
CHAPTER XIV 

Keilands – Holy Family Mission 

1884 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 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 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 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. 

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 head-
quarters 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 
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 three-
hour 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, 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. 



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.1  

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.2 

 

                                                      
1 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.  

2 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. 


