
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 
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. 

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. 

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 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, 
self-reliance, 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 
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.” 


