
CHAPTER XIX 

Cradock – Convent of the Sacred Heart 

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

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

1906 For the building to be erected on the vacant plot, Mr Abercrombie Mitchell was engaged 
as architect and Mr O’Brien, a Catholic who later proved a friend to the Sisters, was the 
contractor. The foundation stone was laid on the 23rd January, 1906 by the Mayor, Mr D J 
Michau. It was blessed by Bishop MacSherry who had come from Grahamstown to grace 
the ceremony. Father Fitzhenry and several other Priests were present; also Mother Lucy 
Kaltenstadler who had succeeded Mother Jacoba as Prioress-General. Mr O’Brien had 
promised to have the building ready for use in six months’ time. 

It was a large double-storeyed brick building with balcony and verandah facing 
Stockenstroom Street. The rooms were spacious and well ventilated and the frontage 
faced the public gardens. This would give scope to the pupils who would be able to enjoy 
the fresh air of the gardens within a stone’s cast of the Convent. Along half of the 
frontage, on the right of the entrance, was a large room that could easily be partitioned 
into 3 separate compartments, a broad corridor separated it on the inside from the rest of 
the Convent. This was the Sisters’ Chapel and they placed it at the service of the 
parishioners until such time as they could build their own Church. The presbytery was in 
Adderley Street at the back of the Convent. It was arranged that a Sister would act as 
housekeeper to the Priest and that he would come to the Convent for his meals.  

The contractor proved true to his promise and so the end of 1906 found the Sisters in their 
new quarters with Sister Antonina Dowd as Superior. But alas! The painters were still 
busy so the Sisters spent the nights at the Convent in Hospital Street. Each morning saw 
them trudging down the untarred streets of Cradock armed with provisions for the day. 
Sister Antonina, being a cripple, was not allowed to carry anything heavier than an empty 
teapot. This she fastened on her back under her mantle. Fortunately it was enamel or it 
would long have been broken, for as she limped badly it was jolted up and down and 
looked as though there was a monkey hidden away and trying to escape. This daily 
occurrence amused the young Sisters who walked behind and christened the teapot “the 
monkey”. 

For a fortnight these early morning walks continued till at last the painters left the 
building. The Sisters then set about cleaning and furnishing. In the evening lessons for the 
coming school days were prepared. Nederlands was especially studied. There was no 



Afrikaans in those days only “Kitchen Dutch” as it was called. For this the Nederlands 
teacher from the Boys’ High School was engaged. He used to charge 1/6 per hour or 
fraction thereof per pupil and as there were sometimes 6 or 7 Sisters the amount went up 
per month. He gave no standardised lessons just talked and answered the simple questions 
he was asked. 

At last everything was in order and Bishop H MacSherry came to bless the house. When 
he arrived Mother Antonina could not be found, for she was chasing the Bishop’s dinner 
in the form of a precious fowl that had escaped from the crate. Finally the fowl was 
caught, the Bishop greeted and the house blessed. 

Pupils came and soon it was thought necessary to have new class rooms. These would 
have their entrance from Adderley Street at the back of the Convent. The building was 
arranged with rolling partitions so that the class rooms could be transformed into a hall, 
known as St Dominic’s. One room was on the stage for the use of the senior classes; the 
body of the hall had Kindergarten and two other classes for the primary school. A 
verandah faced two tennis courts. The whole was completed in 1908. 

The hall was used for school entertainments. The first lecture therein was given by Father 
Fitzhenry. He chose as his subject Halley’s Comet and spoke to a select audience. The 
silver collection taken was devoted to the School Library. In June, 1910, Bishop 
MacSherry visited the school and administered the Sacrament of Confirmation 10 14 
children who had been prepared by the Sisters. In the evening the Bishop was treated to a 
musical entertainment in the hall, which was also used by the children for happy weekend 
recreation. On these occasions only the Kindergarten section of the hall was utilised so as 
not unduly to disturb the class rooms. They were happy evenings and must have left a 
lasting impression on the minds of the pupils. 

When in 1918, Mr Krige became speaker of the House of Assembly he changed his 
residence to Cape Town and Welgelegen, his home, was put up for sale. As this property 
adjoined St Joseph’s and also faced Stockenstroom Street it was bought by the Convent 
and greatly increased its frontage. After it was renamed St Mary’s it afforded class rooms 
for the Art and Commercial students. The small boys’ hostel was also transferred to it, 
thus leaving St Joseph’s entirely at the disposal of the Sisters. Both these properties had 
spacious grounds at the back opening into Adderley Street. Soon the netball field behind 
St Mary’s vied in popularity with the tennis courts next to the hall. When the ground at 
the back of Mr Thal’s house was for sale it was bought by the Sisters and transformed 
into a hockey field. It served its purpose though it was not level enough to be ideal. 

The Convent was already, in 1910, a going concern competing with other High Schools. 
Its pupils took both University and Cape Departmental Examinations. Music under Sister 
Claudia Kusterer made wonderful progress. Her pupils from Port Elizabeth and other 
large centres, as also local girls, had excellent results in their examinations and formed 
The Convent Senior Musical Band, a combination of players with piano, cello and several 
violins. 

Where the old tenniquoit field stood, between the Convent and Mr Thal’s residence, there 
is now a large parish Church; so the Convent Chapel has been turned into a dining room 
for some 80 boarders. This largely added to the convenience of both Sisters and pupils 
and proves that the parish has greatly increased to be able to build so spacious a Church. 

1922 Cradock – Holy Rosary Mission 

In 1922, Father M Cullinan requested Mother Lucy Kaltenstadler, Prioress General of the 
Congregation to found a Mission School for Coloured, Indians and Chinese at Cradock. 
The choice of a site presented difficulties; but Father was insistent on the urgent necessity 
of an early foundation for his beloved poor. He had already formed a group of European 



boys called the Voortrekkers. On these he spent all the money he received for the Silver 
Jubilee of his Ordination, supplying each boy with shirt, jersey and boots and personally 
taking them for a fortnight’s trip to the sea which they had never seen. The trip involved 
endless trouble for their train trip to Port Elizabeth was for many of the children their first 
by rail. One boy climbed out of the window while the train was in motion and sat astride 
on the roof. What an anxiety for Father! In his delirium during the serious illness, which 
followed this trip and which proved to be his last, he often called out “Oh! If I must bring 
back a corpse!” this shows how the boys’ escapades had affected the Priest. All his 
evenings were spent keeping his Voortrekkers off the streets. So now he urged his request 
for Coloured girls and boys. They must have a school even “if we must open in a goats’ 
kraal.” He died on the 24th August, 1922, just two months before the opening of the 
school for which he had pleaded so earnestly. Material help in the shape of clothing and 
stationery came from the branch Convents and was piled up at the Convent for the great 
day of opening. 

A suitable site within 5 minutes’ walk from the location at the South end of the town was 
purchased. There, on the 8th October, 1922 Bishop MacSherry presided at the opening of 
a small private school for coloureds, Indians and Chinese. Sister Natalia Kaltenstadler 
was made Superior with a staff of 4 Sisters: Sister Francis Moosmann, for work, Sr 
Seraphina Schulte, Needlework, Sister Adolphina Heckmann as Cook and Sister Hilarion 
Diermeier for general work.  

The Bishop appointed Father J McCormack missionary Chaplain. He had been travelling 
Priest with headquarters at Cradock. He remained at the Mission until 1929, always ready 
to help the poor. Before he left he donated his personal library as well as his few 
belongings to the Mission. 

Sister Patricia Langenbach was the second Superior and held that office to the end of 928 
when she succumbed to a painful malady and returned to King William’s Town where 
she died at the Mater Infirmorum 19th September, 1935. During her period of office the 
Orphanage for boys and girls was started. However, it was decided in December, 1928 to 
take only orphan girls. In January, 1925 Sister M Hilda Maloney became Principal of the 
school and in March, 1926 the Primary School was opened. In the next year, Sister 
Angelica Schiele arrived to teach Music and to help with the Mission. She, for 30 years, 
has proved herself an ardent Missioner who never spares herself where God’s glory is at 
stake. In 1929 Sister Veronata Schimpf became Principal of the combined Coloured, 
Indian and Chinese School with a roll of 450. She had 10 assistant teachers and in 1943 
the school was raised by the Government to a Grade B. 

In January, 1929, Sister Gonzaga Ziegler became Superior and remained till the end of 
1938. She opened a Private Catholic Training School for Coloured teachers. The school 
did good work training both boys and girls to spread education among their own race. 
However, in December, 1937, when the Government agreed to aid a similar college at 
Parow, the training section of the school at Cradock was closed. Nothing daunted, Sister 
Gonzaga started Private Secondary School. She herself taught as a full-time teacher and 
prepared her pupils for the Cape Departmental Junior Certificate Examination, so as to 
give them admittance to the Parow Training School. In 1937 she added the Needlework, 
Commercial and Domestic Science Courses to her Junior Certificate class. 

So much interest did she take that in June, 1938 her Vocational Domestic Science was 
recognised by the Union Education Department and in 1939 the Department granted 
maintenance bursaries to pupils following the National Domestic Science Course. 

Truly she was indefatigable and even during the school vacation prepared her lessons and 
went out of her way in search of science. Once during the holidays she asked for some 
practical scientific experiments. She was enraptured as various sugars and proteins were 



found in plants and afterwards expressed her gratitude saying: “It was as thrilling as any 
bioscope could be!” she left the Holy Rosary Mission on transfer to Village Main in 
January, 1939 and was succeeded as Superior by Sister Alberta Schubert. 

It was now necessary to build new class rooms for the Secondary School. The cramped 
accommodation of the Sisters had also to be enlarged. This was done and still the 
numbers increased so that further accommodation was provided in 1941 and 1942. 

1942 Cradock is often stricken by drought when fresh vegetables, eggs and meat are at a 
premium. So in 1942 a farm, called St Josefsdal, was purchased from a Mr Young for 
£4500. Mr Chr Granzier was engaged as manager and, thanks to his energetic efforts, the 
desert has been turned into an oasis. The farm also affords a delightful picnic spot for a 
day’s outing during the school holidays. 

The school continued to increase in numbers and in 1944 new class rooms were erected 
and in the following year a second Domestic Science Kitchen had to be built to cope with 
the numerous vocational students.  

1947 In 1947 the Convent was raised to the status of a Priory and Sister Romualda Steinhart 
became its first Prioress 

A matriculation course was now started so as to keep pupils for two years after passing 
the Junior Certificate Examination students were prepared for the National Senior and 
Matriculation Examinations. This for successful candidates would be a key to the 
Advanced Teachers’ Course or to Universities or to Training Colleges for Nurses. Their 
Principal and chief teacher was Sister Domitilla Schuster. 

After Sister Gottharda Weng had worked at the Mission with untiring zeal for many years 
she, in 1951, became Prioress. The school continues to show growth and life. The Church 
has been enlarged to accommodate all the boarders and parishioners at Mass on Sundays. 
Class rooms continue to multiply and to be filled as soon as completed. Truly Our Lady, 
Queen of the Holy Rosary and St Joseph have well befriended the Mission during the 24 
years of its existence. In 1957 Sister Lauretana Hauser replaced Sister Gottharda who was 
transferred to East London. 

 


