
CHAPTER XX 

Woodlands, King William’s Town – Maria Hilf Mission 

During the Ninth Kaffir War, 1877, the English Government sent three men into 
Pondoland to ask the great Chief, Umhlonhlo, to be loyal to the white people. The request 
was granted and the messengers, overjoyed at their success, bartered beads and knives for 
twelve oxen and gave the Pondos a great feast. Umhlonhlo could not be present for he 
had recently lost his first wife. However, court etiquette allowed him to witness the feast 
from a neighbouring hill. 

When all had eaten their fill a dance was started. What was the horror of Umhlonhlo 
when he recognised a war dance closing in on the unsuspecting white men. From his 
position he shouted: “Children, stop! If you kill these men you kill me!” by this time, 
however, blood thirst was running too high, and, in spite of the cries of their Chief, two 
white men were killed; the third escaped. Naturally this was regarded by the British as an 
act of treachery. A price was placed on the head of Umhlonhlo who fled and for 22 years 
led the life of a vagrant. 

In the course of his wanderings he arrived at Roma in Basutoland. There, after due 
instruction in the Christian Faith, he put away his twenty wives and was baptised. He now 
threw prudence to the winds, and, one day when crossing a river, he was recognised by a 
white man and handed over to the police. There was little hope for the so-called traitor. 
He was imprisoned at King William’s Town. When the Basutoland authorities heard of 
this they communicated with Father J Fagan telling him that though the man was 
Baptised he had not yet received Holy Communion. As Father Fagan could not speak the 
native language, he gave a catechism to one of his Non-Catholic Native teachers and 
engaged him to instruct the prisoner. After some time Father asked Mother Clare, who 
was Superior at Izeli, to send two Sisters to examine him in Christian doctrine. This 
unenviable task fell to Sister Benigna Osterberger and Sister Isidora Wiedemann. They 
found the prisoner knew the catechism from cover to cover. 

The Sisters themselves formed a great difficulty to the poor man. He had never met a nun 
and seemed doubtful about trusting these strangely dressed ladies. Presumably in his 
mind they formed some kind of magic person who would draw from him information that 
would cost him his life. He had heard there were 22 witnesses against him. Were these 
two of them? At last, very hesitantly, he asked: “Are these two people Catholics?” 
Father’s laugh reassured him; and the Sisters introduced themselves in Xhosa. When he 
was preparing for his First Holy Communion Father gave him a medal of Our Lady, and 
the poor man said he would implore Our Lady’s help at his trial. Even before he had 
made his First Holy Communion he received an unexpected summons to Grahamstown 
for trial. 

The 22 witnesses contradicted themselves and Umhlonhlo’s simple story was such 
evident truth that the prisoner was set free. However, he could not return to Pondoland as 
another Chief held his place. He was given choice of residence at any Mission. He chose 
Izeli for he already knew two of the Sisters. Mother Clare welcomed him and gave him a 
hut next to the Native School; but he longed for land and cattle of his own. His sons and 
other relatives visited him regularly and would willingly have brought him any number of 
cattle; but Izeli’s complement of these animals was already complete and, as droughts 
were frequent, the number could not be exceeded. 

He had learned to trust Sister Agnes Vordemayr as a friend. She spoke his language as, 
indeed, several Sisters did. One Sunday morning when Mr Peter Mullin came, as usual, to 
Mass at Izeli, Sister Agnes put before him a suggestion that he should give Umhlonhlo 20 
morgen of land at Woodlands. She hoped in this way to give the Native a sense of 



independence. Mr Mullin agree; but before the transfer was implanted Umhlonhlo’s sons 
brought the news that he was wanted in Pondoland as Chief. Joy had returned to 
Umhlonhlo’s heart and he prepared to go to Pondoland immediately. Sister Agnes was 
sad when she heard the news for she had hoped to form a Mission at Woodlands. In 1899 
Mother Jacoba handed over the 20 morgen to Bishop MacSherry and that seemed a death 
blow to the Woodlands Mission. 

1906 However, in 1905, Mother Lucy Kaltenstadler bought back the 20 morgen of land from 
the Bishop, who promised to send a resident Priest if the Sisters would open a Mission 
there. Mr Shannon who had been living on the spot set aside for Umhlonhlo, in three huts 
that he had built, gave these to the Sisters. One was made into a Chapel, the second 
became the convent and the third a store room. Sister Agnes was made Superior with 
Sister Isidora as her assistant, and Woodlands was started as a Mission. This took place in 
October 1906. The surrounding farmers were delighted for they would now have 
Sunday’s Mass nearer home. Mr Mullin supplied the Sisters with meat, Mr Eberhard gave 
bread and Mr Shannon milk. This they did until the Government paid the Sisters a small 
sum of money for the maintenance of three Native orphans. 

By chance two Australian Priests were in the vicinity. They offered to give a three-day 
Mission to the farmers. In theory it was a grand suggestion but where would they be 
housed? Missioners must be rich in initiative, so the Chapel hut was divided into two by 
hanging a sheet from the roof; thus one-half became priests’ residence. They shared the 
bread, meat and milk of the Sisters and probably thoroughly enjoyed themselves. During 
Mass tables and chairs were packed on the beds and this half-hut continued to be 
presbytery until a separate hut was built. How the farmers, ten heathen and a few stray 
visitors squeezed into the Chapel section of the hut is a mystery. All knelt on the mud 
floor. The Sisters had no alarm clock and feared they would not waken for the early 
Mass, so Father Henry agreed to fire his gun at 5 am as a rising signal. So, as long as the 
two missioners were there, they rose like soldiers at the first shot of a gun. 

On the 31st October, 1906 the first resident Priest of Woodlands, Father Flynn, arrived 
bringing with him Sister Ferdinand Faisst and Sister Humberta Kaiser and on the next day 
the Mission was officially opened. On the day following a near-disaster occurred for the 
only cow they had had escaped through a hole in the wall of the shack which the Sisters 
had rigged up to protect the animal from the wind. Sister Isidore immediately went in 
search of her, found her, and near her a woman, Sasa Anne Mayole, weeping bitterly. 
Upon enquiry as to the cause of her tears, the woman said she had listened to the Father’s 
opening sermon and she longed to be a Catholic; but her husband and children would not 
hear of this. However, kind Sister Isidore soon dried her tears and some time later she and 
the entire family of 15 were received into the Church. So the temporary loss of the cow 
and Sister Isidora’s long walk were well paid. 

The Convent was still spoken of as Woodlands and had no patronal name. One day 
Mother Lucy and Mother Eleonora wished to pay the three-hut Convent a surprise visit. 
So the King phaeton and Father Fanning’s horses were inspanned and took the two 
Mothers to the foot of the hill. They decided to prove their hardihood by walking up the 
hill and were sure they had only to follow the foot path. Alas! They did not know South 
Africa. Soon there was no path to follow and they were lost, hopelessly so. Likewise 
women they prayed and promised to call the new Mission Maria Hilf (Mary Help of 
Christians) if only they could find it. Hardly had they made the promise when a young 
piccanin appeared. He understood the words ‘sisters’ and ‘convent’ and very proudly led 
the way as he signalled them to follow in Chinese fashion single file. Indeed there was no 
other method of following for thick brushwood seemed to be everywhere. Thus the new 
mission got its name, Maria Hilf – Mary Help. 



Father Flynn had to learn the Xhosa language which the Sisters spoke fluently. When he 
had mastered somewhat of a vocabulary he would illustrate his meaning by making 
drawings in the sand. Also when he went on missions two Sisters used to accompany him 
as interpreters. The Priest never opened a gate; his horse, Prince, leaped every one and 
also every fence, while tame Rob and Sally carried the Sisters more leisurely. Thus the 
trio brought Christianity to the heathen. One day they met a woman, a centenarian, who 
wanted to be a Christian; but objected to receiving Baptism on the score that she had 
never sinned. She could not understand the meaning of Original Sin. The Missioners were 
at a loss what to do. Then she said: “No sin! All day long I say ‘Voetsak’ to the devil.” 
God friend, not devil.” There was no further hesitation. The old woman was baptised and 
she died a few days later. 

To show how dangerous visits to the heathen were we might quote one or two of many 
stories. In 1907 Mr Mullin asked Father to visit Joseph Taubermann who had fallen from 
a wagon and lay critically ill at Quencwe. When the Priest arrived he found an irate 
owner of the hut who refused him admittance. However, he was not to be so easily 
baulked in his sacred ministrations and, with the connivance of a woman, he managed to 
get into the hut where the sick man lay. Joseph made the Priest realise that he was glad to 
see the visitor. Unfortunately the owner of the hut entered at this moment and, in his rage, 
he manhandled the Priest. Father remained calm and pointed out that Joseph was very ill 
and wanted him for only a few minutes. He promised that he would go as soon as Joseph 
was finished with him. The owner then stamped out saying “I’ll teach you!! Calmly the 
Priest continued his ministrations and when he was preparing to leave the man again 
came in, shambok in hand, ready to strike the Priest of God. After a few calm words the 
Priest left. He reached home at 2 am.  

On another occasion in 1914 Sister Camilla Klostermeier and Sister Paschalia Haindl had 
taken the daily visiting. They had heard of a heathen woman in a dying condition and 
innocently thought this would be a grand day for them if they could send her soul to 
heaven purified by the waters of Baptism. On arrival they found the woman unconscious 
and a group of men squatting round the central fire in the hut. Sr Camilla, speaking in 
Xhosa, explained that they should allow the woman to be baptised before she died. They 
listened in gloomy silence, occasionally giving out sounds that marked disapproval; but 
no words were spoken. Then, still in silence, they left the hut and went out into an 
enclosed kraal. Sister Camilla told her companion to give the unconscious woman 
conditional baptism while she, realising that the men were very angry went out to appease 
them. However, it was not possible to get near the patient as the nurse warded the Sister 
off. 

When Sister Camilla returned the two Sisters left immediately. Next day Mr Mullin 
visited the Superior, Sister Hilaria Füchsle, and told her that her Sisters must exercise 
more caution in the visits, for it was only thanks to the presence of one of his servants in 
the group that the Sisters were not corpses on that day. He explained that the men had 
gone to the kraal for their assegais and were prepared for their murderous act, when his 
servant explained that these were only two harmless women who desired to do good. 

During December, 1906, Mother Lucy had three large huts built, at a cost of £4 each. One 
of these was for a new Church, one for the Priest and one for the Sisters. The Sisters were 
very poor and often lacked the necessaries of life to say nothing of its amenities; but they 
were innocently happy. Imagine their pleasure when one day Mr Eddie Niland appeared 
with a gift of a beautiful cow and calf. “She has come to stay” was all he said and rode 
away for fear they would offer him hospitality. When Bishop MacSherry saw their dire 
need he gave out of his poverty a £5 note. Mr Klein and Mr Böhrer together rigged up a 
small tin shack to serve as a kitchen. Previously all cooking, in all weathers, had been 
done out of doors. Class rooms too had only the sky for roof and were in the shade of 



friendly mimosas. They newly erected corrugated iron kitchen now served also as dining 
room for the Priest and after his meal it became the refectory for the Sisters. 

1917 Even with this improvised kitchen the fire often would not burn for the rain poured in at 
most unexpected places. Sister Isidora said she could not get time for her prayers and 
often had to come in just in time for Communion. But Father calmed her fears by telling 
her that she shared the prayers of all those whose breakfast she was trying to prepare. The 
22nd May, 1917 was a great day for Woodlands for on that day Mother Clare bought from 
Messrs. Patrick and Peter Mullin about 185 acres of ground at £2 per acre plus £30 for the 
Deed of Transfer. Surveyor’s fee was £20.18.0 of which the Congregation would pay 
half. This made the total area of the Convent, in 1918, 205 acres. 

In 1919 Sister Hilaria, the Superior at Woodlands, died. Truly she may be said to have 
died in harness. On the 16th February she was well and attended to all her duties. At 9 
pm., as usual, she visited the stable to see that all was well for the night. On Monday, the 
17th, she rose with the community; but when she tried to lead the Morning Prayer, she 
could not speak; her tongue was paralysed. The Sisters took her to bed; she received the 
last Rites of the Church, and died happy and peaceful on the same day at 5.10 pm. There 
was no weathered timber at Maria Hilf, so Mr Mullin cut down a tree, made planks and 
these formed her coffin. The ox-wagon bearing her remains then started on its long 
journey of eight hours to the Mater Infirmorum where the dear Sister was buried by 
Father MacTiernan. At Woodlands Sister Emerentia Kienzerle replaced her; but she did 
not stay long, and so, in 1926, Sister Cassiana returned as Superior. About this time 
several important visitors came to Woodlands. Archbishop B J Gijlswijk, Bishop H 
MacSherry, Father Shapcote O.P., Msgr James Kelly, and Father, later, Bishop Colbert. 

In 1923 Sister Anna Speckle and Sister Emerentia died. Both had worked for Woodlands 
in the pioneering days, and their deaths caused the Sisters great sorrow. Their work was 
not spectacular. Like the rest of the community they were engaged in teaching, house-
hold duties, visiting the sick and dying. Hardly a day passed without Works of Mercy 
among the heathen. Sometimes there was no resident Priest to give the comfort of 
religion. Their first teaching was all outdoor work, under an old mimosa tree; then in 
1917 a mud house was built as a Native School, and by 1936 this had been enlarged to 
hold four class rooms, five teachers, of whom two are Sisters with two male seculars and 
one female secular; but the going was not always easy. Attendance in the early days 
depended on whether the children were needed at home. They might have to pick peaches 
for the East London market, or even take the fruit there on foot; or they might be needed 
to work in the fields. How unlike all this was to the roll call of 215 pupils in 1956. 
Formerly a glance showed whether the teacher one or five pupils. No need to call a roll. 

1925 In 1925 a European School was opened at Woodlands. It was called the Fairview School 
from the name of the adjoining farm, which farm the Congregation bought in about 1947. 
In pioneering days the school was 2 miles from the Convent and, in bad weather, made 
awkward travelling for the Sisters. A small government grant given to Sister Matthew 
Krammer brought in a tiny income. The Saint Vincent de Paul and the Child Welfare 
Societies sent neglected European children and paid a small remuneration for these. 

1936 In 1936 Sister Maxentia Kramer and Sister Stella Forster arrived at Woodlands to take 
over the Fairview School from Sisters Matthew and Gratia who would leave on transfer. 
They came on Monday 13th January, washing day! For the newcomers it was a terrifying 
ordeal to see a huge black pot of boiling water outside a ramshackle shed. Surely they 
visualised the witches’ cauldron in Macbeth and wondered what horrors were within. An 
overheated Superior emerged from the wood and iron structure wiping, with a sack apron, 
the sweat from her face. They recognised Sister Cassiana. Young Sister Stella saw the 
humour of the picture and could not suppress her laughter; but for Sister Maxentia who 
had come straight from an up-to-date high school it was no laughing matter. She choked 



back her swelling tears and said an aspiration to the Sacred Heart for help. The breakfast 
that followed was a cup of bean soup for each Sister. This bowled Sister quite over and 
her tears added to the watery soup. The school to which they were later introduced was an 
old garage with a few rickety benches. There was no stationery whatever for the twenty-
nine pupils. 

Just as a whole hut had replaced the original half-hut Chapel, so it, in turn, was replaced 
by a small brick and mortar Chapel. This had an overhead low loft in which the Sisters 
slept. Next to the Chapel were two small wood and iron rooms; one was the Sisters’ 
living room, the other their kitchen. This Chapel still stands and forms, in 1957, the 
Sisters’ refectory. 

In 1933 on of the large huts built in 1906 was turned into a Noviciate for potential Native 
Postulants. With Sister Benigna as Mistress of Novices, two Postulants, Caroline 
Mabentsela and Colletta Mfaladi, received the Dominican habit in June of the same year 
from Bishop MacSherry. In religion they received the names of Sister Mary of the Holy 
Rosary and Sister Anna of the Holy Cross. There had been a third Postulant, Domitilla 
Dlamini; but weak health caused her to return home. The reception of these two first 
Native Dominicans was well attended by Catholics, Protestants and Pagans. Father Peter 
Graeff S.A.C. assisted the Bishop. Mother Augustine Geisel represented the Mother 
House. A pathetic figure at the ceremony was Caroline’s brother, who, in spite of intense 
cold, had come over snow-covered mountains, on horseback, to see his young sister don 
the religious habit. A year later these two novices took religious vows for one year and, 
after repeating them thus for two years in succession, were at last allowed on the 5th 
January, 1938, to make their vows for life. By January, 1950, there were 16 professed 
African Sisters and one Novice. The Noviciate was then transferred to Lilyfontein. 

When, in July, 1920, Sister Cassiana ended her second term of office at Woodlands the 
water supply was very inadequate. The Sisters depended on the river water which the 
native women carried in buckets balanced on their heads every day. There was nothing in 
addition to this except one small rain water tank. In 1928 Woodlands was made a Priory 
with Sister Pulcheria Witt as first Prioress. In 1930 Sister Cassiana returned to 
Woodlands; but in 1935 she was replaced by Sister Ursula Kieslich. 

Then followed a period of building when all the pioneering work was re-modelled, and, 
to some extent, improved. A Mission worker from Germany, Mr Kötting, in 1936, built a 
large underground tank to hold 30,000 gallons of storm-water. A very simple new 
Convent was erected. It was single storeyed, made of brick and mortar, under a 
corrugated iron roof and occupied two sides of a small quadrangle. Owing to lack of 
money the building had to be stopped before a laundry was built. So the old make-shift 
witches’ pot, with all its primitive accessories, was retained until 1952. However, the 
Church was built to form the third side of the quadrangle. When this was completed a 
small Oratory gave the Sisters a corner of the Church to themselves and made their lives 
more conventual. 

An outstanding feature of the building is the square tower of the Church. This gives 
prominence to the Mission in the surrounding landscape. A friend installed an electric 
light in this and for some years it was called the Woodlands’ Star. During World War II, 
as a precautionary measure, the police forbade the light to be switched on. The 
connecting wire was snapped and it has not been repaired. Owing to lack of staff for a 
time the Sisters were forbidden to visit Natives in their huts. Now that the clinic has been 
re-established some 20 to 25 patients are treated at the Convent every day, and, in the 
case of a patient being too il to come to the Convent, the nurse visits the huts. At present, 
1957, the nurse is a fully trained African Sister. 



Until 1936 the district had always supplied sufficient pupils for a two-teacher school at 
Fairview; but in 1937 it was deemed advisable to take in boarders so as to make up the 
required number of pupils for two teachers. Some of these boarders had been sent by the 
Saint Vincent de Paul and others by the Child Welfare Societies. These organisations paid 
what they could; but many children came without bringing any remuneration whatever. 
Thus Woodland experienced years of struggle and poverty during which time the 
Superior had great difficulty in keeping the wolf from the door; for the only means of 
making money was at the Fairview School and even that tiny source was failing. 

In wet weather the two Sisters went to Fairview in the old ramshackle remains of what 
was once a vehicle. It had two wheels and there was one horse to draw it. One day, just 
before the Sisters got in, the horse shied and bolted. The crazy cart was smashed beyond 
repair when it overturned at a corner stone. After this, in wet weather, the teachers had to 
ride on horse-back. Sister Maxentia was not accustomed to this mode of travel and one 
day had a near tragedy after which she became even more chary of horse-back riding. 

1956 To avoid the ride in 1942 a hostel and class rooms were built near the Convent. This 
made matters easier for those in charge of the children. However, in 1956 it was 
definitely decided to close the Fairview school and hostel. That meant also the 
withdrawal of the teaching and hostel staff. With a heavy heart the Superior, Mother 
Fidelia Grohe, bade farewell to these and to the children in December of that year. She 
would now devote herself entirely to the African boarding and teaching departments. 

The visitor at Woodlands today finds that all the old dilapidated outhouses and farm 
buildings are replaced by more up-to-date structures. In addition to the large well there is 
a borehole and windmill. The National Road runs past the Convent; yet, in spite of all 
this, the place remains what it has always been, just a farm school for African boys and 
girls. 

The following poem was written in 1916 by a dweller of the Pirie Forest: 

One eve I roamed; ‘twas in the Spring, 
When birds their songs begin to sing. 
Chirping and warbling did they say 
“Winter is gone, we must be gay.” 

I wandered here, I wandered there, 
On Woodlands hills so fresh and fair, 
Through forests thick and wattles green, 
By “Abalungu” seldom seen. 

Plantations there on high do view 
The Hindu Sea and Panmure too. 
The Mount of Kemp does likewise see 
The apples, pines of Albany. 

Oh! Woodlands! Woodlands! Fair thou art, 
Enriched by nature every part. 
Here lilies pure and snowdrops fair, 
With copious fragrance fill the air. 

Methought it was that Nature’s hand 
Was somewhat partial to this land. 
For Woodlands’ dells and hills of green 
No fairer sight could e’er be seen. 

Yet fairer far and truer still 
Maria Hilf on yonder Hill. 
Here solemn bells and spire tall 
Say: “Here stays He, the Lord of all!” 


