was the first Chapel at the
Makapan Location.
1929

When Father Clemens van Hoeck took temporary charge, the bamboo Church had begun to
show dangerous rents in the sail roof, and ants were devouring the reeds of the walls, so the
zealous Priest decided that a stone Church had to be built. Again trusting to Providence
they quarried stones and erected a new and larger Church. This was completed and blessed
in September, 1929. At Christmas, 1930 the entire community of St Joseph’s Convent was
present at High Mass at Makapan. They sang the Adeste Fideles in Sesutu and a violin was
used to accompany the singing. About 100 Natives were present and nearly all received a
material gift from the Sisters.
In January, 1931, Sister Arsenia Müller and Sister Finbarr Dargan opened school with 20
pupils. By March there were 38. As the donkey cart had literally fallen to pieces these two
Sisters came to the Mission every day on bicycles and returned to their Convent in the
same way. This mode of transit continued until July. Then it happened that one evening
Msgr van Nuffel and Father Peter were at recreation with the Sisters. The Prefect Apostolic
said jestingly to Father Peter: “Don’t you think, Father, you ought to get a car for your
Sisters!” in the following week Father Peter was missing. It was thought he might have
gone to Pietersburg; but no one knew. In the evening he returned to Potgietersrust in a
small Austin Car. Great excitement prevailed and the car was christened Santa Austina.
History is silent as to what Msgr van Nuffel said when he was the car.
Later in the year the Stations of the Cross were erected. In 1931 the pupils numbered 70.
The Natives showed their gratitude in their own way. When Easter of 1932 came they
whitewashed the walls of their Church and decorated the floor according to their own
artistic ideals. Curves mingled with the forms of animals and plants such as one finds in the
local caves. On Holy Saturday they attended (en masse) the ceremonies at the Church of
Saints Peter and Paul and after the service went to the Convent to wish the Sisters a happy
Easter. One can hardly blame them if their ulterior motive had the materialistic form of
bread and guavas. The Sisters smiled as the more simple said “Happy Easter box!” to have
seen their happy faces would have softened the most unsympathetic.
Easter Sunday brought great comfort to both Priest and Sisters. Many of the Natives had
travelled long distances to perform their Easter duties, some on foot; others by ox-wagon or
bicycle. After Mass at Potgietersrust the Sisters came to Makapan with the Priest. They
sang the de Angelis mass; Benediction followed and then the Natives sang many hymns in
their own language. Time had ceased to be and the greater part of the day was spent in
vocal prayer and hymn singing.
However, after some time the Sisters ceased their daily visits to Makapan. The distance of
five miles presented difficulty of conveyance, and the additional long walks to various huts
proved too strenuous for the Sisters, so it was decided to leave the Mission at the Location
to the Priest. For a time they still accompanied him when he went to weekly Mass; but that,
too, has stopped owing no doubt to shortage of staff.
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Noodshulp and Setali (Tshitali)
Noodshulp, St Benedict’s Mission
1927

Previous to 1927 the Newcastle Dominicans had an industrial school and orphanage for
Natives at Noodshulp, Magoebaskloof, in the Eastern part of Pietersburg. The school was
not a success though the Sisters had three Government grants. For some reason or other
children came but soon left and did not return, till one day the Sisters packed up, mounted a
wagon and went away thus leaving Father Rupert in the lurch. He felt he could not manage
the Mission alone so appealed to his higher authorities who in turn put the matter before
Mother Rose Niland. Mother Rose sent the Sisters back with instructions to remain till the
end of the school term. They went; but on closing day they left by cart as soon as they had
dismissed the pupils at the end of the second school term. June 1927.
The King William’s Town Dominicans were then asked to take over St Benedict’s Mission.
They did son on the 25th July, 1927. Sister Majella Kaiser was the first Superior and she
had a staff of four Sisters including herself. They were Sister Arsenia Müller and Sister
Berthildis Müller, both teachers and Sister Notburga Birzer, the cook. In 1928 Sister
Majella was replaced by her Sister, Sister Humberta. However, there was difficulty about
the teaching staff and Sister Humberta went to Johannesburg to obtain another Sister. She
returned after a month with Sister Xaverina Heiss and Sister Francina Kley. On 1st January,
1930 Sister Borromea Allgäuer replaced Sister Humberta and brought with her Sister
Silvester Aicher to look after the cows.

1939

There were then 20 boarders and the number soon rose to 56. Father Rupert was
indefatigable in building a class room and boarding accommodation and when Bishop
Osterrath chose Noodshulp as his Abbey, Father Rupert took the whole Dominican staff
with him to Setali17 and all the boarders went to the same place. They left behind them the
grave of Sister Bernadette Enderle, who had died there on 18th April, 1937.

Setali, St Scholastica’s Mission
On the 6th March, 1929 Mother Augustine Geisel opened St Scholastic’s Mission for
Native day pupils, at Setali. This is some 80 miles North of Noodshulp. Fathers Urban and
Clemens were already there; but they had repeatedly pointed out that they could make no
headway unless they had Sisters to help them. Mother Augustine Geisel allowed Sisters
Humberta Kaiser, Gisella Greissl and Eligia Friedrich to go from Potgietersrust as pioneers
of the Mission. She herself and Msgr van Nuffel, the Prefect Apostolic, accompanied them.
The party of five travelled by train as far as Pietersburg; thence they and all their
belongings went by lorry to Setali.
After passing Lockmekaar the road, or rather its absence, made unpleasant travelling with
bumps so violent that often the piled-up luggage fell upon the three Sisters who sat in the
back of the vehicle. The Monsignor, Mother Augustine and the driver were in front.
Bruised and sore they tried to make light of their discomfort and arrived at the Mission to
find that the Priests had gone hunting and left only old Mr Mortimer to welcome them. He
was cook and gardener for the Priests and regarded the Sisters as intruders, so his welcome
was none too hearty. Later he told them he was separated from his wife and children.
The dwelling was a thatched cottage devoid of ceiling; one room was evidently the priests’
dining-room, the other Mr Mortimer’s bedroom; the rest of the house was empty of
everything except dirt. A couple of huts formed the Priests’ bedrooms which they had built
themselves. A small detached Church completed the buildings. It was evident that all
17

Tshitali
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cooking was done out of doors. Neglect and disorder reigned everywhere. Long cobwebs
hung from the dusty thatch and fluttered like curtains near the dirty windows. Nothing was
clean, bed and table linen had, no doubt, once been white. It was anything but white now.
The Sisters asked for a drink of water. They had left Potgietersrust very early and the drive
in the open lorry had been long and dusty. Mr Mortimer informed them there was no
drinking water as this had to be fetched from a stream three miles away. There was,
however, a small pool where the cattle drank and with that he promised to cook two fowls
for their belated dinner. The ham from the lunch basket had been salty and had greatly
increased their thirst. Mother Augustine discussed the question of drinking water with
Msgr van Nuffel and agreed to pay to have the thatch removed from the cottage and
replaced by corrugated iron with a tank to catch rain water.
The Sisters had no dwelling prepared for them. They shared the dining room with the
Priests, a neighbouring schoolmaster and an occasional policeman who happened to pass
that way. They prepared a sleeping apartment in the cottage; but while the thatch was being
removed, for two months they slept in a curtained-off corner of the Chapel. On rainy days
they stayed indoors and repaired the household and Church linens.
Laundering was usually done in the open; but often it, too, had to be done in the small
curtained section of the Chapel. Mr Mortimer was informed that the primus stove should be
placed under cover in the cottage and that in future Sister Eligia would act as cook. This
gave him more time to devote to the garden. Native girls were paid to carry water and
laundering became the order of the day.
With the help of the Priests the Sisters erected a fine fowl run of meshed wire and also a
drying yard. Unfortunately the rain came before the roof was on the cottage and the rooms
were anything from two to five inches under water. Late one evening Father Lambert
arrived on foot because the lorry bringing the much desired roofing had broken down. The
Sisters r-lit the primus and gave what supper they could. Next day the repairing gang
managed to tow the lorry into Setali. “My word,” said one man, as he munched some
much-needed food, “One reads of living like you Sisters are doing, but here we have
reality.”
At last the roof was completed and the tank fixed, mainly by Father Urban’s consecrated
hands. Only then could the Sisters arrange rooms so that there were separate dining rooms
for Priests and Sisters, a dry bedroom for the Sisters and also a small living room. It was
the beginning of enclosure. An old lady from Pietersburg visited the Sisters and brought
them a young pig. The animal behaved like a pet lamb, following them everywhere until a
sty was made.
As soon as life at St Scholastica’s began to run on regular lines Father Urban collected
some Native children from the neighbourhood. Sister Gisella was only too happy to teach
the little Pagans who, in turn, brought their parents to learn about the Christian religion.
The Chapel was now both Church and School and on Sundays it soon proved too small for
the many who accompanied the children.
1939

The nearest Mission to St Scholastica’s at Setali was St Benedict’s at Noodshulp. On 14th
November, 1939, the Holy Father, Pope Pius XII appointed Father D Frederich Osterrath
O.S.B. as Abbot and Prefect Apostolic in succession to Msgr D Salvator van Nuffel who
had resigned. Abbot F Osterrath resolved to make St Benedict’s at Magoebaskloof the seat
of his Abbey. Hence the Fathers and Sisters with some sixty boarders were all to be
transferred from Noodshulp to St Scholastica’s at Setali. The Setali Sisters soon left as it
was thought Father Rupert could work better with the Community he was accustomed to
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deal with. At the time of departure Sister Aurelia Eisgruber was Superior. Only a small
Mission School for a comparatively few day pupils was left at Noodshulp.
Numerous building were now erected at St Scholastica’s to house both boys as well as to
give class rooms for the many government-committed children. Father Rupert Sailer
worked with the contingent from St Benedict’s. a spacious Church was built, the grounds
were laid out and rooms fitted with modern amenities of all kinds, till St Scholastica’s
became an Orphanage for boys and girls with schools attached as well as Primary day
school for Native boys and girls. In addition there was also St Urban’s Primary Farm
School up to and including Std VI in the Tsonga medium.
1947

In 1947 after more than 20 years of strenuous labour the Benedictines handed the Setali
Mission to the Fathers of the Sacred Heart. the Dominican Sisters are still there; one acts as
cook, three or four are teachers and the Sister doctor in charge of the clinic is Sister
Amanda Fröhlich M.D. also O.P. of the King Dominicans.

1957

In 1957 our Mission Clinic was opened and solemnly blessed by Father J O’ Mahoney. On
Friday 22nd March the first baby-girl arrived and was called Amanda. Others followed in
rapid succession. One child died – she was laid out in a box by Sister Gratia who used a
box in which Mass wine had been packed. At the burial the Priest was surprised to find on
the coffin “This side up” and “Keep in a cool place.”

CHAPTER XXV
Stutterheim – St Dominic’s Convent
Stutterheim, formerly known as Fort Dohne or Dohne Valley, had not Catholic school.
Founded by baron von Stutterheim and his life-long friend, Captain Ohlsen and laid out by
the British German Foreign Legion, which the baron himself had inaugurated, the pretty
little town nestles at the foot of the Amatola Mountains, lovely guardians of Kaffraria. The
Baron had come to South Africa as Commanding-General of seven ships conveying 10,000
legionaries who had fought in the Crimean War. An essentially German section of these
travelled with their “loved father and friend” as Sergeant Steinhart calls the Baron, to
Stutterheim.
Several of these settlers were Catholics visited by Missionary Priests stationed at King
William’s Town. Among these missionaries was Father J J Sany who had previously
worked at Cradock and at Uitenhage. At the latter place he had built a Church and was
loved and respected by all during the 18 years of his mission work with them. At
Stutterheim he built St Joseph’s Church in Long Street. Previous to this the only building in
Stutterheim was the Court House and there the Jesuits, especially Fathers Engels and
Nesser said Mass. It was also the scene of all public functions. There too the people of
Stutterheim said farewell to Father Nesser when they heard they were no longer to be
served by the Jesuits of Grahamstown. At the farewell Father Nesser humorously said he
objected to being brought to court by a policeman and later when he was presented with a
purse he reminded the donors that Jesuits did not work for gold but for the honour and
glory of God.
St Joseph’s Church now, 1956, after 90 years still serves the 100-odd parishioners of
Stutterheim, but its days are numbered for it is to give way for a new and larger Church in
the very near future.
Its opening ceremony was performed by Bishop Moran assisted by Father J P’Connell of
Fort Beaufort. Father de Sany lay dying in King William’s Town where he was buried in
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August 1869. Amongst those present at the dedication were Colonel Schermbrucker, Mr R
Egan, and Miss Mary Fitzgerald all from King William’s Town.
During the Kaffir Wars the Church was used as a lager and in it one night a Protestant
mother gave birth to a son. In 1953 he was still alive; but, though born in a Catholic
Church, he is not a Catholic.
1929

On the 5th April, 1929 the Propaganda Fidei, permitted Mother Augustine Geisel to open a
Convent of our Congregation at Stutterheim. Foundation Day was fixed for 17th August.
Milner House, a private hotel, was bought from Mr F E G Aspeling and the little band of
five pioneer Sisters arrived. They re-named the place St Dominic’s convent. The pioneers
were: Sister Placida Miller, Sister Columba Koller (Sacristan), Sister Osanna Haslinger
(House Sister), Sister Thomasita Nübling (Commercial Teacher), Sister Thelma Lobinger
(Cook). The teaching staff came later in the same year: Sister Theodora Linder
(Kindergarten), Sister Alexis McLoughlin (Primary teacher), and Sister Elvira Redler
(Music). School started in January, 1930.

1940

In 1940 the Convent was raised to the status of a Priory. The existing Superior, Sister
Gregoria Nachbauer, became the first Prioress. In 1932 a double-storeyed building was
erected. It was blessed by Father A Wergen and was intended for boy boarders; but when
the girls outnumbered the boys it was used for them and the boys were transferred first to
the Annexe and later to Roseneath when in 1950 it was purchased from Mr Dennis Wylde.
In 1944 Mother Augustine bought “The Retreat”, an adjoining property. She hoped that at
some future date the grounds might be used for building a hospital. The spot would have
been ideal for that purpose for it faces the lovely Amatola Mountains with their forest-clad
slopes and thrilling waterfalls. Patients would enjoy the scenery and yet be far enough
removed from the forests to avoid their dank mists. The hospital was not feasible and so in
1956 “The Retreat” was again sold.

1936

As Stutterheim possessed no facilities for nursing and tending the African and Coloured
and sick, at the beginning of 1938, St Mary’s Clinic was opened as an offshoot of St
Dominic’s two Sisters from the Convent took up residence in the double-storey section of
the present (1956) School for Coloureds. On the 4th March, the first patient, Gabat Guskoni,
was admitted as a pneumonia case by Dr W B Johnston. From that time there was a
steadily increasing flow of patients so that the limited accommodation of 7 beds and 2 cots
was quite inadequate. Medical, surgical and obstetric cases were taken. Doctors and Sisters
were kept busy day and night.
The Stutterheim Dispensary Committee supplied medicines; the Convent gave 2 Sisters as
staff and also food for patients and staff. Most of the furniture belonged to the Mission
which is run by the Pallottini Fathers. Every year there was a steady increase of patients
until 1949 when the Clinic closed. The closing was due to opposition of the Dutch
Reformed Minister, who agreed to run a better clinic. This, however, did not materialise,
and he soon left for Cradock.
Among those who worked indefatigably in the interests of St Mary’s Clinic were Father A
Wergen, Mrs Jessie Alcock and Sister Cortona Haas. Father Wergen was mainly
instrumental in doing the thankless preliminaries of starting the Clinic. Mrs Alcock of the
Dispensary Committee brought joy to every patient by her visits and especially by playing
a Lady Bountiful at Christmas time. Dull indeed would the festal season have been without
her. Sister Cortona worked without a break for 10 of the 12 years of the Clinic’s existence.
With only one assistant, she was on call day and night and always had a kind sympathetic
smile. A European who came to take away his discharged servant said: “I like to come
here, for to meet a woman like the Sister-in-charge makes me a braver man.” Her life was
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devoted to suffering humanity. When the Clinic was closed at the end of 1949 Sister
Cortona left with a heavy heart. her departing words were: “I hope the Native Clinic will be
reopened and that I shall again be permitted to work here.” Sister Cortona died as a patient
at our Mater Dei Hospital, East London, 10th March, 1953.
In 1947 Mother Joseph Sweetnam arrived as Prioress of St Dominic’s Convent. During the
previous World War years repairs had been sadly halted, and inferior building material had
perforce been used. It was now found essential to substitute earthenware underground pipes
for the old iron sewerage, also to build new septic tanks and French drains. Underground
burrowing became the order of the day till at last six ducts, with tanks and French drains
were completed.
Repairs above ground were equally needed and soon both plasterers and painters were
renovating the Convent. Foundations were laid for a new laundry and servants’ quarters.
The unsightly spot where the old building had stood was transformed into the nucleus of a
playground with merry-go-rounds, sea-saws and hop-scotch plots. New sports grounds
were laid out later with tennis courts and netball field.
Hitherto the Sisters had been accommodated with sleeping rooms among the children and it
was felt they should have a private and self-contained section to themselves. So the former
Annexe of Milner House was fitted with hot and cold water, the three rooms were divided
into cubicles and accommodation was given there to nine Sisters.
The 24th September, 1951 Stutterheim held its first civic reception of a cleric when Bishop
J B Rosenthal was received by the leading town celebrities in the Town Hall. The Sisters
and their pupils contributed largely to the success of the reception.
1953

In 1953 Mother Joseph was made a General Councillor and this office released her from
Stutterheim. Her place was taken by Mother Hedwig Oelberger. She has given the Convent
a copious supply of water for the gardens and lands; but the possible amount of water per
hour obtained from the borehole precludes the making of a swimming bath. Now, in 1957,
she is enormously busy helping all the events that will lead to the opening of the new
Church. At this the Sisters will have their own private Oratory. Hitherto they knelt with the
public and because of shortage of floor space went to Mass in relays on Sunday.

CHAPTER XXVI
Qoqodala, Lumku, Glen Grey, Queenstown Vicariate
Qoqodala – Sacred Heart Mission
1929

In 1929 Msgr F J Vogel, Prefect Apostolic of the Queenstown Vicariate asked Mother
Lucy Kaltenstadler, Prioress General of the Congregation, to send Sisters to the Qoqodala
Mission. There was a small school already established for Natives of whom some 20 000
were in the surrounding area.
On the 5th April, 1929, permission was given by Rome to staff the Mission and on the 1st
May, 1929 the four pioneer Sisters arrived. Sister Pulcheria Witt was Superior, Sister
Philippa Oberländer and Sister Columbiere Steinert were to teach and Sister Emma Wellein
was cook. The Priest-in-charge was Father B Stieler who acted as catechist. A small
cottage formed the Convent. Close to it was a very small Church/ Separate small hut-like
buildings were occupied by the priest and brothers.
The Mission is in the Native reserve, therefore, no Europeans except traders could settle
there. When it was bought by Msgr Vogel, the place was a trading station and it would
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have to remain a trading station if Europeans were to live there. Sister Columbiere was
made chief seller in the shop and at once determined to give her customers some picture
preaching. A large portrayal in colour of the flames of hell lapping round the devil and his
victims was placed in a conspicuous spot and was a source of interest to the Natives when
they assembled in front of the shop for their weekly visit. Dressed in full Native costume
they would arrive regularly on Saturdays, some 200 boys and girls. There, to the rhythm of
clapping hands and stamping feet, they danced and would make the picture a rallying point
for the violence of their warlike movements. The most desirable purchase for the men was
a pair of black stockings. Of these they cut off the feet and wore only the legs. Thus they
formed a contrast to the well-greased bare legs of the girls.
The two teaching Sisters had one secular male Native assistant. Among their pupils they
found three Native children who, during an epidemic, had been baptised Catholics; but
who, of course, knew nothing of any religion. They found the natives unlike others whom
they had previously taught. These appeared to have no fixed religious principles,
worshipped no particular god and seemed to live only to eat and enjoy themselves. Judged
by their standard of living they were wealthy and had been given land by the Government.
This they tilled and their cattle had multiplied. They had no desire for knowledge for
themselves or for their children who roamed about tending herds of goats or cattle.
School opened with its staff of three teachers on the 1st August, 1929, and 10 boys and as
many girls were present as day pupils. They all spoke the Sesutu language. Sister Pulcheria
had a small clinic from which she doled out simple medicines chiefly in the form of herbal
teas. Unfortunately she upset a kettle of boiling water, and burned her leg and foot so badly
that she was forced to return to King William’s Town as a patient at the Mater Infirmorum.
Thus ended her stay at Qoqodala.
The language question was a great difficulty as none of the Sisters spoke Sesutu. This,
however, was solved when Sister Anna Kugelmann in 1930 replaced Sister Pulcheria and
to the delight of all, the new Superior knew Sesutu. The Natives looked upon her as
something super-human. Often a group would stand outside her classroom watching her.
Then, asked what they wanted, they would reply “only to see you and hear you speak.
On her arrival there were only 25 children on the roll and they had increased to 78 when
she left two years later. The numbers remained small because there were several
government-aided schools in the vicinity.
Sister Anna prepared the first children who received the Sacraments at Qoqodala. This was
no easy task as a voluntary acknowledgement of guilt was not akin to their nature. They, in
instinct, hid their guilt. They mystery of Holy Communion was quite incomprehensible to
them. The same difference obtained in school. “A ladder has so many rungs... A tower or a
two-storey house is so many feet high...” these children had never seen a ladder; a tower
was equally meaningless to them and the only house they had ever seen was a hut or the
Sisters’ cottage.
Yet the Qoqodala Natives had one striking characteristic. They had unbounded respect for
the Sisters and were anxious to co-operate with them in any work they did at the Mission.
Several times when the Sisters were delayed on an urgent sick call late at night two women
or girls would be sent to accompany them back to the Mission. This was done without any
request from the Sisters and solely on the initiative of the family they were visiting. So,
too, when the Priest or the catechist failed to convince a dying person of the seriousness of
his condition, a visit from the Sisters usually produced the desired effect of a deathbed
Baptism.
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As the Mission grew the Brothers took over the shop and during World War II they were so
well supplied with elsewhere unobtainable articles that many residents at Queenstown did
their shopping at Qoqodala. However, in 1957 there are only two Sisters stationed at
Qoqodala. These do not teach. One acts as cook, the other is housekeeper and sacristan at
the beautiful Church which has replaced the small one of 1929.
Lumku – St Michael and all Holy Angels Mission
1931

St Michael’s Mission at Lumku belongs to the Pallottini Fathers and was opened 1st
January, 1931. Father Vay S.A.C. was the Priest-in-charge. Our Sisters were asked to
minister to the needs of the Priest, Brothers and servants.
In 1953 there were three Sisters: Sister St Charles Mader, Sister Isfrieda Schweikart and
Sister Lambertina Lippert. On the 17th February the last mentioned was busy with her usual
homely occupations. She rang the bell for the evening Angelus and then entered the
refectory presumably to set the table for the Sisters’ supper. Instead she sat at the table,
leant forward on her arm resting on the table and when her two companion Sisters entered
they found her dead.
A near-tragedy happened in 1953 when Sister St Charles had a heart attack while working
at Lumku. She was taken to the Glen Grey Hospital and recovered to return to her loved
Mission. Unfortunately the cook, Sister Adolphina Heckmann had a stroke and was taken
to the Mater Infirmorum. Since then Sister St Charles and Sister were alone at Lumku. The
Sisters minister to the needs of Priest, Brothers and builders. Theirs is a hidden life. They
do whatever comes their way each day to further without any ostentation the cause of
Christ. 18

Queenstown – St Theresa’s Mission
1926

In 1926 at the request of the Pallottini Fathers the King William’s Town Dominicans
opened a Mission School at the location in Queenstown. Father P Hoffend was Priest-in
charge at the Mission.
On the morning of the 12th April at the Convent of the Sacred Heart, Robinson Road,
Father Gately said the Mass of St Theresa of Lisieux at St Dominic’s Church and at 8 a.m.
Sr Anacleta Frizino and Sister Emmerentia Bildstein left the Convent for the Mission.
They were greeted by 15 little Black children with “Good morning, Sisters!” the same day
8 more joined them and already in May of the same year there were 40 children, 15 of
whom were Catholics. Four of these latter had been baptised during the Great Flu of 1918
but had never attended the Catholic Church. All the children seemed to take a pride in their
clothing. One day a small urchin appeared showing much black skin through dirty gray
trousers. Disapproving glances passed from the urchin to the Sister who broke the tension
by gently guiding the offender outside with “Now, little man, you run home and ask
Mommy to mend your pull-ons.” Next morning he returned with trousers neatly mended,
washed and ironed.
Father Hoffend advised the Sisters to remain at the school house regularly until 4 p.m. So
Mother Johanna Pflaum sent dinner to them at 1 p.m. Alas! she did not realise there was
neither cutlery nor crockery. The missioners drank the soup from its container and then
used fingers and pocket knives to help themselves from the small dishes placed between
them. Laughingly they decided to bring plates and cutlery next day.

18

In 1957 Mr Vogelsang added to the property, increasing the houses to 20 and building a large lecture hall.

144

Xhosas and Coloureds soon came to the school and though this was before the Group
Areas Act, the Sisters soon realised that the races must be taught separately. Meanwhile
Mother Augustine Geisel, the Prioress-General had requested Rome to allow the Sisters to
live permanently at the Mission and not be obliged to return each afternoon to the Convent.
This was granted on the 8th March, 1929. However, their half of the semi-detached house in
which they were to be accommodated was occupied by a tenant, and the Sisters could enter
only on 1st May. Mrs Maytham would be their fellow tenant and proved a real help to the
Sisters.
When they entered their semi-detached quarters on 1st may, 1929 Sister Magdalen McLeod
was Superior and Kindergarten teacher, Sister Honorata Albrecht, who had replaced Sister
Anacleta, would teach the Coloureds and a little later Sister Ferdinand Faisst came for the
Africans. Sister Emma Wellein would be cook until the arrival of Sister Sabina Pieronczyk.
At this time the roll listed 60 Coloureds and 78 Xhosas of whom only 8 were Catholics.
The building served as Convent, school and Church. There was a folding partition which
screened the sanctuary from the school during school hours. School began at 8 a.m. and
closed at 2 p.m. in the afternoon on alternate days the Sisters acted as catechists or visited
the sick. Father Peter Hoffend lived next to and under the belfry which had a bell of 300
lbs. weight. This bell, blessed on the 18th August, 1929, pealed forth the Angelus for the
first time on that day.
One visiting afternoon Sister Ferdinand and Sister Honorata on their usual beat were
accosted by a strange Native who took them to a hut they had not previously visited. There
they found an old dying heathen woman named Squdene. She was in pain and said: “I’m
dying; but I want to get all that God will give me.” They spoke kindly to her; then went
home and reported the case to the Priest. Father visited the woman immediately and
Baptised her. She died some hours later happy because she was going to God.
When in 1929 Sister Honorata was transferred to Indwe, Sister Hilda Maloney replaced
her. New class rooms were now built and the school inspector demanded that all the
teachers must be qualified. He threatened to reduce the roll to 50 if his wishes were not
complied with. So in January, 1930 Sister Magdalen was transferred to St Peter Claver’s
Mission, East London and Sister Amalia Yoder took her place at St Theresa’s. she taught
her 40 Sub-standard Coloured children in the garage or, when the weather was fine,
outside. There was but a limited number of benches; the teacher stood and many of the
children sat on the ground. It was well that they sat thus for their clothing was scant though
the Sisters did their best to remedy this.
By the end of 1930 the Brothers had finished the class rooms and made other necessary
building improvements. The year 1931 could boast of a larger staff. Sister Virgilia Mayer
was Superior and teacher, Sister Ferdinand in charge of the Natives, Sister Hilda of the
Coloureds, Sister Priscilla Gfröreis taught music and singing and looked after the Priests,
Sister Leopoldina Weiss was cook.
1932

In 1932 Mother Augustine Geisel made an agreement with the Pallottini Fathers that, if
their Brothers would build a new Convent for the Sisters at the Sacred Heart Convent,
Queenstown, she would hand over to them her property at St Theresa’s Mission. The
Convent building was completed in 1934 and so, on the 10th April of that year, the title
deeds of the Mission were sent from the Mother House to Father J B. (later) Bishop
Rosenthal.
Thus St Therese’s ceased to belong to the Congregation but one Sister still continued to
staff the school until the Marian Sisters replaced them.

Glen Gray Mission Hospital
145

1938

In 1938 the Government gave to the Pallottini Fathers a large piece of ground that had
formerly been a farm. They decided to build thereon a Mission Hospital to serve the 80 000
Natives in the surrounding Lady Frere and Glen Grey areas. At the request of Father
Hoffend S. A. C. Mother Augustine Geisel sent two Sisters to serve the Priest and his 12
building-Brothers as house-keeper and cook.
The Pallottini had previously opened a small hospital at McKay’s Nek; but that locality had
no water supply. At Glen Grey there was a large pond supplied from a continually flowing
mountain stream. This meant an abundant supply of water. When the building was
complete Mother Augustine was asked to staff the hospital. She agreed and sent four nurses
as pioneers: Sister Baptist Nagler, Sister Mancini Sauterleute, Sister Mathia Hengge, and
Sister Gertrudis Feth.

1940

In 1940 Doctor Marie Kunz transferred her patients from McKay’s Nek to Glen Grey.
However, owing to the opposition caused by national ill-feeling during World War II, she
could occupy only the outer rooms which had formed the homestead of the original owner
of the farm. However, the opposition ceased, and on the 8th May, 1941 nursing began in the
new hospital. Dr Kunz and Dr Foulloir, lady doctors, lived at the hospital and acted both as
house and district doctors. Dr Kunz was the chief Mission doctor and, except for an
occasional periodic leave, she has been doctor there for nearly 20 years. Two members of
the Congregation who had received their medical doctorates in South Africa also practised
there for some time. The hospital caters mainly for the African sick though there is also a
wing for Europeans.
As the patients increased the Brothers added to the building. Soon there was an isolation
block, a nurses’ home for Native trainees, a house for the Brothers, an out-patients’ wing
and many other buildings until the place resembled a village of large buildings; originally
the Chapel was a hut, then it was a room on the first floor of the hospital and, then, by
1957, it was a separate building that compared favourably with many other Churches in
South Africa.

1952

In July, 1952, an echo of the Native riots, at that time prevalent in South Africa, was heard
at Glen Grey, when 45 Non-European nurses came out on strike. Fortunately they were not
joined by the domestic workers; but the loss of 45 from the staff obviously threw an
enormous burden on the European nurses. However, with outside help they carried on, and
were soon in a position to refuse the re-admittance to the staff of every one of the strikers.
Many of them begged in vain to be allowed to return.

CHAPTER XXVII
In the Aliwal North Diocese the Congregation had had three Missions:
Indwe, Umhlanga and Umlamli
Indwe, Queenstown – St Benno's Mission
1929

Indwe belonging to the Sacred Heart Fathers was staffed by our Sisters but the property did
not belong to the Congregation. On the 27th July, 1929, Mother Augustine Geisel, the
Prioress General, accompanied Sister Honorata Albrecht and Sister Rufina Maier, to see
them installed in their new Convent home. The cottage in which they were to live and work
had been donated to the Mission by a pious Catholic, and had formerly been a general
dealer’s home and shop. It was situated near the railway station.
The Priest-in-charge, Father Joseph Hillekamp belonged to the Sacred Heart Fathers and
lived in a small dwelling attached to the back of the Church. At the further end of the block
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in which the Church stood was a double-storeyed house that was used as a Theological
College, the students of which acted as sacristans, bell-ringers and organists for the Parish
Church. A Catholic lady, a Mrs Venter, baked bread for the Priest and students and did
whatever she could to be helpful.19
Pm the arrival of the Sisters on 27th July, 1929, they found the cottage near the railway
station arranged for them. There was a bedroom for 4, a small reception room, a spare
room and a dining room. The largest room which had been the shop formed a classroom
and there were also potential classrooms in the outhouses, where was found a fowl run and
a fuel house. A one-armed Native teacher was lodged in another part of the backyard and
there also were a couple of empty rooms. The spare room in the Sisters’ cottage was
occupied by 2 fine Native girls who introduced themselves as Cecilia Theresa Mjanxa and
Elizabeth May. Cecilia was a Catholic and wanted to be a nun; the male teacher and
Elizabeth were not yet Catholics. The two girls were interesting characters and gave the
Sisters an improvised concert of welcome. The Native teacher also acted as interpreter at
Father Hillekamp’s catechism lessons and sermons.
On the afternoon of their arrival the Sisters were agreeably surprised by being invited to
half-an-hour’s Exposition of the Blessed Sacrament followed by Benediction. It appears
this is a daily custom of the Sacred Heart Fathers throughout the year. After Benediction
they met the Catholic residents, some 25 in number; these proved friendly and kind, and at
once made the Sisters feel at home.
On the following Monday, with the one-armed teacher, and Elizabeth and Cecilia as ushers,
they were introduced to their future pupils. There were two sets of these; 38 were present
as day pupils, and 31 attended the evening school. The male secular teacher taught the
evening classes and soon it became necessary to engage a young Native girl to assist with
the day pupils. The classes included sub-standards up to and including Standard VI.
After a little while the Sisters felt that something should be done for educating the
Coloureds also so a separate school in one of the out-rooms was arranged. Sister Honorata
supervised both schools but then taught mainly in the coloured division. When the town
location was laid out the schools were moved to that locality and later the Sisters changed
their residence to the back of the Church. In 1930 both Sister Honorata and Sister Rufina
were asked to go and open a new Convent at Umhlanga which also belonged to the Sacred
Heart Fathers. The work at Indwe was then carried on by Sister Philippa Oberländer, Sister
Amadea Neumaier, Sister Oliver Murphy and others.
In 1932 Indwe suffered from an epidemic of Typhus, which spread rapidly among the
Natives. Sisters Philippa and Oliver, after teaching in the morning, spent the rest of the day
visiting the sick. They rubbed their feet and hands morning and evening with disinfectant
and went about among the sick, Baptising those who were dying and doing all they could
whenever there was a chance of recovery. They worked in conjunction with the priest and
the medical doctor and were helpful to both.
On the 2nd may, 1932 Indwe took over a new Outstation, Elunduni, Waskhank, in the
Drakensberg Mountains. This was near a large cheese factory. The Indwe male teacher was
then transferred to this outstation with its 33 pupils. The 4th of September was a great day
for Elunduni because on that day 10 children, and 16 adults were Baptised. Once every
week the Priest visited the station accompanie by Sister Philippa and a companion Sister.
They visited the sick while the Priest attended to his ministrations. The Sisters were
untiring and answered every call for mission work with joy. At the end of 1934 Sister
19

In 1939 the Seminary was moved to Aliwal North.
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Philippa’s period of Superior-ship at Indwe ended and she was appointed to the Guba
Mission.
Early on the morning of January 2nd, 1935, Father Rosenbaum S.C.J. left by car for Guba.
He took with him some Native boys to prepare a place for the Mission. After directing the
boys as to what work was expected of them, the Father and two Sisters, from 9 a.m. to 2
p.m. under a blazing midsummer sun walked from hut to hut, from kraal to kraal to the
numerous sick, cleaning and bandaging sores, giving medicines and cheering patients with
comforting words and smiles. Tired but happy they returned to their car and ate a few
sandwiches before returning to Indwe.
Hardly had they started when the rain came down. They knew how bad the roads were
even in dry weather so they decided to push on towards Indwe as fast as possible.
However, the car stuck in deep mud and all the occupants jumped out to help. Sister
Philippa slipped and fell. Father helped her to rise. She said she was not hurt but was not
able to see anything. Back in the car she was supported by Sister Concordia while the
Priest drove slowly on. Soon she spoke: “Father, I want to die here.” Truly death hovered
near. The Priest asked her if there was anything she wanted to say. Upon receiving a
negative reply the Priest gave her absolution and said a few prayers. Sister Philippa said
she was happy and then quietly breathed her soul to God as she lay in her companion
Sister’s arms.
Upon arrival at Indwe the doctor was immediately summoned. On examination no bruise or
mark could be found on the body. The diagnosis was: Death due to heart attack. She was
buried at Indwe on the next afternoon at 5.30. the mayor with his Councillors together with
a very large number of Europeans and Natives gathered round her grave to show their last
respects to one who, in their little world, had been so universally known and loved. Father
Cahi delivered the panegyric at the graveside and Indwe showed it was proud to have Sister
Philippa as the first Religious buried in the local cemetery.
The town clerk of Indwe wrote to Father Rosenbaum, “I am directed by his Worship the
Mayor and Councillors of the above Municipality to convey their regret and heartfelt
sympathy in regard to the irreparable loss sustained by your and your community owing to
the sudden death of Sister Philippa.
My Council will place on record the good work done by Sister Philippa among the
Europeans but more especially among the Natives of our Town. She was a dear friend to
everybody in times of trouble and sickness. Through her willing support and untiring
efforts many a heart was made happy.”
The quarters adjoining the Church were found to be very cramped especially as the Sisters
wished to open on their premises, a small school for your European children. This would
help them in their financial difficulties. The theological students joined the seminary at
Aliwal and the Sisters were then given the double-storeyed house that they had occupied,
while the priest took the small flat adjoining the Church. In their new quarters the Sisters
had plenty of room for themselves and their small pupils. They also did plain sewing to eke
out their income. One Sister acted as cook; the Priest had his meals at the Convent.20
1953

However, at the end of 1953 the Holy Cross Sisters from Aliwal took over the Indwe
Mission and the Dominican Sisters returned to take up duty on other Mission fields. The

20

In 1950 Fr Rittmeyer built a spacious dwelling house for the Sisters with the money he had collected and earned by
the work at the Internment Camp where he had been confined in 1940 and where he had lost his health.
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Holy Cross Sisters were able to supply a competent teaching staff and by 1957 they had a
flourishing Mission school in the Location.
Umhlanga, Queenstown – St Augustine’s Mission
1930

On the 15th July, 1930 Sisters Honorata and Rufina left Indwe to carry on mission work at
Umhlanga some 20 miles away from their former home. There they were asked to run a
day school for Africans only.
Upon arrival they found there was a newly-built conventual section of an already planned
large building which would include Church, school and convent all in one to replace the
scattered huts then in use. Some six rooms of the Convent were already built; but the two
Sisters with true missionary zeal told Father Otto Wannersdorfer that they would be quite
content with only kitchen and pantry. They would sleep in the latter and have their meals in
the kitchen. Sister Rufina was installed as cook for Priests, Brothers and Sisters and as such
she did excellent work. One room was then fitted up as a Chapel which would serve both
for Sisters and Parish; others were arranged as class rooms. This left huts empty for
builders’ tools and other purposes.
Father O Wannersdorfer, who was in delicate health, occupied a room at the far end of the
building away from the kitchen and pantry. However, his health continued to decline and
after some months he left Umhlanga for the Umlamli hospital, and was replaced by Father
Demont.
The new Convent was called St Augustine’s Native Mission. Like that of Indwe it was
opened at the request of Msgr (later Bishop) Demont and belonged to the Gariep
Prefecture. Immediately on arrival Sister Honorata went to school where she found about
50 boys and girls with her assistant secular teacher, Rosa Schude. She taught during the
morning and visited the sick in their huts in the afternoon. The Natives were scattered over
a wide area and this entailed walking from hut to hut, and from kraal to kraal in all
weathers.
Brother Augustine and his gang of Native and Coloured workers were already busy on the
school section of the building which was separate from the Convent but facing in the same
direction. Later the Church would adjoin and separate the two buildings.. the school section
was blessed and officially opened on St Joseph’s day 1931, though the rooms had been
used as class rooms as soon as was possible.
When once the school section was completed Brother Augustine immediately began
building the Church. At the back of both Convent and school was garden space and as the
Church exceeded the other buildings in length gardens were on either side of the new
Church. Building went on apace and the Church was opened on the 8th December, 1931. By
this time with an increased community the Sisters occupied the entire conventual section.
On the outbreak of World War II in 1939 many of the Aliwal North Priests and brother
became political prisoners. This caused difficulty throughout the Prefecture and overwork
for those who were not interned. Indwe and Umhlanga had only one Priest between them.
Father Leighton, a South African, would stay at one of these places from Saturday to the
following Saturday and then move over to the other, giving it the next week of his services.
This he did for two whole years during which the Sisters at these Missions missed alternate
weeks of Mass even on Sundays and Holy Days.
Meanwhile the Community had grown. Sister Sienita Kohl came as a 3rd member and later
Sister Frances Moosman arrived as Superior, assistant teacher and missioner. A laundry
and a fuel house were added at the end of the Convent garden. Large lands in front of the
building but away from the road leading to it were laid out so that Sister Honorata during
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her 16½ years residence and Sister Sienita who was there for 18 years, saw the Mission
grow from a small cottage Convent into a large self-supporting farm which can minister to
a wide Native area.
1956

At the end of 1956 the King Dominicans were withdrawn from the Umhlanga Mission.
Sister Dilecta Kley and Sister Irmina Grimm, with one African Sister, Sister M Francis
Nxumalo returned to the Mother House, King William’s Town and there to await their new
assignments. The Umhlanga Mission was then taken over by Coloured Sisters of the Aliwal
North Diocese.

Sterkspruit, Aliwal North Diocese – Umlamli Hospital
Msgr (later Bishop) Francis W Demont S.C.J. of the Gariep Prefecture, requested Mother
Augustine Geisel, Prioress General of the Congregation to staff a hospital that he intended
building in the Hershel District. Mother Augustine put the matter before the College of the
Propagation of the Faith in Rome, and the Secretary replied giving permission to comply
with the request.21
Thought the ‘King’ Dominicans had been working in South Africa for 54 years, from 1877
to 1931 and already had many branch houses this would be the first venture with a large
hospital. Being in the Native area, the hospital would have to supply maternity, surgical
and medical departments. However, as the building had hardly been begun it was thought
that only a very small staff could take over at once. Accordingly the pioneers chosen were
Sister Hugolina Geiselhart, a nurse, and Sister Agnes Kley, a cook.
1929

In 1929 Father P Platten with Brothers Bonaventure and Kilian as masons and Brother
Lazarus as carpenter had made bricks and laid the foundation of a single-storeyed
quadrangle of wards with only one main entrance into the quadrangle. The site chosen was
on a rocky projection of the Nojiki range, close to the Basutoland22 border, about 70 miles
from Aliwal North. The land had been untilled; but the Natives had utilized it for grazing
their cattle, and resented that it should now be lost to them. They numbered some 50 000
and about two morgen of their land had been given by the Government to the Prefecture to
build a hospital, primarily for Natives, but also for the few Europeans of the vicinity.
In view of the experimental nature of the hospital and also because of the hostility of the
Natives the building was made of cheap material and the closed quadrangle was regarded
as a potential protection against the Natives. There was, of course, no telephonic
communication with the rest of the world and the nearest post office was at Sterkspruit.
The place has picturesqueness peculiar to itself. Devoid of trees, except where individual
Europeans have planted them on their own farms, the land appears rugged and forbidding;
but the mountains in the distance seem to voice volumes of History when leaders of
nomadic tribes meted out what they considered justice to their subjects. As the car rolls
away from Aliwal North one feels an atmosphere of peace enveloping the soul breathing
“Umlamli, my peacemaker, here let me stay.” The word is difficult to translate. Perhaps it
could be well expressed by ‘kind Referee’ or ‘Peace Maker’. It always conveys the idea of
kindness with judgement.
The two pioneers arrived at Umlamli on 16th July, 1931 and they remained alone for about
13 months. Square wattle and daub huts, devoid of furniture were placed at their disposal.
One was earmarked as a dispensary another as a hospital for patients and the third for the
Sisters’ quarters. Sister Agnes would cook outside or, if the weather did not permit this,
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11 January 1931

22

Lesotho
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well, she would then cook wherever she found shelter. When the patients did arrive they
slept on mats on the floor; there were no chairs or tables or cabinets of any kind. Sister
Hugolina spent the day visiting the sick while Sister Agnes held the fort and ministered to
the material wants of those who were building the hospital.
About 150 yards up the slope of the mountain a tin shanty formed both Chapel and school.
The Sisters would go to a screened portion and say their prayers to the noise of dancing and
singing Native school children taught by a secular teacher. When, once the Sisters in 1950
had a house of their own they chose its largest room as a Church. Though an improvement
on the tin shanty this soon proved far too small for the Native parishioners.
In August, 1932 Sister Fidelia Grohe came to take over the school. She was accompanied
by Sister Editha Seiterle who would act as matron and tend the sick in the incipient
hospital. Later in the same year Sister Alma Prokop joined the community as Superior. The
Natives slaughtered pigs cheaply bartered from the surrounding Natives and the Sisters
made sausages enough to send to Aliwal North. There the Holy Cross Sisters, belonging to
St Joseph’s section of the Convent, proved hospitable hostesses whenever anyone from
Umlamli visited the town on business. This kindness still obtains to the present day.
One of the worst evils the pioneers had to contend with was beer drinking. Kaffir beer is
made of fermented mealies, and the beer-drinking which usually lasted three or four days,
was followed by dancing and more drinking, till the quarrelsome drinkers came to blows.
Serious head wounds, for every Native carried a knob-kerrie, often lead to death; and
excesses of all kinds broke up homes. Many such wounds were cleaned and dressed by the
Sisters. Father Ratten or the Sisters would be summoned to a dying man. Yet never would
the Natives reveal the secret cause of the patient’s illness. It was always: “he fell on a sharp
rock, Father.” Or “He needs muti, Sister!” and Sister would give the anti-alcoholic muti or
medicine; but philosophically would not reveal all that she understood.
1933

On the 17th January 1933, all roads let to Umlamli, for the Apostolic Delegate, Archbishop
Gijlswijk was to open officially the new hospital. As many as eleven Priests headed by
Msgr. F Demont were there; and among the numerous distinguished visitors were Mr
Apthorp, Civil Commissioner; Mr Diakson, Magistrate of Aliwal; Mr Sweeney of
Herschel, Mr Botha M.P.C., Dr Willard, Dr M Ditton, resident medical doctor at the
hospital, Drs Sandeman and Heukamp of Aliwal, and Mrs Key, widow of the late
Magistrate of Herschel. In addition to several local gentlemen there were many who had
travelled from Cape Town, Bloemfontein, Kimberley, Jaggersfontein and many other
places to be present at this long-expected ceremony.
Light refreshments were available from 11 a.m. to the hour of departure, 5 p.m. and the
Sisters were congratulated on the excellence of their catering. Dinner was served for those
who lived at a distance.
At 3 p.m. His Excellency performed the religious ceremony of blessing the hospital. In his
address Msgr Demont expressed gratitude for the completion of the building which had
taken three years of labour at a time when depression was it its greatest. In a few chosen
words the Archbishop then assured the people present, both white and black, that the
hospital was there to help them all and that it was there they would receive expert medical
attention, expert nursing and true affection.
Mr Apthorp said a hospital such as this would be fit to grace many of the large towns of the
Union. He urged the Bantu to make use of the help brought to their doors and he assured
them that, if they did that, they would live to thank the Catholic Church for their great work
of charity. He pointed out that the hospital was both and end and a beginning – the end of
all their worries regarding their sick and the beginning of a new era of progress for the
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Bantu people. He impressed upon his hearers that, no matter what their denomination was,
no difference would be made in their treatment at the hospital.
He referred to the work done for the hospital by the late Mr Key and in the name of the
widow of that gentleman he thanked the previous speakers for the praise uttered by them
regarding the great part Mr Key had taken in persuading the Government to grant the site
on which the hospital had been erected. He also thanked the Hospital Board and staff for
the great honour bestowed on him and on the late Mr Key in naming the female and the
male wards after himself and Mr Key. Finally, he added, he had much pleasure in declaring
the Umlamli Hospital open.
Mr Botha M.P.C. briefly pointed out that the Catholic Church had accomplished what he
had been trying to get the Government to do for the last 9 years. Then amid vociferous
applause he ended with: “Now I shall see what I can do for a Kromspruit Causeway.”
The little Bantu girls dressed in white and carrying cushions on which rested keys,
presented these to Mrs Key and Mr Apthorp, who then opened the wards of their names.
The public were amazed at the excellent equipment they found as they meandered through
the various sections of the hospital. The operating theatre was highly praised and the
waterborne sewerage; also the hot and cold water in the bathrooms and sinks.
The kitchen with its huge range in the centre of the room earned the admiration of the lady
visitors, while the men tramped the red and white tiles of the verandahs and entrance hall,
spoke of the steel ceilings and window frames and the electric light fittings waiting for the
completion of its power station. The laundry was still primitive but they felt it would
improve as time went on. Nor were they disappointed for, thanks to Mr Hans
Geigenberger, in 1956, a fine laundry with modern equipment was completed.
On opening day there were 18 patients and the public saw nurses attending to these. Mr
Lowry, one of the visitors, began to wonder whether the Native visitors were being
provided for, so he and a few others took a walk in their direction. They found a number of
Priests, Brothers and Sisters distributing food and tobacco to vast concourse of blacks,
whose broad smiles showing wonderfully white teeth, evidenced their satisfaction with the
catering. As Mr Lowry returned to visit the Bantu maternity block, his prayer was: “May
the rays of light that radiate from this jewel set in the mountains penetrate to the darkest of
the Bantu homes.”
1935

In May, 1935, Sister Edward Liebhart came to Umlamli and when Sister Alma left on
transfer she became Superior. Her droll manner tided over many a mistake which in her
simplicity she made. Previously the Sisters had depended on the Aliwal Procuracy to
supply their food and linen for the hospital. She struck out to purchase necessities
independently.
On one occasion she told the Board, of which she was an ex-officio member, that she had
purchased two cows @ £15 each and she hoped the Board would foot the bill. Eyebrows
were raised and members looked round the table to see the effect of this startling
information. The chairman, Magistrate Wilkins, asked for an explanation. Sister replied,
“We needed more milk for the patients.” Mr Wilkins very kindly saved the situation by
saying, “Well, Sister, we shall agree to pay this time, but will you please remember that if
any similar need should arise, you must tell the Board before, not after, the purchase has
been made.” She took the cue and did not hesitate to ask for many things the hospital
needed.
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Today the Hospital is supported by Union Health and by the Provincial Councils. Both give
maintenance grants; Union Health to every infectious case and the Province to noninfectious cases.
1946

In 1946 a new boiler house with an improved hot water system was built. The water supply
is obtained from the summit of a mountain where a plot containing a spring has been
fenced. The spring falls into a stone basin whence underground pipes conduct the water to
large tanks from which other pipes lead it to the hospital. A mountain stream fills two large
dams on the premises and from these the various gardens are watered, a homemade
irrigation scheme completed in 1953.
The garden, retrieved mainly from waste land, contains about 300 fruit trees mainly peach,
apricot and plum, a veritable fairyland in Spring-time. The first fruit trees were planted by
Father Wannersdorfer who had come from Umhlanga in search of health. Laid out,
cultivated and irrigated by Brothers Kilian, Andreas and Ildefons it is now worked by
Natives under the direction of Sister Benedict Wurm, who also acts as sacristan, Laundry
mistress and shopkeeper.
Sister Edward left in 1948 and was succeeded by Sister Immolata Mötz. Meanwhile the
office of matron after Sister Editha was filled by Sister Ann Cogan, Sister Mancini
Sauterleute, Sister Corona Schott and Sister Leonor Fischer. In 1952 Sister Joachim
Meerkotter took over the arduous task of bookkeeper and Mr Whitaker of East London
acted as auditor.
The doctors, as would be expected in so lonely a place, often changed hands; but there was
usually sufficient work for two doctors. Sister Amanda Frölich trained at the
Witwatersrand University by the Congregation, worked there for several years. Dr M
Ditton was the first resident doctor and did excellent work with patients and the training of
nurses. For years she managed she managed the hospital single-handed, looking after the
in-patients and doing clinic work five days a week. Besides Umlamli she visited Herschel,
Fort Hoek, Teresa Mission, Sterkspruit and Bensonvale and once a month Dainger’s Hoek
and Musong. The Natives loved her and called her Miethutha, one who is kind and carries
people. In 1940 she was made District Surgeon and this greatly increased her field of
labour. Unfortunately this new position, in 1949, required her residence at Sterkspruit.
However, she still, in 1956, lectured at the hospital and was called in for special cases.
Dr Pattis, another self-sacrificing medical worker, was resident doctor in the early days. He
left for Indwe and Umhlanga and contracted Typhus of which he died. Sister Augusta
Daisenberger came to Umlamli as seamstress. When she realised the shortage of nurses she
offered her service as a nurse. At the completion of her course she became Superior of the
Community and at the same time assumed the responsibility of the new Isolation
Department. Now, in 1957 Mr Geigenberger is to build a larger block for infectious disease
cases, which in itself will contain nearly 200 beds. In 1956 he had solved the question of
light and heat for the hospital by the housing and installation of a new electrical plant
which can supply a 24-hour daily supply to every department of the Hospital. In the same
year he built the presbytery between the Church and the garden. On completion of the new
Sisters’ Convent it will be in line with the Chapel and will face, on the opposite side of the
road, the home for trainees and that for trained nurses.
In 1936 the hospital became a recognised training school, starting with 6 or 8 nurses. The
numbers vary with the seasons and years. By the 1957 there were more trained nurses and
fewer trainees. By this time too the familiar white ambulance went out daily carrying a
doctor and a trained Native nurse. They collected the sick and brought them to the hospital.
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Those who did not need hospitalisation were treated at the various dispensing clinics that
were recognised centres for medical treatment.
1950

In 1950 a large isolation block was added to the original quadrangle. In 1953 there was a
further enlargement bringing the total number of beds to 180. At about the same time new
quarters were built for the resident doctor and a cottage with one room as a Church was
built for the Sisters.23 Mr Geigenberger erected the spacious prefabricated Church and so
the former Chapel became the Sisters’ dormitory. The new Church, blessed and opened by
Bishop Johannes Baptist Lück, S.C.I. in 1953 was a wonderful asset. There the Sisters can
say their official prayers without being disturbed. There they hear their daily Mass; there,
on Sundays and Holydays, the Native choir with beautifully harmonised voices is heard;
there too is heard Native speaking voices led by a catechumen.
On Sundays the first Mass with an English sermon is mainly for Europeans. A vast
concourse of natives attends the second mass and hears a sermon in Sesutu. Some of the
women wear distinctive blouse to show that they belong to St Anne’s Society; the men
have a badge, rather small, but conspicuous enough when worn on the lapel of their
European jackets. One young fellow had his badge pinned with an out-sized safety-pin. I
offered him a dear little “goldie” one. He took it and grinned. I explained it would look
better than his big pin. He shook his head and said: “No, ma’am, this one very good; yours
for Baba; thank you.”
Some Natives are models of humble innocence. One Sunday morning a gray-haired old
man went to Communion. He was too humble to kneel at the rail but took up his position at
its end, away from the kneeling board. Evidently the Priest did not notice him and took the
Communion Plate to begin once more at the top of the rail. In all humility the old man
returned to his place, striking his breast like the centurion of old: “Domine, non sum
dignus.” Fortunately the catechumen had been watching and led the old man once more to
the rail.
How different was the behaviour of a small Native girl! She had waited till the end and
after some 40 others had received Holy Communion, the Priest had to wait until her little
ladyship walked up the aisle. She knew exactly what to do and put out her hands for the
plate; then as the last communicant she knelt a few seconds, rose, stood to straighten the
tattered blanket with next-to-nothing else of clothing that she wore and walked firmly to
her place. Which of the two was more pleasing to the Christ whom each had just received?
the old man near the end of life or the little girl on its threshold.
The account of Umlamli Hospital would be incomplete without mention of its main source
of support: The Union Health pays full maintenance fees for every infectious case and the
Provincial Administration supplies 80% of the maintenance of the remaining Native
patients together with the same percentage of all salaries. Without the help of these 2
administrations the Umlamli Hospital could not continue its excellent work among the
hundreds of Natives most of whom live far below the bread line.

23

It was in 1952 that the Dominican Sisters took over the administration of the Umlamli Hospital. Sr Joachim
Meerkotter acted as 1st Secretary.
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CHAPTER XXVIII
England – Hinckley and Stoke Golding;
Ireland – Upton
Hinckley – St Albert’s Convent
1933

In January, 1933, Mother Augustine Geisel was asked to take over the old Dominican
Priory, St Peters, at Hinckley in Leicestershire. She agreed and sent a group of 5 Sisters
overseas. Two of these were for Schlehdorf; those for Hinckley were: Sister M Aidan
Kilbride (Superior), Sr M Ambrose Teubes and Sr Madeleine Stamm (Teachers). They
arrived at Southampton in a blizzard on the 25th February. While still at sea on the German
liner, Nyassa, they had heard that the entire county of Leicestershire was under water. A
cold welcome to England!
At Leicester Father Benedict White, O.P. met the travellers and took them to the
Dominican Sisters at Dane Hills. Here they were cordially welcomed and met Sister
Aidan’s own sister who was a Mother Councillor at Stone. They stayed at Dane Hills over
Sunday and on the following day took the train to Hinckley. Father Benedict again met
them at the station and took them to the old Priory where Father O Sweeney at the main
entrance welcomed them to the empty and desolate-looking building. Together the three
Sisters and two Priests explored the place from cellar to loft. There was no furniture
whatever, so the five held a business meeting seated on the trunks which contained the
Sisters’ luggage, in what was once the Fathers’ refectory. The entire house was dirty and
quite unfit for human habitation; so the Sisters spent the week-end cleaning it, but returned
each night to Leicester to sleep at Dane Hills.
On the 4th March they came to stay at the Priory now Christened St Albert’s Convent. Mr
Frank Brocklehurst, uncle to Father Mark, was very helpful. He lit fires in the rooms; but
that in their living room refused to burn; years of disuse had blocked the chimney and
clouds of smoke filled the room. Next day, Sunday, they all heard four masses at the parish
Church, not realising that they should have divided their forces, so that one at least would
stay at home and prepare meals. In the evening visitors stayed until 9 p.m. and poor Sister
Madeleine, who was washing up in the kitchen, had visitors also in the form of a family of
mice, who resented the intrusion into their domain. The place was rumoured haunted by a
late housekeeper of the Fathers but no nocturnal visitors troubled the worn out Sisters.
On 18th March, 1933 Sister Marka Engelberger, Sister Wilhelma Enzensberger and Sister
Magda Weber arrived from Schlehdorf, and a little later Sister Consolatrix Hugger came
from St John’s Hospital, London, where she had been doing a six-months’ training course.
She and Sister Magda were already booked for training as masseuses at St Gerard’s
Hospital Coleshill. All helped in the cleansing process and one day Sister Consolatrix fell
from the ladder on which she was colour-washing the passage, head first into the bucket of
wash. A companion helped to restore her breath by plunging her head into a bath of water
to get rid of the colour-wash.
On the 25th March Bishop McNulty laid the foundation stone of the new school, St Peter’s,
and while it was a-building the Sisters opened school on 26th April, 1933 with 18 pupils.
By September the roll was 40. Meanwhile central heating had been installed in the Convent
and on the feast of St Albert the Blessed Sacrament was brought to St Albert’s Convent and
Father Mark Brocklehurst said the first Mass. Father C Sweeney acted as monthly spiritual
lecturer. By 1935 there were 108 pupils at St Peter’s School and the first 4 boarders had
arrived. In this year too, Earl Shilton was begun as a filial of St Albert’s Convent but this
proved unsuccessful. In 1937 death claimed the much loved Mother Aidan Kilbride. She
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was succeeded as Prioress by Sister Ambrose Teubes. By this time pupils had increased to
such an extent that in 1938 a new wing was added to the old Priory and new
accommodation was added to the school.
1939

In September, 1939 World War II began. The Sisters knitted 6759 pairs of socks; a Red
Cross Link was inaugurated at the school; the children adopted a village in France and sent
regular parcels of shoes and clothing; many large boxes were also sent to Holland.
However, all this war work did not save the Sisters. The Community consisted of 17, 10 of
whom were German aliens. To the great sorrow of Mother Ambrose the 10 were interned
together with 15 nuns from other Convents a Bradda Glen, Port Erin.
There, from 7th May, 1940 to the 23rd July the Sisters were comfortably housed amid
pleasant surroundings and were treated with respect and kindness. Still they felt the
separation from their Community for nearly 3 months. Five bedrooms were allotted to the
10 Sisters; each contained a wardrobe, 2 beds, 2 chairs, dressing table and basin with hot
and cold water. Three good meals a day were served. The internees took turns to do the
work in groups. When they were allowed to leave Bradda Glen each Sister even received
5/- pocket money from the officials and several internees were allowed to accompany them
to the station. From Liverpool to Leicester they travelled by train and then three police cars
took them on to the Convent at Hinckley where they arrived on 25th July, 1940.
From this date on the re-united Community shared the sorrows of the war. On St Albert’s
day 1940, Coventry was blitzed because it was Churchill’s parliamentary seat. That night
and many others were spent in the cellar. There the Sisters wrapped their little pupils in
blankets and welcomed others who had no underground in which to seek shelter. Two
French refugee Sisters of Mere Reparatrice were given shelter. Their Convent had received
a direct hit while they were in their cellar praying with outstretched arms before the
Blessed Sacrament. One woman was sheltered as a blind person; but she proved to be an
imposter and her blindness was mere trickery. She stayed as a protected guest for a
fortnight and left in high dudgeon when a detective came to interview her. Her sight was
restored immediately.
On the night of the blitz of Nuneaton the Community was as usual in the cellar. One of the
pupils had gone home for greater safety. Alas! their house received a direct hit and the
entire family was wiped out. A terrible tragedy also occurred to the Sisters. Bombs fell near
St Albert’s Convent and in the horror of protecting others Mother Ambrose’s mind gave
way. She was very ill and for some time had completely lost her memory. The Sisters kept
nightly vigils not only over the boarders and refugees in the cellar but also over their
stricken Mother. When they could they rested on sacks filled with straw. The little ones, in
siren suits, were huddled together on a raised platform and wrapped in blankets so that the
dampness of the cellar could not affect them.
In October, 1942, the first post-war Postulant arrived, and in January, 1944 three Postulants
received the Dominican habit. This year the number of pupils had grown so large that the
Sisters bought additional accommodation in Leicester Road. They called the new property
De Montfort House and there some of the senior classes were taught from 1944 till 1948,
when they were transferred to Blessed Martin’s at Stoke Golding together with the rest of
the upper classes. They also had to accommodate 35 children from Lingfield with their
three Sister teachers because their school was infested with doodlebugs. The result was that
pupils were taught in the garage and in every available place. However, in 1945, they were
quite crowded out with refugee children from the South of England so they bought Mrs
Hall’s property which adjoins the Convent. In 1948, Mother Ambrose died. She had
recovered her memory but was never quite over the shock of that terrible night. Anxious to
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help she went out to do some shopping but fell, probably with a stroke. She was brought
home and lingered on for a little while, dying on the 6th March, 1948.
Stoke Golding – St Martin’s Convent
1948

In 1948 Mother Demetria Hemmer who had succeeded Mother Augustine Geisel as
Prioress General and Mother Alacoque Brien were on an official visit to St Albert’s
Convent when Captain Robertson’s estate at Stoke Golding was put on the market. The
visiting officials inspected the premises. They considered its beautiful gardens and
salubrious climate would be an ideal spot for the Sisters during school vacations. So the
Congregation purchased the property with the intention of opening there a school which
would relieve the overflow the pupils from Hinckley and give a period of rest away from
the bustle of city life to teachers during the holidays.
On 22nd September, 1948 school was opened there with 165 pupils. The top form and the
Commercial Department remained at St Albert’s for a year; then these two divisions were
also transferred to Stoke Golding.
In 1949 Bishop Ellis of Nottingham asked Mother Madeleine to take over the Catholic
Secondary Modern School.24 Unfortunately in 1950 an electric short circuit destroyed one
of the departments of the school. However, the insurance covered the loss. In summer of
1953 the Sisters took part in the religious Vocation Exhibition during which time Mother
Demetria Hemmer and Sister Cecilia Müller, visitors to Hinckley, and Mother Madeleine
Stamm who had succeeded Mother Ambrose as Prioress of Hinckley were at Olympic Hall,
London for the duration of the exhibition.
Blessed Martin’s Convent is an extension of St Albert’s Convent and is regarded as its
senior school; but it is, of course, entirely independent.
This property of some 83 acres belonged to Captain Robertson and was bought by Mother
Demetria Hemmer, Prioress General in 1947. It was opened in 1948; received the senior
classes of St Albert’s Convent and thus had a roll of 165 on opening day. The grounds are
beautifully laid out and are kept in order by Captain Robertson’s gardener who resides at
Gate Lodge. Flowers, vegetables and fruit abound in season and near the buildings are
beautiful ornamental trees. The more distant section of the grounds is rented as pasture
land.
At the West end of the main building the former out-houses have been transformed into
class rooms and assembly halls. Many additional class rooms had to be built to
accommodate the various departments of senior study. The entire building and the grotto in
the drive was blessed by Bishop Ellis of Nottingham. On the 16th May, 1953, Mother
Demetria, who had now finished her period ad Prioress General, returned to Stoke Golding
as Superior.
From 1948 to September, 1952 Stoke Golding did not have the privilege of Daily Mass.
The Sisters had to go to Hinckley for Mass and in wet weather this was very inconvenient.

24

Saint Albert’s had previously taken over a small Primary school at East Shilton about four miles from the Convent
where Sisters Theresia and Kevin Forbes taught for some time, 1935-1936; later it was given up. Sister Kevin taught
at St Peter’s Primary School 1937 – 1947.
This new request of the Bishop was indeed a tempting one for the large school was next to a beautiful Church and had
a glorious view of the sea. Sorrowfully Mother Madeleine had to refuse the request owing to the shortage of staff.
Already the Sisters had as much as they could manage and the new school would have meant an entire residential
staff.
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However, in 1952, Father Desmond Murray O.P. arrived as resident priest and took up his
residence in the self-contained flat at the Gate Lodge.
The Sisters have many benefactors. Mr W Orrill donated a beautiful Monstrance and
Benediction outfit as a memorial of his deceased daughter Anne. Half-a-dozen candlesticks
were presented by Mrs Higham, the mother of two pupils, David and Bob. David has
joined the Benedictines at Pinknash. A priceless handwoven Cope and velum were given
by Mrs R Walker in memory of her brother and his family who were bombed at Nuneaton.
Sister Wilhelma’s sister and Sister Suso’s friends in Germany have also been generous
donors and, of course, the Mother House at King William’s Town sent beautiful vestments
when Mother Demetria arrived in 1953.
1956

When the Sisters first had Mass they had to turn their refectory into a Chapel-of-Ease. This
entailed undue labour and great inconvenience. However, in 1956 the beautiful Lodge
drawing room was turned from a typical Victorian lounge into a permanent Chapel for the
13 Sisters who form the Community.
By 1957 the Convents of both Hinckley and Stoke Golding had progressive up-to-date
schools. At the latter place higher education in commercial, academic, musical and
scientific courses prepared students to enter universities. Hinckley, with the lower forms of
education, remained what it was originally intended to be, a recruiting house for Postulants
and a Noviciate to lay the foundation of their early training.
The Dominican love of the Liturgy in daily life was strongly evidenced in Convent
Churches of the Congregation where children were taught not only to follow the Mass but
also to make it inter into their daily life. They, with the Sisters, sang Mass on Sundays and
often on Sundays Priests, parishioners, children and Sisters all combined in singing the
praises of God.

Upton, Ireland – Rosary Cottage
1946

On the 22nd October, 1946, Mother Ambrose, Prioress of St Albert’s Convent, Hinckley,
took a small Community of Sisters to Upton, Co. Cork, Ireland. The pioneers were Sister
de Mercede Joyce, Sister Bernette (Catherine) Nolan and Sister Christella Ewals.
As they landed from the Innisfallen they found the Rosminian Fathers with their cars
waiting to take them to their new home. What a welcome they received after their 15 mile
drive from Cork to Upton! The Father Provincial, Father Tom Hickey, was waiting to offer
up for their intentions, a Mass of Welcome to the Dominican Sisters. After breakfasting in
the Priest’s Oak-room two Fathers took them to their new home. Home indeed was the
correct for Rose Cottage, fully furnished, a glowing fire in the sitting room and flowers
prepared by one of the small boys. The gem of the house was the oratory with altar and
tabernacle ready to receive the Blessed Sacrament on its arrival next day and to remain
with the Sisters until their day of departure on 1st April, 1955.
Mother Ambrose stayed until 1st November. Before she left she assigned the work to be
done by each Sister. Sister Christella was given the work of showing the boys how to keep
their dormitories clean; Sister Bernette would work for a time in the children’s kitchen and
then transfer to that of the Community where she would cook for the Fathers, Brothers,
Sisters and secular workers. Sr de Mercede was put in charge of the small Community and
as trained nurse was made Infirmarian.
Exact reports of each boy’s health were kept from the time of their coming until the left
when they had turned sixteen. There were regular visits from dentists, medical doctors and
during times of epidemic it was not unusual to have over 100 boys in bed.
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Father O’Leary and Downey were in charge of the well over 200 boys on the roll. They
were responsible for the conduct of the boys. The school was run by secular teachers.
Every afternoon the boys had training in the various industries: carpentry, shoemaking,
gardening, cooking, tailoring, farming, while the smaller boys went to the knitting shop
where later Sister Alfredina taught them how to darn, knit and even make jerseys.
At the end of 1947 Sister Christella’s health gave way and Sister Kevin Forbes took her
place. She worked zealously and renovated the Church vestments while she was sacristan.
The Fathers greatly appreciated the work of the Sisters and it was only shortage of staff that
caused Mother Aquilina Spiegel to inform them that she would be regretfully obliged to
withdraw the Sisters in 1956.
Sadly on 1st April, 1955 the four Sisters who then formed the Community: Sister Odilo
Grünäugl, Sister St Alfredina Berchmann and Sister de Mercede Joyce took their departure.

CHAPTER XXIX
Bandon, Ireland – St Philomena's Nursing Home
At Bandon in County Cork the Congregation owns a Nursing Home. It is a three-storey
building with only a very small back yard. Built in the 17th century, since its purchase by
Mother Demetria, Prioress General, it has been called Saint Philomena’s Nursing Home.
Previously it glorified in various names, among others Temperance Hotel and Soup House.
Here during the 19th century, at the time of the great famine in Ireland, soup and other
provisions were given to starving Catholics on condition they would renounce their Faith.
When better times came a Miss Beamish, good Protestant Christian, converted the House
into a Nursing Home where, for 28 years, she and her staff gave kind and trained nursing to
all, irrespective of their religion. On her retirement in 1946 the property was bought by the
three Misses O’Donovan, two of whom, Hannah and Mary, were nurses and one, Margaret,
acted as their housekeeper-cook. Mary and Margaret were still there when, in May 1952,
Mother Demetria bought the property to be a filial of Hinckley.
1952

The pioneers of the venture were Sister Mariette Gouws and Sister Anita Schott. They left
South Africa on the Stirling Castle and on the 2nd July, 1952, Mother Madeleine, Prioress
of Hinckley, accompanied them to Bandon where the Misses Donovan were still in
possession.
There were many initial difficulties. It is religious etiquette to notify the Bishop of the
Diocese whenever a new religious house is opened. The King William’s Town authorities
thought that the Sisters in Hinckley would do this while Mother Madeleine thought it
would be done from King William’s Town. The result was that Bishop Lucy was not
notified and, as his predecessor was critically ill, he refused to attend to the matter.
Their reception at Saint Philomena’s was not more encouraging. Miss Mary Donovan
appeared in anything but the spic and span outfit of a matron, and, though the Deed of Sale
had already been signed, she was averse to showing the owners over the property. So they
slept that night at Rose Cottage, Upton, where they were made very welcome. Next day
they again bearded the proverbial lion in his den and realised the shocking state of their
new home. Renovation was needed from roof to foundation. Of modern amenities for a
nursing home there were none – not even a single sluice. Neglect and unhygienic
conditions reigned supreme.
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Next they found that the South African certificates were not recognised by the Irish
Nursing Board, so the Sisters found themselves obliged to ask the Misses Donovan and
their night nurse to stay on for a time. They proved to be three evil genii.
Then came a crushing blow. They had chosen one room as a Chapel and spent what little
money they had in doing it up. However, Bishop Lucy refused to give the necessary
permission to reserve the Blessed Sacrament. His argument was that they were near enough
to the Parish Church. Sorrow filled the hearts of the Sisters; but nothing would induce the
Bishop to alter his decision.
Yet these difficulties were gradually overcome by the perseverance of the Sisters and in
1957 they had an up-to-date nursing home and were patronised by the citizens of Bandon.
Sr Athanasius Zech writes:
On the 1st November 1952 I was put in charge of Bandon Maternity Home
and together with Sister Alfredina Berchmann, Sister Anita Schott and Sister
Bernette Nolan made up the Community.
St Philomena in Bandon was founded especially as a vocation centre for
Irish Postulants and to introduce them to the Noviciate in Hinckley in
England. But Bandon is an old-fashioned lonely town about 30 miles from
Cork with very little prospects for young girls to take not of the Sisters in the
maternity there. One great drawback was the apathetic feeling of the Bishops
in Eire who were unwilling to allow the Sisters to go around the schools
giving talks on mission work. The maternity Home was by now fixed up
with modern amenities but as it was not sufficiently advertised by the
doctors they often had empty beds. The Sisters became rather despondent
with this affair and tried to look for a more congenial place and perhaps
different work. Quite a few attempts were made but as Mother General could
not provide more staff to work in Ireland, the plans had to be shelved.25

CHAPTER XXX
Springs, Brakpan and Nigel
On a wind-swept area of the East Rand known as “The Springs” Mother Augustine Geisel
purchased land from Messrs Rennie and Co. the town had a resident Priest, Father Julian
Bannister O.P. who had dedicated his wood and iron Church to Our Lady of Mercy; but,
though there were many Catholic families flocking to the gold mines of The Springs, they
knew nothing of their religion, nor in fact of any religion. Many could not recite the Lord’s
Prayer and but few could say the Creed. They had been drawn to the locality by the report
of its fabulously rich gold fields and only a sprinkling of some 8 or 10 persons came to
Sunday Mass at the Church of Our Lady of Mercy.
Springs – Convent of Our Lady of Mercy
At the request of Bishop O’Leary Mother Augustine sent a staff of her Dominican Sisters
to open a Convent at The Springs. By this time so many people had settled in the
neighbourhood that The Springs article was dropped and the growing town was simply
25

In 1961 the name of the Maternity Home was changed from St Philomena’s to St Michael’s and in 1965 the
Bishops of Cork relented and allowed the Sisters to give vocation talks in the schools. At this time Sister Audrey
McNamee was sent to assist in the Vocation Exhibition in London and afterwards to visit certain schools in England
and Ireland.
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called Springs. Mother Winifred Simpkins was chosen Superior and given as staff Sister
Praxedis Tutzer, Sister Theresina Ullrich, Sister Inviolata Killermann and Sister Alana
Göttlinger. Two mose Sisters later brought the staff to seven.
Rumour travelled far and wide that at Springs, five minutes walk from Selection Railway
Station, a stately Convent of cast dimensions to accommodate 200 children, had been built.
Crowds flocked to see the new building. Alas! The first sod of the convent had not zet been
turned, and thez found out that Father Bannister had given his own small newly built
cottage to the Sisters and that the shed-like Church was used as a school house during the
week and turned into a Chapel of Ease only on Sundays.
Such was the housing condition in the early days. Father Bannister lived in his car; even his
garage was a class room. At the back of the tin Church, that gloried in the name of Our
Lady of Mercy, was a ramshackle lean-to, divided into three tiny divisions. One was used
by the altar boys as vestry and also by Mother Winifred as a classroom for her five senior
pupils. One in the matriculation class, two in Std IX and two in the Junior Certificate class.
The other was, at least on Saturdays, a confessional where the Priest could sit not on a
chair, but on an old packing case. The apartment was so small that there was hardly room
to hold Priest, penitent and box, so Father cut a hole in the tin wall of the Church where the
penitent could kneel to make his confession, leaving the tiny cubicle to the Priest and his
box seat.
Between Mother Winifred’s class room and the confessional was the tiny sacristy, which
was also the resting place of the Blessed Sacrament when the Church was being used as a
school. Here the Sisters would come individually to obtain grace from their hidden God.
The Church used in succession each week as Church, Parish hall and class rooms, entailed
work for the Sisters that can be better imagined than described.
1930

The pioneers arrived on 27th January, 1930 and on 3rd February School opened with 30
pupils nearly all Catholics, ranging from 1 in the Matriculation class, two in Std IX, two in
the Junior Certificate Class and so on down to Kindergarten. The seniors were taught by
Mother Winifred in the lean-to of the Church. Mrs Murray from Brakpan, Father Flynn’s
sister, came over every day to give Afrikaans lessons to all the standards. Her service was
gratis and she declared she loved every minute of the day when she was helping the Sisters.
Nor did she ever come empty handed. There was always a basket with eggs for the cook or
scones for the morning tea, or fresh fruit in season. Rain or shine made no difference in her
arrival. With her splendid Irish Faith she would say: “It’s all God’s wealth and we must
take it as His Will.” She lived her Faith.
Father Bannister had arranged with the municipality that buses should bring the children to
and from the school at scheduled times; some of them lived five or six miles away from the
Convent. This bus service was still available in 1957. The number of pupils increased
rapidly and by the end of the year there were about 100 on the roll. Besides the Convent
property was becoming the centre of a crowded area. Building was the order of the day.
Fortunately on one side was mine property and thus congestion was avoided in that
direction.
Mother Winifred wrote saying that whereas in January, 1930 there were not more than 10
people at Mass on Sunday, on the same date a year later there was a congregation of nearly
300. The Parish was very scattered extending for a radius of from 25 to 30 miles and the
inhabitants were largely Catholics. Most of the children taught the catechism they learnt at
school to their parents at home. The little ones were happily proud to tell their teachers that
daddy and mommy could now say the Our Father, the hail Mary and the I Believe with
them at home.
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There was great work to be done for the Natives as well as for the Europeans. Some 300
Natives came from the compounds. They were of a variety of races and were controlled by
their compound managers. They had a special Mass on Sundays and an altar was erected
for the Priest at the Church door, while the Natives – all men – knelt or stood outside.
There was no room in the small Church. The communicants knelt on the door steps and
returned in orderly manner to their places. They were mainly Zulus, Pondos or Basutos.
All were controlled by one European, a Mr Northmore, whose unostentatious method of
managing human beings was a lesson to all who saw him.
The other section of the Natives, consisting of men, women and children, were at the
location where Father Bannister was trying to save money to build a Church. There Father
said a second Mass on Sundays in the surgery of a Jewish Doctor who lent the room for the
occasion. It was just a hut with a mud floor. The many who could not crowd in, surrounded
the door. Here, in such stifling air Father said Mass and preached a sermon, then hurried
back to the Convent Church to assist with the compound Natives. He usually arrived in
time to read the epistle and Gospel in Sesutu or Zulu. He spoke both languages and if he
was too late to give the sermon in one of these, his two interpreters, Francis and Thomas
put Father Coyle’s sermon into the native language.
These two Natives were great characters. Father Bannister did not need them but when
Father Coyle preached in English and the interpreters did not think his words strong
enough, they enlarged upon them at their own discretion. As Francis was the official court
interpreter he knew what was good for his audience. He would be the ordinary preacher
when Bather Bannister would go on his six months’ leave to the Continent. Before
obtaining his official position he had been a school master and was fluent in English,
Afrikaans and Zulu.
The seven Sisters were housed in Father Bannister’s tiny cottage and a large printed notice
outside bore the imposing name: Convent – Our Lady of Mercy. Towards the evening they
would carry their bedding about and place it just wherever there was room enough to lie
down. They had no bedsteads or mattresses. There were only four beds and these just fitted
into the small bedroom with no space between them; so No. 4 had to walk over the beds of
Nos. 1, 2, and 4 to get into her corner. The writer slept in No 4 as a visitor and will never
forget the purgatorial hours of that night, but at least she had a bed to lie on.
1931

Mr Fitzsimons of Benoni drew the plan of the new Springs Convent; the contract was
signed by Mother Augustine and given to Mr Muldoon on the 29th January 1931. A tin shed
was erected on the premises for workmen’s tools; timber and other building material
accumulated and work was begun in the following March. A large double-storeyed
building enclosing three sides of a quadrangle was the result. Its central feature was a
beautiful conventual Chapel. The frontage of the Convent opened on Derby Avenue; the
South wing formed the Convent proper; the North wing contained the class rooms. Thus
the Sisters quitted the presbytery and the Church ceased to be used as a class room.

1934

As the town grew numbers on the roll increased. Pupils came from Nigel and Brakpan and
in a very short time it was found necessary to build Convents at these two towns to relieve
the over-flow of pupils at Springs. At a gymnastic display given by the pupils under the
direction of Major Collard V.D., the Mayor, Mr Geo. Sutter M.P.C. and later M.P.,
congratulated the Sisters upon the minute precision of the Swedish exercises, including
tableaux of pyramids and fans, and even a Baby Percussion band. He remarked that it did
not seem more than 12 months since he had walked with Father Bannister over that same
site where there was then nothing but sand and grass. Now, in 1934, he said the Convent
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stands as “the finest institute in Springs.” 230 children took part in the display and another
200 were engaged in games.
When Father David Donohue was Parish Priest the old tin house was replaced by a very
beautiful Parish Church facing Derby Avenue and occupying the space between the
presbytery and the Convent. This was designed and the work was also supervised by Father
Humbert Smetryns O.S.B. With its 70 foot tower at the entrance and its dome 48 feet high
and 32 feet in diameter, resting on 16 columns and arches, it is, from an architectural point
of view, one of the finest of its kind on the Reef.
In October, 1935 Bishop O’Leary blessed the Church in the presence of representatives
from Johannesburg, Pretoria and all the Reef towns including 15 Priests. Very Rev. Father
Essex, Principal of the Dominican Order in South Africa, delivered the address in which he
praised the pioneers who had suffered many hardships in establishing the Catholic Faith on
the Far East Rand. He praised the Priest-in-charge, Father D Donohue, who had laboured to
secure the erection of the Church and he thanked the Town Council the Public of Springs
for the support they had given.
After the Pontifical High Mass a luncheon for 100 guests was spread at the Clarendon
Hotel. Bishop O’Leary presided. Speeches were made by the Mayor of Springs, Mr Geo
Sutter, and by the Prefect Apostolic of the North Transvaal, D S. van Nuffel O.S.B. and by
others.
The Dominican Fathers were anxious to make the Payneville Mission an experiment in a
great venture. The Congregation had built a Convent next to the location school. Father
Bannister’s dream of a Church had materialised and the little Convent was situated
between the Church and the school. The school had been run by two of the Dominican
European Sisters from Springs and two African Sisters and a couple of African secular
teachers. The Principal was a European Sister. The Sisters lived at the Convent and went to
school each day; on Saturdays they prepared the Church and on Sundays helped with the
choir and catechism.
1953

Fr Synnott now asked Mother Aquilina Spiegel to assist in his great venture. He suggested
that the European Sisters be withdrawn from the St Lewis Bertrand Mission at Payneville
and be replaced by African Sisters only. He thought if he had about five of these they might
run the Convent and school without any European assistance, except that of the Parish
Priest. The matter was laid before the Apostolic Delegate, Archbishop C J Damiano, who
gave his consent to the venture. The Bishop of Johannesburg, Bishop (later Archbishop)
Whelan also concurred and Mother Aquilina, Prioress General, with her Council, agreed to
loan the Congregational rights to the Mission on condition that, should the venture fail, the
rights would revert to the Congregation. She also agreed to staff Convent and School with
African Sisters of the Congregation in so far as Sisters were available. This all happened in
1953, and in 1954 the great venture was begun.
At the end of three years trial the school had, in 1956, eight teachers, all paid by
Government. Of these three were Sisters in religion, one of whom was Superior of the
Convent and also principal teacher; the remaining five were all Native secular teachers.
The roll of 371 consisted of both boys and girls, from Sub A to Std VI inclusive, all day
pupils.
The Conventual staff was:
Sr Stella Hlatshwako, Superior and Principal;
Sr Pius Phelelo and Sr Angelina Tuari, assistant teachers,
Sr Ann Mfaledi, cook and housekeeper;
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Father F Synnott acted as manager.
The venture of Payneville has been so successful that in 1957 St Louis Bertrand’s Mission
had a filial school at Kwa Thema. Every day Sister Pius Phelelo goes there as teacher and
sacristan and takes with her one of the secular teachers. This will somewhat reduce the roll
of pupils at Payneville, as those children nearer to the new school will naturally attend it.
However, the Kwa Thema school shows the marked success of the Dominican venture to
make a self-governing Bantu Convent and School.
Brakpan – St Hyacinth Convent and School
The Brakpan Convent began as a filial of Convent of Our Lady of Mercy in Springs when
Mother Winifred Simpkins was Prioress at Springs. Father Murray, Parish Priest of
Brakpan complained bitterly that Mother Augustine had by-passed Brakpan giving Springs
the preference of having a Dominican Convent. Mother Augustine then purchased a small
property at Brakpan and a school was started there in a cottage while Mr Muldoon built the
Convent.
1932

On 23rd January 1932 Bishop O’Leary blessed the small house with its added class rooms.
Benediction was given. Among those present were Fathers Revill, Murray, Coyle and
Harrison, also Mother Augustine Geisel, Mother Winifred Simpkins, Mother Aidan
Kilbride and Sister Clement Lynch, all Dominicans. It was decided that the Brakpan staff
would stay at Springs and come over each morning to school in the Springs car.
School began on 1st February, 1932 with about 40 pupils. By the end of the year the
number had almost doubled itself and 24 pupils made their First Holy Communion. It
September 1934 the foundation stone of the new building was laid. As soon as rooms in
this were available the children took possession of them without any formal opening and in
1935 the Sisters came to stay. They were: Sister Clement Lynch, Superior, Sister Alban
Middlebrough, Sister Symphorosa Engelmann, Sister Regula Schelle, Sister Judith
Richtsfeld, Sister Trinita Haag and Sister Ella Rehrl.
The children were prepared for College of Preceptors Examinations and also for the Junior
Certificate Academic Course. They did very well. Sister Symphorosa was in charge of the
Kindergarten and one little child told her mother that her teacher had a party face every
day, not only when she went visiting. As the mother could not explain this to her little child
next day the wee mite asked Sister how she did it. The query made the face blush deeper;
but the owner had noticed the little ones wasting their bread, so she was equal to the
occasion. “I think,” she said, “It must be because when I was a little girl I ate the crusts of
my bread and did not throw them away.” The lesson went home.

1938

In 1938, the University of Witwatersrand offered a three-weeks vocational refresher course
in Botany. This was the first of its kind and Sister Alban Middlebrough was among the 54
nuns who availed themselves of the opportunity. In 1939 classes for commercial students
were begun at the Convent and Sister Marianna Wandinger was in charge of that
department. On St Dominic’s Day of the same year the Sisters surprised Father Synnott by
singing a Missa Cantata, complete with sequence, without any instrumental assistance.
On 24th August, Sister Clement was taken by ambulance to the East Rand Hospital. The
Sisters thought the illness was a passing cold; but it proved to be Pneumonia of which she
died on the 28th September, to the great sorrow of her Community. Her body was brought
back to the Convent, from which later her funeral moved to the East Rand Cemetery. Sister
Alban succeeded her as Superior.
However, the incredible happened on the next 4th August; on that day Sister Alban was not
at Mass. Fear clutched the hearts of the Sisters as they heard Dr Beckett diagnose double
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Pneumonia and very little chance of recovery. She was moved by ambulance to the
Caerglow Nursing Home at Springs and for nine weeks she heroically fought for her life
and seconded the efforts of Matron Thanin. The Pneumonia passed but left her in so weak a
condition that she was unable to cope with the complications that set in. her last days were
brightened by visits from her Sisters and also from Dominican Priests stationed on the
Rand. She died on 26th October, 1940 and was buried near Sr Clement in the East Rand
Cemetery.
Sister Symphorosa became Superior. The year 1941 was opened by a grand mayoral
service when Holy Mass was said for the first time in the Brakpan Town Hall. The
impressive ceremony was attended by, among other important persons, the Mayors of
Johannesburg, Nigel, Springs, Boksburg, Randfontein, Roodepoort and Krugersdorp. They,
with their attendants joined the Mayor of Brakpan and other distinguished guests in the
colourful procession to the Town Hall, the entrance of which was guarded by a group of
firemen.
Every available seat was occupied and hundreds of Brakpan citizens listened to the
profoundly moving Catholic ceremony which was explained in the running commentary by
Fr Synnott. In his address Father declared the purpose of the service was to ask God’s
blessing on the execution of civic duties for the year. He pointed out that every function of
human life was of deep interest to God and they were there to call down God’s blessing on
the new Mayor, Mr J Freel, and upon those who would have to co-operate with him. The
keynote of his speech was: Christian peace is built on an incessant struggle for justice to
all. He called for social and racial justice.
In 1942 the Community was increased to 22 Sisters when Father Revill opened his new
Parish hall and the Convent pupils staged “The Cup of Coffee” to a delighted audience.
January, 1944 found everyone busy with long overdue interior and exterior house repairs
and school opened with a roll of 288. In the following year Sister Gervasia Krämer
replaced Sister Symphorosa who was transferred to Potchefstroom. The roll mounted to
360. In 1954 there were minor house repairs and Mr J Freel, now ex-Mayor, donated an
annual prize of £3.3.0 to be given either to an English-speaking pupil who showed
proficiency in Afrikaans or to an Afrikaans-speaking student who showed proficiency in
English. The decision was left to the Principal.
At the end of her term of office Mother Humberta Kaiser replaced Mother Gervasia as
Superior. She had the misfortune to fall and fracture her arm. This necessitated hospital
treatment at Johannesburg. But she was back at her post when in 1955 Bishop Boyle paid
his first visit to Brakpan and confirmed 40 Convent pupils.
About two miles from Brakpan there is a Native Mission. The Dominican Fathers asked
Mother Augustine Geisel to supply a staff of her Sisters; but as this was not possible she
promised to pay £4 per month for a secular Native teacher at the Mission. The
Congregation still does that in 1957 and in addition every Saturday two Sisters go to
Brakpan to prepare the altar and Church for Sunday’s Mass at the Mission.
Nigel – St Hyacinth’s Convent
In 1933, and part of 1934, the Parish Priest of Springs Father David Donohue O.P. used to
visit Nigel regularly to say a second Mass there. Two Sisters from the Convent
accompanied him to act as sacristan and catechist. Mass was said in a fairly large wood and
iron shed which was bitterly cold in Winter and intensely hot in Summer.
1934

In May, 1934 Mother Augustine Geisel bought a property at the end of Commissioner
Street and later added an adjoining building bought from Mr Cantamess. However, there
165

were no Sisters to staff the potential Convent so Mass was said on the verandah of the
empty house and thus, in open air style, the Catholics heard Sunday’s Mass kneeling or
standing in the adjoining garden. There was no seating accommodation and after Mass was
over, the Priest had breakfast at the house of a Catholic family while the Sisters taught
catechism to the children. They often returned to Springs only just in time for the midday
meal and they were still fasting.
Helped by Sister Cornelia Huber the Superior of Springs, Sister Lioba Koch and Sister
Fulgentia arrived at Nigel on the 1st November, 1934, as the pioneers of St Hyacinth’s
Convent. They found two or three cottages all in great disrepair and also some ramshackle
outhouses. Sister Lioba was a woman of few words. She sadly shook her head as they went
through the neglected place. From Heidelberg Brother Robert of the Servites arrived soon
after the Sisters. As the spiritual care of the Catholic residents of Nigel was now given to
the Servite Fathers he had come to do what repairs were absolutely necessary to make the
place habitable.
The three religious worked together and after a few days were joined by Brother Lücke of
the Pallottini and Mr Hans Geigenberger, both professional builders. Meanwhile the ladies
of the town had heard what was happening and joined forces to help the Sisters.
Stables and outhouses were soon demolished by the builders and on the 156th November
the first sod of the new Convent was turned. The Sisters meanwhile lived in one of the
cottages. As there was no Church or resident Priest they turned their front room into a
Chapel and for 10 days spent their time furnishing the house to the best of their ability.
On the 11th November, Father A. Botha O.S.M. came to say Mass and reserved the Blessed
Sacrament. After Benediction on the same afternoon, 15 local ladies gave a high tea as
their official welcome to the Sisters. Delicacies were served and the crockery used was left
as a gift to the Convent. At Mass on Sunday the 18th November the tiny Chapel was filled
beyond capacity by about 50 people.
After Mass a German farmer and his two sons presented themselves to the Sisters. They
formed part of the Vogel family and had come on horseback from their home 15 miles
away to hear Mass. Speaking German they greeted the Sisters with the age-long salutation
“Praised be Jesus Christ!” spoken in the Sisters’ own home language it warmed their hearts
as they replied in the same tongue “Praised evermore!” the visitors presented them with
gifts of their farm product: milk, potatoes, mealie meal and a fowl. It was touching to see
how each horseman had carefully carried his share of the gifts. Mr Vogel later became a
frequent and generous visitor.
The Sisters Chapel became the Parish Church and remained so until the arrival of Father P
Nolan who brought with him two Servite Brothers to aid Brother Lücke.
Meanwhile class rooms had been built and in January 1935, with Sister Elvira Redler as
Superior and also music teacher, Sister Candida Kamin as Principal, Sister Teresina
Ullrich, assistant, Sister Fulgentia Pallauf, cook, and Sister Emelina Kaltenstadler,
Laundress, school was opened. Desks and school furniture had not yet arrived so the
children sat on the floor. Some of the more adventurous brought in building blocks or logs
from the grounds; but all were happy to be with the Sisters. Under such circumstances the
60 pupils on opening day had to be classified. By the end of the week the roll numbered 86.
The Sisters had asked to have a bus service to and from the school, but had not received a
favourable reply. They explained their difficulty to Mr Dennehy, a mine manager.
Thinking sadly on opening day how difficult it would be to get pupils without a bus, they
were surprised to see two smart buses arrive at the school empty. They hooted triumphantly
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and the drivers called out: “Coming again at 1.30.” true to their word they were there again
to take the children home and thus the bus service was inaugurated. Many years later Dr
Pat Dennehy Jnr. gave one of the Sisters great relief in what had previously been
considered an incurable disease. The Congregation was grateful to him.
In August the first boarders arrived and by that time all was set for a high school and
boarding house. In 1936 the commercial department was opened under Sister Annunciata
Asple and in 1939 Brother Lücke completed the school with its central quadrangle. In 1941
the Parish Church of Our Lady of Sorrows was built, so that the Sisters’ Chapel ceased to
be open to the parish and was used only for themselves and their pupils. However, since
that date it had twice to be enlarged to cope with the increased number of children and
Sisters. In 1948 a large hostel was erected by Mr Castellani.
In 1940 St Hyacinth’s Convent was raised to Prioral status and Sister Auxilia Bader
became its first Prioress. She proved to be an energetic pioneer; repairs and renovations
were the order of the day. She was followed by Sister Boniface Vatter who continued to
cope with the rapidly growing Convent until her health gave way. In 1957, with Mother
Espina Seidl as Prioress and a roll of 225 pupils the Convent offered academic and
commercial courses in the higher standards while music and sports upheld art and athletics
in all courses.
1953

On the outskirts of the town of Nigel is the Monte Berico African Mission founded in
1939. It is conducted by the Servite Fathers who also have five outstations at which mass is
said at regular intervals. Adjoining the Monte Berico Mission is a property two morgen in
extent which was donated to the Congregation on condition that the Sisters would open a
Mission there. There was no house properly so-called thereon, but a man, Peturs Chuby
and his wife were allowed to live there to keep away trespassers. This proved a very
unsatisfactory arrangement and Petrus went to work at Glen Cowie leaving his wife to live
in the shack which was made of corrugated iron and hessian. In this undesirable state of
affairs Mother Aquilina Spiegel, acting with her Council as Prioress General donated the
property to the Johannesburg Diocese and it now forms part of the Monte Berico Mission.
The transaction was a legal one through the lawyer at Nigel and took place on 25th
September, 1953.

CHAPTER XXXI
Golden Jubilees and Education
In 1922 Mothers Eleonora, Reginald and Clare celebrated the Golden Jubilee of the
Profession. Bishop H MacSherry sang the Pontifical High Mass, assisted by Father Walshe,
Dr P Murray and Father J Colbert. Fathers H Frese, Con Murphy and Kavanagh were also
present. There was a representative gathering of the laity and over 200 Dominican Sisters
had come from many Convents to do honour to the solemn occasion of the Golden Jubilee
of three of the seven Foundresses. Three of the seven were already in eternity and Mother
Jacoba still had 7 years to go before she could celebrate hers.
Bishop H MacSherry had obtained from the Holy Father, Pope Pius XI, his personal
blessing for the Jubilarians and the brief imparting this privilege to each Jubilarian was
read in Latin and in the vernacular during the ceremony. The blessing itself was imparted
by the Bishop as Papal representative. Father Milner C.S.S.R., taking as his text “Come,
follow me!” preached a most impressive sermon on the mysterious power of the voice of
Christ uttering that call in the secret depths of chosen souls who forthwith leave all things
to follow Him.
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At the conclusion of the Holy Sacrifice the three venerable Mothers attended by the staff
bearers and by three tiny maids bearing crowns of gold on white satin cushions, advanced
to the altar for a beautiful symbolic ceremony. The staff, surmounted by a cross, is the
emblem of support in the earthly pilgrimage; the crown is the token of spiritual beauty and
future reward. These emblems were blessed by the Bishop and presented to the three
Jubilarians.
Later they received many presents. Conspicuous among these was a magnificent set of the
Stations of the Cross. Their history is of particular interest. During World War I there was a
slump in the making of textiles in Germany, and large piles of flax plants accumulated near
Schlehdorf. Mother Jacoba Zirn, then Superior of the Convent at Schlehdorf, thought that
useful canvas might be woven from this waste. She was told she would have to get leave to
use the material from the British military officials and her informant warned her that this
would be no easy matter.
Nothing daunted the inveterate Mother pinned her Royal Red Cross conspicuously on her
breast and approached the military offices. A glance at her decoration with a look of
concealed surprise gained her an easy pass from the various sentries, and soon she stood
before the Officer in Command. He, too, looked questioningly at her decoration and she
explained that it had been given her by Queen Victoria in reward for nursing British
soldiers during the Matabele War in Rhodesia. Continuing, she put her request for the
slumped flax and said it could be worked by her Sisters into useful material.
The O.C. immediately granted her request and put his services freely at the disposal of
Mother Jacoba. The visit was an unqualified success due, no doubt, to the Royal Red
Cross, coupled with the charm of manner which was one of the petitioner’s outstanding
characteristics. Under all circumstances she was a perfect lady.
The flax was processed and soon yards of homemade canvas was at the disposal of the
Sisters. Mother Jacoba explained to her workers that in 1922 the Foundresses would have
their Golden Jubilee and she thought that if they painted the Stations of the Cross on strips
of canvas that would be an ideal Jubilee gift to the King Church. They would displace the
set of oleographs which were an eyesore to every artist.
An artist from Munich, Signor Coletti, was employed to guide the Sisters. He himself
painted the first four Stations showing the Sisters how to continue. They were apt pupils
especially Sister M Constantia Feuerstein. Later the Sisters framed the Stations and sent
them to King William’s Town. This same set of Stations was later moved to the Convent
Chapel in Klerksdorp where they still were in 1957. At the Mother House they were
replaced by a set in relief sculptured by Sister M Digna Günthner.
On the day after the Jubilee three Masses were offered for the repose of the souls of the
three foundresses who had already gone to their reward: Mother Mauritia Tiefenböck,
Mother Euphemia Koffler and Sister Gertrude Walther.
Earlier in the year 1922 the whole of King William’s Town was shocked by the tragic
death of Father J P Rafferty D.D who at the early age of 26 was thrown from his horse and
killed when returning to Izeli after a day spent in town.
1926

The year 1926 was marked by a change in the recitation of the Little Office of Our Lady.
Mother Lucy, the Prioress General notified the various Convents that in future the Sisters
should chant the Office and, where possible, sing the daily Compline, a custom that obtains
to the present day, 1957.
In 1927 the Convent celebrated its Golden Jubilee by building the Memorial Church at the
Mater Infirmorum. This Church was dedicated by Bishop H MacSherry on 14th September.
168

Education
Steadily the King Convent has grown educationally till it ranks as a credit not only to so
highly an educational borough as King William’s Town but as one of the leading
educational Convents of the Union of South Africa.
In addition to the nearly 400 Coloured children being taught at St Joseph’s School in
Durban Street and the close on a thousand at St Patrick’s African School26 at the Location,
it has 319 at the Convent proper. These are divided into Nursery, Government Primary,
Convent Primary, Secondary and High Schools. In 1934 it lost to Johannesburg its school
for the deaf;27 but there the school has grown out of all recognition and still belongs to the
Congregation.
1879

Training classes for teachers had always been one of the ideals of Mother Eleonora and she
opened such classes at the Convent in 1879. During the next 35 years 400 teachers received
their training at the King Convent. In 1911 the school was officially recognised by Dr
Muir, the Superintendent General of Education. In 1914, urged thereto by Father James
FitzHenry he amalgamated the pupils of the Girls High School and the Convent School to
form a combined Training College at King William’s Town.

1914

According to the new draft
1. The union of the pupil teachers would be effective from 1st July, 1914. Distribution on
this date was as follows:
1st Year

2nd Year

3rd Year

Total

Convent

10

14

8

32

Girls High School

6

7

10

23

16

21

18

55

2. There would be a staff of three teachers, on for each year.
3. Control of the Training College would be in the hands of the Educational Department.
4. A local committee would work under the Department.
5. This local committee would have:2 representatives from the local school board
2 representatives from the Convent
1 representative from the Educational Department.
6. At the outset the staff would consist of
a. Miss Emery, Principal
£275 per annum.
st
b. Miss Palmer, 1 Asst.
£200 per annum.
c. Miss Hockley, 2nd Asst.
£180 per annum.
Mr H C Meakin would be Secretary.
7. As need for increased staff would arise the local committee of management must see
that the interests of both the foundation schools were considered.
8, 9, 10, and 11 referred to housing, practice-teaching and tuition fees.
26

From 1940 – 1957,

27

St Vincent School for the Deaf; still functions in 2019

169

The first committee of management consisted of Doctor Blaine and Mr F Ginsberg, School
Board and Father P J Walshe and Dr Carl Schulze, Convent and Mr Bond, Education
Department.
1931

This arrangement continued until 1931 when Professor Botha, Superintendent of Education
gave notice that he intended closing down the King William’s Town Training College.
However, the College remained open till December, 1949. During its 35 years of existence
910 students were enrolled. Of these 162 were Sisters from various religious
Congregations. In his speech on the 8th December, Mr J W Robertson explained that the
closing of the College was necessitated by the dearth of Sisters and the centralising policy
of the Educational Department. Miss Anders was its last Principal as Miss Emery had been
its first.
On the 22nd October, 1904 the de la Salle Brothers arrived in King William’s Town to open
a school for Catholic boys at Glendower House, the former residence of Mr Baker. The
pioneers of the venture were Brother Paul, Superior and Brothers Thomas, Christopher,
Alexius and Alexander. Two days later their house and school was blessed by Bishop
MacSherry. This opening has had great influence on our schools.
Even before the arrival of the King Dominican Sister on 22nd October 1877, there had been
a school in Durban Street attached to the Parish. This was for Catholic boys and girls.
When the Sisters arrived the girls were drafted to the Convent school, but St Joseph’s in
Durban Street was still retained for boys.
As the Sisters increased in numbers they were asked by Father Fagan to staff the boys’
school, but the Parish Priest still continued to be manager of the school. Sister Raymond
Whyte, Sister Alacoque Brien, Sister Amalia Joder, Sister Honoria Kenna are some of the
many Sister who taught and looked after the boys at St Joseph’s. Classes included all, from
the Grades to Matriculation for boys only. Some of the pupils also boarded with the Sisters
in Durban Street.
The purchase of Glendower house in Hill Street seems to have been a chance stroke.
Bishop MacSherry was on a visit to Father (now Msgr) Fagan. He was doing his usual
packing before departure when Father came to his room. He found the Bishop on his knees
trying to pack his luggage. The Priest suggested that his Lordship should wait till he had
bought a hold-all.
As he knew of the auction sale in Hill Street he went there thinking there might be one for
sale and he found the bidding for the house was at £2400. For some reason which he
himself could not explain he raised his hand palm facing the auctioneer, who then called
out: “Father Fagan bids £2500! Any further bid?” no other was forthcoming probably out
of respect for the Priest. Down went the hammer and Glendower belonged to Father Fagan.
History is silent as to how Father broke the news to his Bishop.
Strange to say two other persons had set their hearts on the purchase of Glendower House.
They were prepared to go much higher. One of these thought the sale was to be at midday
not at 10 a.m. the other was coming from East London but his train was late. Thus Father
Fagan bought a potential hold-all for Catholic boys.
When, in 1904, the Brothers arrived, the assistant Priest, Father McNally brought the 65
boys from the Sisters in Durban Street to Glendower House. The Brothers did not want the
children in the Grades so these were drafted to the Convent. In the High school there were
only seven boys. Other Brothers arrived to complete the staff but in 1916 it was decided to
close the High School section as pupils were too few. The Sisters meanwhile had returned
to their Convent.
In 1929 Brother Boniface arrived as Superior. The school continued as a Primary one; but
in 1956, with only 36 boys on the roll, the Brothers decided they could do more good by
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being drafted to one or other staffs of their Congregation. Bishop Green then asked if the
Dominican Sisters would again staff the school; but, owing to shortage of staff they had
already refused several similar offers.
In 1957 the Sacred Heart Fathers promised to take over as soon as they could get trained
teachers to do the work. Meanwhile, with Father Barry as manager, two secular ladies
taught the young boys at Glendower House.
After the 65 European boys had left Durban Street the question arose what would Msgr
Fagan do with the vacated property. It belonged to the Parish and contained on one side of
the street the Church and on the other side what had been a Convent, a hostel for boys and
their classrooms.
Besides building his beautiful Parish Church, Father Fagan had founded the Convent
school which soon developed into a Private High School, plus a Primary Governmentaided School, plus a school for the Deaf, plus an Orphanage for Europeans plus a school
for African children. All this had been supplied at the Convent previous to 1900. Hitherto
nothing had been done for Coloureds.
Zealous Missionary as he was, Father Fagan now decided to educate the neglected
Coloureds a few of whom were his parishioners. He declared he could not meet his God
before he had done something for their education and moral uplifting.
As Dale College and the Girls High School had hostels in the vicinity of the now vacated
school the Priest met with opposition when it was rumoured that a school for Coloureds
would be opened in Durban Street. Nevertheless he approached the Dominican Sisters with
his new plan and they agreed to help.
1913

In July, 1913, the school was opened with only seven Coloured pupils. Soon, however,
there was a steady increase to 22. Sister Norberta Rieble was one of the first teachers and
as the number of Children grew the teaching staff increased. At first the school was a
private one and entirely financed by the Sisters. Soon the building was too small to
accommodate the pupils who, though only day scholars, now exceeded 100.
So Mother Demetria Hemmer, in 1947, bought the property opposite the Church from the
Parish and also all the adjacent buildings as soon as these came into the market. These,
with equipment cost £2550, and, in 1953, two large well-ventilated modern class rooms
were erected. About this time Domestic Science was introduced as a class subject for girls
and woodwork for boys.
Meanwhile the school was recognised by Inspectors and given Government aid. At the
request of the Coloured parents in 1950 the Sisters began secondary classes when Mother
Hilda Moloney was Principal with Sister Gunda Auer as chief assistant. The secondary
classes were taught by Sister Ludwiga Heanan. In 1950, 17 pupils entered for the National
Std. 7 examination and 90% of these passed. In 1951 some took the academic course of the
J.C.; others the National course.
Today, 1957, the Primary School has an enrolment of 252 pupils with seven teachers.
Sister Gunda is Principal and the remaining six teachers are secular Coloureds. The roll of
the High School section is 26, which includes Stds. VII to X. here Sister Ludwiga remains
the only teacher and to supply for staff in Std. X she uses correspondence courses.
The Coloured parishioners, a mere handful in Father Fagan’s time, now number about 600.
They have their own Parish Priest and also their sodalities for men, women, boys and girls.
Mass is said in the Church five times a week. The children, after passing their J.C. are
encouraged to continue their education elsewhere and the staff in the Primary section
consists mainly of ex-pupils who hold teachers’ certificates.
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An active St Vincent de Paul’s Society helps needy cases. One of these, Michael Flanagan,
desired to be a Priest and appealed to Bishop E Green. With his Lordship’s help he is now
in Rome at the Propaganda Fidei College, trying his vocation. Imagine his ecstatic joy
when, in April, 1957, he was visited by three of our Sisters, one of whom was his former
teacher at St Joseph’s Coloured School at King William’s Town.
1940

After Mother Mauritia had transferred her native school to Izeli nothing further was done
by the Congregation for Bantu education in King William’s Town. After the death of
Father Fagan, Father Frese became Parish Priest of King William’s Town. In 1935 he was
succeeded by Dr M V Prendergast who for many years had been in charge of the Izeli
Mission. There he had ample opportunity of studying the Xhosa language and customs and
in 1940 he built a Church at the Leightonville Location. This was to serve both as Church
and School.
At his request Mother Augustine then Prioress-General gave two Sisters, Sister M Oliver
Murphy and Sister Concordia Buhl to start the school. Dr Prendergast said he would pay
the salary of one secular Native teacher. Thus was started St Patrick’s Native School, a
private venture with a staff of three teachers. In 1947 the number on the roll was 80. Daily
the two Sisters trudged through the streets of King William’s Town in all weathers, worked
at the location all day, and returned again on foot, to the Convent in the late afternoon.

1948

In September 1948, Sister Oliver contracted a contagious disease of which she died at the
local hospital. Since that time the Sisters drive to their work at least one way each day.
There are now, 1957, five teachers: 1 European Sister, three Native Sisters and one secular.
They have, since 1940, a roll of 950 pupils ranging from the Grades to Std. VI inclusive.
In 1948 Mother Demetria Hemmer, who had succeeded Mother Augustine, bought from
the local Municipality the property adjoining the Church and erected thereon the present
modern school. So the original building which belongs to the parish is used exclusively as a
Church.
The students at St Patrick’s who wish to continue their studies beyond Std VI usually go to
Uitenhage where, at Marymount, there is a High School for Bantu females. After this
course they must decide whether they wish to be teachers or nurses and procure
accommodation at respective colleges.
So much in South African History hails from Scotland that we might be pardoned if we
refer to something at St Patrick’s Native School more ancient than the time of Fairburn and
Pringle. There is a little sacring bell in St Patrick’s Church. It dates its history from the year
1351 when the Provost of Aberdeen in Scotland presented a great bell to the Church of St
Nicholas in his native city. It was christened “Bell Lawrence” and solemnly blessed. For
nearly three centuries it called the people of Aberdeen to worship God. Then it developed a
cleft and had to be recast. The new bell was still the largest of St Nicholas’ carillon and on
it was written “Soli Deo Gloria. Michael Burgehays me fecit.” Then followed, still on the
bell, an epitome of its history stating that it had been given by William Leyth, the Provost,
to the Church in 1351. Again it was blessed and re-christened “Bell Lawrence.”
In 1879 a great fire destroyed St Nicholas’ Church and the whole collection of bells was
hurled to the ground. The fallen chimes were purchased by Messrs John Blaikie & Sons of
Aberdeen. Very carefully they preserved all the fragments of “Auld Lawrie” and made
from these precious remnants a number of hand bells.
In 1914 a past pupil of the King Convent, Eleanor McConachie, now Mrs Jack, visited
Aberdeen, the City of her forebears and obtained one of these bells, a direct descendant of
“Auld Lawrie.” In 1942 she happened to give a lift to two Sisters going to St Patrick’s at
the Leightonville Location. On arrival she found there was only a very poor apology for a
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sacring bell and promised to give hers to the Church. She did and so an offspring of “Auld
Lawrie” came from Aberdeen to St Patrick’s and now in 1957 has the grand old age of 606
years.
EXPANSION
Calaroga, House of Studies
After the closing of the King William’s Town Training College the Sister-students attended
the Afrikaans medium College in Graaff-Reinet. There in spite of the linguistic change,
they did very well indeed. However, it soon proved difficult to obtain vacancies for
students and so Mother Aquilina Spiegel, the Prioress-General resolved to re-open a House
of Studies in Grahamstown. There she thought the Sister-students might live and attend the
Training College conducted by the Anglican Sisters.
The former House of Studies, Calaroga, was in Beaufort Street. It was double-storeyed and
had been the residence of a doctor who sold it to Bishop MacSherry. This was rented by the
Congregation for the Sister-students who were attending Rhodes University. Its chief
advantage was its proximity to the Convent for though the Sisters had a Chapel in which
the Blessed Sacrament was reserved they depended on the Convent for daily Mass and also
for Benediction. At Calaroga the Sisters lived and studied as extern students of the
University where they took their degrees.
1954

When in 1954 Mother Aquilina went to seek a new House of Studies, they found the
cottage in Beaufort Street had been demolished, and she was obliged to be content to buy
the property at 24 Hill Street. This was a little further from the Training College but it was
just about midway between the Convent and the Pro-Cathedral.
At the same time the Convent at Cambridge, East London, had built a new Oratory, so their
altar, donated by Mother Pius Galvin’s brothers, was given to Calaroga II. It stands in the
pretty little Chapel and on it the Blessed Sacrament is reserved. The pioneers of the new
House of Studies were Sister M Emmerich Pauli, Sister M Raphael Sontheimer and two
students. At present, 1957, there are six Sister-students and they find their work interesting.
They proudly say they live in the City of the Saints for thus Grahamstown is called.
Past pupils of the King William’s Town Dominicans are scattered far and wide. One of
these, however, lived only about 40 miles from her former school. Nestling at the foot of
the forest-clad Amatola Mountains, away from the noise of traffic lies the peaceful little
village of Keiskama Hoek. In this retired spot dwelt Kathleen Harran. There she taught and
after school hours took the Catholics for catechetical instruction.
The village had no resident Priest but it could boast of a pretty little Church a stone’s cast
from Miss Harran’s home. On Sundays she would gather the Catholics to Mass if a vising
Priest was there and if no Priest was available together they would say the Rosary and other
prayers so that for them Sunday was in a special way God’s day.
When in 1946 a resident Priest came to the Hoek our past pupil felt that her former
responsibility devolved on him, so, when the de la Salle Brothers needed a house-keeper,
she offered her services to them. Miss Harran gave her Keiskama residence to Bishop H
Boyle and went to live at the newly-opened de la Salle College, Vincent, East London.

1949

Bishop Boyle offered the property to Mother Demetria the Prioress General of the
Congregation. He hoped that she would aid the Catholic Mission by opening, on no matter
how small a scale, a Convent whose inmates would minister to the needs of his Priests.
Two Sisters in December, 1949 occupied the premises which now became known as St
Rose’s Convent. Today 1957 Sister Majella Kaiser and Sister Reinhold Kech look after the
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Priest, act as sacristans and have a nursery school with some 15 pupils. They have daily
Mass and the Blessed Sacrament is reserved in Church.
When Mrs Harran retired from teaching she sold the house at a nominal price to Father
Prendergast and Mother Demetria bought her furniture.

CHAPTER XXXII
Expansion – A New Era
A special feature of the Marian year 1954 was the Congress of Religious Women held at
Kroonstad, Orange Free State (O.F.S.) as the Congregation of the King William’s Town
Dominicans was the largest, though not the oldest, in South Africa it was allowed to send
19 representatives.
On the evening of the 16th December the 230 delegates assembled in the Chapel of the
Convent, Notre Dame, Kroonstad. To the strains of the Ecce Sacerdos Magnus, the
Apostolic Delegate Archbishop C J Damiano entered, heralded by a procession of clergy
and acolytes. Then followed Benediction after which the delegates repaired to the school
hall for the reception;
This began with an address of welcome by the Sister Chair, Sister M Ursula S.N.D.
Speeches were then made by the Apostolic Delegate and Bishop van Velsen. Archbishop
Whelan was also present. Each speech was followed by a hymn, the first in English, the
second in Afrikaans and the third in Sesotho.
Next day started with Solemn Pontifical High Mass of the Holy Ghost sung by the
Apostolic Delegate. The choir of Notre Dame Sisters rendered the Proper in Roman chant
while the Ordinary was sung antiphonally by the choir above and the delegates below. At
10.30 lectures began. Each was limited to 30 minutes followed by half-an-hour’s
discussion of the subject. The opening lecture was on Vocations, followed by another by
Father B Delaney O.P. on Noviciates. At 2.30 p/m/ the Dignity of Man and the need for
establishing Native and Coloured Sisters in independent self-governed Congregations
formed the first lecture. The second at 4.30 was on Vows and the Religious Spirit.
Benediction at 7.45 p.m. brought the day to a close.
On Saturday morning the speech of Father Fitzgerald O.M.I. on Theology, its place in
religious training was followed by Religious Life and Canon Law by Father O’Sullivan
O.F.M. In the afternoon Dr G.R. McLeish lectured on Health and its necessity in Religious
Life. The delegates then had the choice of attending lectures given in the hall or those
given in one of the class rooms. The subject in the hall was Education in General while in
the class room, Sister Emmanuel Hamilton-Brown of our Congregation spoke on Social
Works of Mercy. On Sunday various matters suggested by the Vigilance Committee were
discussed.
On Sunday evening, 19th December, the Congress was brought to a close by a short social.
It had been decided that this was to be the first of a chain of congresses to be held
periodically; but that future gatherings would be smaller and more specific. In order that
something permanent might emerge from the Congress a standing committee was formed
under the guidance of Bishop Gerard van Velsen O.P.
The first tangible result was that in 1957, from April 2nd to 4th, a congress of all the Major
Superiors of Religious Women in the Union was held at the Parktown Convent,
Johannesburg. This was again inaugurated with a Pontifical High Mass celebrated by
Archbishop C J Damiano who also gave the opening address. He explained that the
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Association of Religious Women was now constituted according to Canon Law and that
Bishop G van Velsen was appointed Religious Assistant to the Association.
The programme on this occasion did not specify lectures but purposed rather to have
practical discussions on Catholic teaching, nursing or other social activities in South
Africa. Its chief aim was to give Superiors of the various Congregations the opportunity of
getting together in amicable co-operation. One paper by Father C Collins on Women
Religious and the Mission Schools made all present realise that modern problems must be
seen far beyond the limits of individual Congregations.
Among the 12 officials elected, our Mother M Aquilina Spiegel figured; and mother Carina
Provincial of the Southern Province was placed on the Working Committee. The Religious
Assistant proposed to send cables of thanks for good wishes and blessing to His Holiness
the Pope and to Cardinal Valeri, Prefect of the Sacred Congregation of Religious in Rome.
Parktown, Johannesburg – Lourdes, Generalate
1955

On the evening of the 19th January, 1955 Father C Collins, Secretary to the Apostolic
Delegate, Dr C J Damiano, Pretoria arrived at the Mother House, King William’s Town.
He brought a papal decree establishing the King William’s Town Dominicans into three
Provinces, two in South Africa and one in Europe. Through the Secretary the Apostolic
Delegate informed Mother Aquilina and her Councillors that the House of the Generalate
must be removed from King William’s Town before the decree could be enforced. He
added that the Generalate must not be in the same locality as any existing Convent and
expressed a wish that it might be in Pretoria as there was not Convent of our Sisters there.
At Mother Aquilina’s request he so far relented to permit the transfer to be made to
Johannesburg, provided that it was entirely separate from each of the existing Convents in
that City. A three-storeyed house was found to be for sale in Valley Road, Parktown, just
off Oxford Road, and this was purchased for the home of the Generalate of the King
William’s Town Dominican Sisters. As the transaction was completed on the 11th January,
it was decided to call the place Lourdes.
To effect the transfer was no easy task. For nearly 80 years since 14th September, 1877 the
Convent of the Sacred Heart, King William’s Town had been the home of the Generalate.
It was Pope Pius IX who at the suggestion of Dr J B Ricards, Bishop of the Eastern
Province of the Cape of Good Hope had ordered that King William’s Town was to be
Generalate and Mother House of the King Dominicans. His command was implemented by
Msgr J Fagan, founder of the Convent. Thus the official Generalate had been at King
William’s Town during the Generalship of 10 Prioresses:
Mother M Mauritia Tiefenböck, 1877 – 1893
Mother M Euphemia Koffler, 1893 – 1899
Mother M Jacoba Zirn,
1899 – 1905
Mother M Lucy Kaltenstadler, 1905 – 1911
Mother M Clare Huber,
1911 – 1917
Mother M Lucy Kaltenstadler, 1917 – 1928
Mother M Augustine Geisel, 1928 – 1946
Mother M Demetria Hemmer, 1946 – 1953
Mother M Aquilina Spiegel, 1953 –
This momentous historical change was effected quietly and without any ostentation. A
furniture removal company had agreed to transport belonging from King William’s Town
to Johannesburg. At the last moment however, the Sisters were notified that the good
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would arrive only a fortnight later than had been previously arranged. This meant a
prospect of arriving at an empty house.
A still more dreary outlook faced the Councillors. A call on urgent business summoned
Mother Aquilina to Europe and with heavy hearts they bade her farewell as she sailed from
East London in the Arundel Castle. She would not return until the end of October and by
that time the transfer would be a thing of the past.
As the car containing the Councillors left the Convent of the Sacred Heart, King William’s
Town, a party of babies from the nursery school formed a bodyguard through which the
travellers sadly passed. They arrived at their destination on Thursday 31st March, 1955, at
3.45 p.m. The lonely empty house towered above them and they were met only by two
Native boys. One, Charlie, came forward and said he was the gardener; the other, Alpheus,
introduced himself as the chauffeur. Charlie presented the key to the front door.
Before her departure for Europe Mother General had suggested that there should be on the
ground floor two reception rooms, a Chapel, a community room, a small office, a refectory
and conference room. The first and second floors would contain bedrooms and offices. The
Councillors, after walking through all the rooms on the three floors left the locking up to
the gardener who slept on the premises. They then went to seek accommodation for the
night at the St Vincent School for the Deaf.
Next morning after breakfast the party of cook, housekeeper and Councillors left for
Lourdes. It was the 1st of April. On the way visits were paid to the baker, the butcher, the
grocer and the dairyman to open regular accounts for essential commodities. By evening
the members of the Generalate were complete: Mother Hilda Maloney, Mother St John
Pienle, Mother Joseph Sweetnam, Mother Alcantara Pauli with Sister Edelindis Schelle as
housekeeper and Sister Lauretana Weidinger as cook. Mother Anthony Stury was teaching
at the Belgravia Convent and came at the end of the week.
Two difficulties presented themselves: the kitchen had only a gas stove and no one knew
how to manipulate it; what was even worse there were no beds – not a bedstead or mattress
in the place. Chairs and tables were minor details; but beds were not. The former occupants
had taken the telephone away and, as it was raining, the factory refused to send beds which
might be spoilt in the rain. We visualised a night spent huddled on the floor. However, late
in the afternoon a lorry arrived with beds, mattresses and pillows; nothing else; no blankets,
no bed linen! Then Mother Carina Betzl arrived from Potchefstroom. Her gift of blankets
and linen saved the situation and soon some were busy making beds while the rest repaired
to the kitchen to help with the gas works. Finally all tumbled into their beds thoroughly
exhausted.
Next day, Saturday, the first work was to arrange the Chapel. The dining room of the
former occupants was chosen. The boys from our school for the deaf under the direction of
Sister Dosithea had made a fine altar. There were no chairs or priedieus but only two small
backless benches. On Sunday at 7.20 Bishop Boyle blessed the house and said the first
Mass at ‘Lourdes’. However, the Blessed Sacrament could not be reserved as there was
only a portable tabernacle.
On the 6th April, the furniture and luggage arrived from King William’s Town. Though this
was welcome it entailed endless going up and down stairs until everything was in order. All
this time we missed the Sacramental Presence of Christ and though on some days we had
two Masses, there was no regular chaplain. On Friday 15th April, after Mass, Bishop Boyle
at last reserved the Blessed Sacrament in the beautiful liturgical tabernacle which had been
fixed to the altar the night before.
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On Sunday 17th three Councillors represented the King William’s Town Dominican’s
Generalate at Father Peyton’s Family Rosary Crusade at Pretoria. It had been quite
impossible to attend the meeting at Johannesburg. At Pretoria there was an audience of
9000 people and we were given seats on the pavilion immediately behind Archbishop
Garner and his suite including the Knights of da Gama. A pleasing feature of the gathering
was that five families: English, Afrikaans, Chinese, Coloureds and Bantu each said aloud in
their vernacular a decade of the Rosary, the events of the decade were at the same time
staged theatrically behind the reciters. Loud-speakers carried their words over the vast
square.
At long last on the 20th April, Father da Silva was given as Chaplain to the inmates of the
Generalate and then only conditionally upon whether the Generalate would fetch him by
car each morning and take him wherever he wanted to go after breakfast.
1955

Mother Aquilina returned from Europe on 31st October, 1955 by air. She at once started to
implement the papal decree forming the Provincial Administration for the King William’s
Town Dominican Sisters. The votes of the Congregation made Mother Carina Betzl
Provincial of the Southern or Sacred Heart Province with residence at the Mother house
and Mother Vedasta Erber Provincial of the Northern or St Joseph’s Province, with
residence at the Convent of Our Lady of Mercy in Springs. On 29th December, the
Provincial Councillors were appointed.
The Southern Province:

The Northern Province:

Mother Wilfrieda Steidle,
Mother Beata Straub,
Mother Amica Gebhard
Mother Theonilla Hermann.
Mother Fromunda Zimmermann,
Mother Humberta Kaiser,
Mother Ottilia Thum,
Mother Hermina Kyrein.

These two Provinces were implemented at the beginning of the year 1956. Thus under
Divine Providence and by an act of the Love of God a new feature in the administration of
the Congregation of the King William’s Town Dominicans had come into being. The
Provinces form new members of the great family of St Dominic to which Order already on
23rd November, 1908, the Congregation was affiliated by the then Master General of the
entire Order of Friars/Preachers, Father Hyacinth Mary Cormeier.
According to the diploma of affiliation each and every professed Sister shares not only in
general in all the spiritual goods of the Order but in particular in all the privileges, favours
and indulgences gained in life and in death by all the Sisters of the Third Order living in
Community.
Thus the Congregation has added to the beauty of the Dominican Order which, in itself, has
a very special likeness to the beauty of the Church.
“I have loved, O Lord, the beauty of Thy House and in the place where Thy glory
dwelleth.”
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APPENDIX
Historical Notes, 1938 – 1957
Mother Augustine Geisel, 1928 – 24th January, 1948
January, 1938 Saint Mary’s Clinic for Natives and Coloureds was opened at Stutterheim as a
filial of the St Dominic’s Convent. The clinic was the property of the Pallottini Fathers of
the Queenstown Diocese; but it was staffed by two of our Sisters, one of whom was on
duty day and night. The Convent supplied food for both patients and staff.
20th May, 1938 – The Sacred Council of the Propagation of the Faith issued a Decree, by which it
approved, confirmed and ordered to be observed the new Constitutions for our
Congregation. These were printed by the Salesians in Cape Town in book form and in 1939
each Sister received a copy thereof.
June 1938
Our Coloured Mission School, the Holy Rosary Mission was recognised by the
Government as a Vocational Domestic Science School. This meant that the Department
would grant bursaries to indigent Coloured pupils who would then be taught more hygienic
methods of keeping their homes.
January, 1939 At Venlo, in Holland, the Saint Albertus Mission House was opened as a Novitiate
and recruiting house for potential Postulants in Holland. This had been arranged by Mother
Augustine with Bishop Lennens. When the Community of seven Sisters arrived the Bishop
forbade any recruiting whatever; nor were the Sisters allowed to undertake any charitable
work. However, these restrictions automatically fell away during World War II, especially
during the Winter of 1944 – 1945 when starving people came to the Convent and the
Sisters shared with them their meagre supply of food.
23rd January, 1939
Saint Thomas’ Training College for African teachers was opened in
Village Main, Johannesburg.
14th November, 1939 The newly appointed Prefect Apostolic Abbot Osterrath O.S.B. resolved to
make St Benedict’s Mission where our Sisters worked, the seat of his Abbey. So the Sisters
who had been at the Mission under Msgr van Nuffel since 1939, now moved with their 60
Native boarders from Magoebaskloof further North to St Scholastica’s Mission at Setali.
Here under Father Rupert Sailer they built up a large Mission with school and clinic.
January 1940 The Prioress General sent two Sisters, Sister M Aidan Quinlan and Sister M
Amanda Frölich to start a six-year course in medicine at the Witwatersrand University,
Johannesburg. Her purpose was to have two Sisters with medical degrees in case these
were at any time needed. These two Sisters lived at our local Convents in Johannesburg;
but attended the University lectures during the day.
7th may, 1940 at the request of the Parish Priest of King William’s Town, Dr M Prendergast, who
was building a Church at Leightonville Location, the Prioress General promised to supply
tow Sister teachers, one to act as Principal, the other as assistant. The Church would be
used as a school during the week at least for the present. The Parish would pay the salary of
one African secular teacher. The Convent supplied besides two teachers the school
equipment and the conveyance of the Sisters to and from the school every day. The Sisters
would live at the Convent. On Saturdays they would prepare the Church for Sunday Mass
which they would also attend on Sundays. The school started with an enrolment of 80
scholars.
Owing to World War II ten of the Sisters at Saint Albert’s Convent, Hinckley,
Leicestershire, England, were interned as aliens. They were taken to Bradda Glen, Port
Erin, Isle of Man. There they were comfortably housed in pleasant surroundings, and
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treated with respect and kindness during the two of their internment. They had left their
Convent on the 7th May and returned to it on the 25th July.
8th May, 1940 at the request of Father Hoffend of the Pallottini Fathers Mother Augustine agreed
to send immediately two Sisters to act as cook and housekeeper for the Priest and 12
Brothers who were building a large hospital for Natives in the Lady Frere District at Glen
Gray, near Queenstown, Cape Province. Later she agreed to staff the hospital. It had 184
beds for Natives and was staffed by eleven of our European Sisters and two of our Native
Sisters. This was in addition to the two domestic Sisters already referred to.
January, 1945 Mother Augustine, Prioress General allowed Sister Aidan Quinlan to practise as
house doctor at the Glen Gray Mission Hospital which is run by the Pallottini Fathers of the
Queenstown Prefecture. She remained there until 1948.
August, 1945 mother Augustine was asked by the Dominican Fathers to staff their Native
Mission about two miles from Brakpan. There was no possibility of giving a staff; but she
offered to pay the salary of one teacher at the Mission and she also arranged that every
Saturday the Sisters would go and prepare the altar for the following Sunday. This
arrangement still obtains (in 1957)
24th January, 1946
Mother Augustine, Prioress General of our Congregation since 1928, died
at the Mater Dei Hospital, East London, Eastern Cape. She had been in great pain and the
doctors considered that the only hope of prolonging her life was an operation. She was
succeeded as Prioress General by Mother Demetria Hemmer.
At the request of the Rosminian Fathers three, later four, Sisters of the
26th October, 1946
Congregation arrived at Upton, County Cork, Ireland. There they took up residence at
Rosary Cottage to help the Fathers and Brothers by looking after their small boy boarders,
cooking and generally ministering to the wants of the Community.
December, 1946
In spite of the continuance of World War II, already in 1943 Mother
Augustine had arranged for transforming Saint Catherine’s Nursing Home from cottage
into a good hospital, so badly needed for the Europeans of Queenstown. It was completed
in 1946.
January, 1947 Saint Anne’s Hostel to accommodate working girls was opened in St Matthews
Road, East London, Eastern Cape. This was done at the request of the Priests so that
European girls just beginning to work might have guidance from the Sisters, when they do
no board at their own homes.
18th February, 1947 The Mater Dei Hospital in Saint Mark’s Road was occupied by the Sisters
and their European patients though the building was not yet completed. The hospital was
transferred from Saint Matthew’s Road to the more suitable position in Saint Mark’s Road.
Their former premises were used for the new Saint Anne’s Hostel.
July, 1947

Mother Demetria Hemmer appointed Prioress General (1946).

During an official visit to the Overseas houses of Mother Demetria Hemmer and her
secretary Mother Alacoque Brien, she purchased, in 1947, the 83 acre property at Stoke
Golding with a view to opening a Catholic school at Stoke Golding.
Mother Demetria, on her return from Overseas, bought property in King William’s Town
adjacent to the very small Coloured School that had been opened as a Primary School in
1913. On the new property she built suitable class rooms so that, besides the Primary
School work the Coloureds could now have Domestic Science for girls and woodwork for
boys. Later she also introduced a High School Course so as to give the Coloureds the
advantages enjoyed by Europeans.
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January, 1948 the Convent School at Stoke Golding, Warwickshire, England, was opened as the
Convent of Blessed Martin de Porres. It was to be an extension of Saint Albert’s Convent,
Hinckley, Leicestershire; and the senior pupils were at once transferred from Hinckley to
Stoke Golding. Hence it was not made a Priory though it is financially independent.
Since 1940 St Patrick’s Mission School for the Natives at Leightonville Location had been
held in the Church. However, in 1948 Mother Demetria bought for the Congregation from
the King William’s Town Municipality, the property adjoining the Church. On it she built a
large school for Natives. At first there were two European Sister teachers and one secular
male teacher. The numbers were changed later owing to the Group Area Act so that by
1957 there was only one European Sister with three African Sisters and one male secular
teacher.
January, 1949 A Mission Clinic for sick Natives was opened at St Peter Claver’s Mission,
Duncan Village, East London, Eastern Cape. This was a long overdue necessity. Now at
last African mothers could bring their sick children to the Sisters for medical attention
which they received gratis from Sister (Doctor) Aidan Quinlan and an assistant African
trained nurse. They treated an average of 120 patients daily.
July, 1949
At the request of Bishop Hugh Boyle Mother Demetria Hemmer opened a small
cottage Convent which she called Saint Rose’s Convent at Keiskama Hoek, Cape. The
purpose was to minister to the potential resident priest and thus be able to reserve the
Blessed Sacrament in the Church which was already built there. However, as there was no
presbytery, for the first six months the Sisters had no Mass, and had to come into King
William’s Town for Mass every Sunday. As soon as the presbytery was built they had the
privilege of daily Mass.
December 1949
The King William’s Town Training College which had been established
mainly for Catholics 35 years ago, was closed. It had trained, as teachers 162 Sisters of the
carious Congregations in South Africa, as well as 748 seculars. The College was closed
chiefly because there was a dearth of Sisters to keep up the number of students required by
the Educational Department.
31 December 1949
Owing chiefly to local opposition by the Dutch Reformed Church, the
Stutterheim Clinic, belonging to the Pallottini Fathers, but staffed by our Sisters, was
closed. The clinic had served the sick Natives and Coloureds for about eleven years.
January, 1950 The Native Novitiate of 16 professed Sisters and one Novice was transferred from
Woodlands, near Stutterheim, to Lilyfontein in the East London district.
31st May, 1950 The Cottage Marienthal in King William’s Town was transformed into the
Marydale Nursing Home for the care of European mothers. As Mother Demetria Hemmer
was overseas, Mother Bertranda Müller represented her at the opening.
A small recruiting house was opened at Riehen in Switzerland.
7th July, 1950 Our Sisters left the Mission of the Immaculate Conception at Vleeschfontein (N.
Transvaal) because the O.M.I. Fathers for whom they were working gave up their Mission
there. This was due to Communistic disturbances which had been playing havoc with the
Native Christians. These disturbances had steadily increased since 1946 in which year as
many as 300 Christians fell away from the Church, in spite of the restraining influence of
their Chief Mokoko who was a staunch Catholic. Before the Fathers left they took away all
their movables and demolished their consecrated Church.
23rd July, 1950
Saint Margaret’s Convent, Rustenburg, Transvaal was opened by our
Sisters as a school for European children.
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11th January, 1951
in the:

The Hierarchy of Southern Africa was established. Our Congregation has

Province of Cape Town
Province of Pretoria
Province of Bloemfontein
Total

17 Convents
14 Convents
1 Convent
32 Convents

15 Missions
5 Missions
No Missions
20 Missions

8th September, 1951 Mother Demetria Hemmer opened the Saint Mary’s Nursing Home,
Springs, Transvaal. This was at first a filial of the Convent of Our Lady of Mercy at
Springs; but later became a self-supporting branch.
18th May, 1952 At the request of Bishop Hugh Boyle Mother Demetria Hemmer opened Saint
Michael’s Nursing Home at Peddie, Cape Province. The official opening and blessing of
the Home was performed by Msgr O’Keefe in the presence of a large number of wellwishers.
3rd July, 1932 Two of our Sisters took over Saint Philomena’s Nursing Home at Bandon, Ireland,
County Cork. The property had been bought by Mother Demetria Hemmer in May. She
now decided that the Home would be a filial of our Convent in Hinckley.
9th November, 1952
the African riots took place in East London and throughout the Union.
Several of our Convents had to be guarded against attacks. At East London rioting started
at Duncan Village Location, where our Mission of St Peter Claver was entirely destroyed
by the rioters with its Convent, Presbytery, large school, Church and two clinics. These
were razed to the ground and the Sisters escaped only with the clothes they word. Our
Sister M Aidan Quinlan, whom the Congregation had trained as a doctor, was cruelly
murdered, stoned in her car and in it burned to death.
6th April, 1953 At an election ceremony held at the Mother House, King William’s Town, Mother
Aquilina Spiegel was chosen as Prioress General of the Congregation for the next six years,
in succession to Mother Demetria Hemmer, who was chosen as first Councillor. However,
she resigned this office within a month and then eventually went to Stoke Golding as
Superior.
25th September, 1953 A piece of land on which there was no dwelling house had been given to
the Congregation for a Mission station near Nigel. As we had no staff and as the property
adjoined the Monte Berico Mission, Mother Aquilina Spiegel decided to hand over the
ground to the Servite Fathers who were in charge of the Monte Berico Mission. This was
done legally.
January, 1954 At the request of the Dominican Fathers, the Mission at the Payneville Location,
Springs, which had been in operation for 20 years, was placed under new administration.
We were asked to withdraw the two European Sister teachers and to replace them by
African Sister teachers, and also to supply a community of African Sisters who would run a
Convent and school for Africans, entirely on African lines. Mother Aquilina Spiegel agreed
to the proposal and so there was established the first African Mission run by African
Sisters, with only the European Priest, Father Finbar Synnot, in an advisory capacity.
St Joseph’s Mission School at Fort Beaufort, Cape, was transferred to the Newtown
Location. This was done in compliance with the Government’s Group Area Act.
15-17th May, 1954
At the Mother House, King William’s Town, the beautiful ‘Forty Hours’
Adoration was held under the direction of Father B Perquin O.P.
At the Vocational Week in Johannesburg our Congregation had a
26th May – 4th June, 1954
display centre and one of our Sisters gave a lecture on ‘The Prayerful Nun’.
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17th July, 1954 A disastrous fire destroyed two wings of the boarding house at the Mother House
at King William’s Town.
16 – 19th December 1954
The first Congress of Religious Women was held at Kroonstad,
Orange Free State. It was presided over by the Apostolic Delegate, Archbishop C. J.
Damiano. Our Congregation was allowed 19 delegates to represent the various departments
of its work.
28th December. 1954 In consultation with Bishop Lueck of the Aliwal North Diocese, Mother
Aquilina Spiegel withdrew our Sisters from the Indwe, St Benno's Mission. They were
replaced by the Holy Cross Sisters of Aliwal North.
During 2954 our Congregation re-built the Mission School of Saint Peter Claver at Duncan
Village, East London which had been destroyed by the rioters. We have now staffed it with
entirely African teaching Sisters with a European Priest as manager. The Sisters do not
sleep at the Mission, but they live at our St Francis Xavier Mission in MacLean Street in
East London. There they are under a European Superior.
8th January 1955
Bishop J Colbert, who had been Priest-in-Charge at our Izeli Orphanage,
and after opening Saint Teresa’s Mission, Izeli, had daily said Mass at the Mission; but still
continued to live at Manresa House, died at our Mater Dei Hospital after a surgical
operation. As titular Bishop of Oldia he had been consecrated Bishop of Port Elizabeth in
1939; but resigned that office in 1948. Bishop Boyle took his place in 1949.
17th January, 1955
Two young student Sisters left the Mother House to stay at our new House
of Studies, Calaroga II, in Grahamstown. They will attend the Grahamstown Training
College for teachers; but will stay at our own small House of Studies.
19th January, 1955
Father Collins, Secretary to the Apostolic Delegate brought the decree for
the establishment of the Provinces of our Congregation. The Apostolic Delegate also
informed the Generalate that the House of the Generalate should be removed before the
Decree can be enforced.
11th February, 1955 ‘Lourdes’ the new House of the Generalate at 80 Valley Road, Parktown,
Johannesburg, was bought by Mother Aquilina Spiegel, Prioress General.
24th March, 1955
The first Mass was said in our newly built Chapel at Marydale, King
William’s Town. Dr M Prendergast officiated and Mother Aquilina represented the
Congregation.
29th March, 1955
The Councillors left King William’s Town for the new Generalate in
Johannesburg. Thus ended an era of nearly 80 years since His Holiness Pope Leo XIII had,
on the 14th September, 1877, consented to Mother Mauritia Tiefenböck’s and her
companions settling at their new Mother House, King William’s Town.
31st March, 1955
The Councillors arrived at their empty new Generalate but did not sleep
there till they came again next day to stay. Unfortunately Mother Aquilina Spiegel, the
Prioress General had gone overseas so was not present.
1st April, 1955 Owing to the shortage of staff Mother Aquilina reluctantly withdrew our Sister
from helping the Rosminian Fathers at Upton, County Cork, Ireland.
12th April, 1955
The Congregation sent a congratulatory cablegram to Msgr Michael
Brown on his election as Master General.
18th December 1955 Under the chairmanship of Mother Aquilina Spiegel the Prioress General,
her Councillors counted the votes of the two Provinces for their respective Prioress
Provincials.
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In the Northern Province Mother Vedasta Erber was chosen with residence at Springs,
Convent of Our Lady of Mercy.
In the Southern Province Mother Carina Betzl was chosen with residence at the Mother
House at King William’s Town, Convent of the Sacred Heart.
29th December, 1955 The Provincial Councillors were appointed at the suggestion of Mother
General, the Councillors voting be secret ballot.
The Southern Province:
Mother Wilfrieda Steidle, Professed 10 Nov 1923
Mother Beata Straub, Professed 1 Nov 1910
Mother Amica Gebhart, Professed 18 Aug 1900
Mother Theonilla Hermann, Professed 5 Jan 1939
The Northern Province:
Mother Fromunda Zimmermann, Professed 28 June 1933
Mother Humberta Kaiser, Professed 8 August 1906
Mother Ottilia Thum, Professed 1 Nov 1910
Mother Hermina Kyrein, Professed 28 April 1927
January, 1956 The Sacred Heart Fathers came to help the secular Priests of the Port Elizabeth
Diocese by taking over Parish and conventual priestly duties at Fort Beaufort, Peddie and
Keiskama Hoek.
December, 1956
In consultation with Bishop Lueck of Aliwal North, Mother Aquilina
Spiegel, Prioress General withdrew our Sister from the Umhlanga Mission. They were
replaced by Coloured Sisters from Aliwal North, thought the Mission is an African one.
January, 1957 So successful was the All-Native Administration of the Saint Louis Bertrand native
Mission at the Payneville Location, Springs, that the school was overcrowded. To lessen
the numbers in the classes it was decided to open a school at Kwa Thema, a neighbouring
Native Location. This would be a filial to Saint Lewis Bertrand and from it was now sent
one native Sister teacher and one Native secular teacher.
2 – 4th April, 1957
The Congress of major Superiors of Religious Women throughout the
Union was held at Parktown Convent, Johannesburg, Transvaal. This was the first of its
kind held in South Africa and presided over by the Apostolic Delegate, Archbishop
Damiano.
A standing committee was formed under the guidance of Bishop van Velsen O.P. of
Kroonstad, who had been made the Religious Assistant of the organisation whose aims
were:
1.

To study the activities of the various Congregations and to represent these activities to
the competent authorities.

2.

To promote greater intercourse and harmony among the carious Congregations and
Orders and also between the Association and the ecclesiastical authorities, and with
the different Catholic associations throughout the country.

Both Mother Aquilina Spiegel, our Prioress General and Mother Carina Betzl, the
Provincial of the Southern Province, were put on the Executive Committee.
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