
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 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 
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, 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!” 

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 
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 
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 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. 

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.1 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 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 

                                                      
1 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. 



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. 

 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 
war-torn 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. 

 


