
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 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 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 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. 

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  1847 – 1854 
Bishop Patrick Moran 1856 – 1869 
Bishop James D Ricards 1871 – 1895 
Bishop Peter Strobino 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. 

 


