
CHAPTER XXIV 

Potgietersrust 

Makapan; St Benedict’s, Noodshulp, Magoebaskloof; St Scholastica’s 
(Setali/Tshitali) 

1924 When Msgr van Nuffel visited King William’s Town on 11th November, 1924 he had a 
second request. He also asked Mother Lucy for a staff of Sisters to open a school for 
European children at Potgietersrust. He called his mission Church there St Helena. So on 
the 12th February, 1925 Sister Humberta Kaiser with three other Sisters arrived to get the 
place in order before the arrival of the complete teaching staff. 

They were met at the railway station by the Monsignor who gave them a hearty welcome. 
A taxi took them to the St Helena Church where they heard two Masses. Tears flowed 
when the Sisters saw the mud house in which the Blessed Sacrament was reserved. It had 
formerly been an old dilapidated shop where mineral waters were sold. A few withered 
flowers were on the altar; whit ants were busy destroying the mud walls and floor on 
which mushrooms grew profusely. The ceiling had long since rotted away and an old 
greyish-looking canvas had taken its place. 

Father van Geest then invited the party to breakfast at his presbytery where he himself 
had cooked porridge in a frying pan over a primus stove. In the kettle with water for the 
tea he had boiled six eggs. Fortunately they were hard boiled as the six people had only 
one teaspoon among them. They then went to the Convent round which weeds had grown 
to the height of 6 to 8 feet. Priests and nuns worked to clear a passage to the house and 
then the unpacking started in earnest. The house was composed of two semi-detached 
cottages which had been used as a public school. The floor and walls had large ink stains 
and it had been empty for many years. 

In preparation for the arrival of the Sisters Msgr van Nuffel had kindly asked painters and 
plasterers to clean the place but its condition can be better imagined than described. The 
painters, in the absence of a foreman, had painted over vermin-infested papered walls and 
both painters and plasterers had left much of their commodities on the floor which was 
also bespattered with splashes of ink. The grounds were the haunt of mambas and other 
reptiles and a forest of weeds at the back door afforded an excellent screen from 
neighbouring eyes. Unfortunately the Sisters had to clear it away at it blocked entrance 
and egress at the back. A neighbour brought a present of five fowls and these precious 
birds were continually getting lost in the plantation of weeds. 

As the heavy luggage including beds and mattresses was still at the station, one of the 
Fathers went to fetch at least what was necessary for night’s rest. Content with this, the 
Sisters refused the offer of supper at the presbytery and went to rest with a cold ‘picnic’ 
from their lunch basket. Next morning a kind neighbour carried off their teapot for some 
boiling water. In spite of having no stove they preferred to stay and use every minute to 
make their new Convent habitable. Father van Geest made no secret of his dislike of 
nuns; but he took them to town and showed them the shopping area. Then he returned to 
his presbytery and left them to lose or find their way home. The stove arrived after a 
fortnight of cold picnicking. 

Water was a problem which the Sisters, thought they had solved when a man asked if 
they needed furrow water. They gladly accepted the offer. At 4 am next day they were 
awakened by the roar of a stream flooding the grounds. No furrows had been prepared 
and soon it was “water, water everywhere but ne’er a drop to drink”. They were literally 
shut up in the house unless they would wade through slush and mud. 



One room was chosen as a Chapel and the Sister-carpenter was soon busy making an 
altar. This and other articles of furniture were all made from ordinary packing cases 
which the Sisters obtained from local shops. At 9 am on the 1st March, Father van Geest 
said Mass in the poor Parish Church. At this the Sisters were present and at 8 pm on the 
same day he brought the Blessed Sacrament from the Parish Church to the Convent 
Chapel. The seven Sisters donned their mantles and went in procession to meet him half-
way, where they reversed and led the way for their Hidden God to come in triumph to 
their own little Chapel at St Joseph’s Convent. 

The red light of the sanctuary lamp was lit to remain burning with seven Dominican 
Sisters to act as guard of honour. Next day, 2nd March, 1925, Msgr van Nuffel said the 
first Mass in the Sisters’ Chapel. It was a votive Mass of the Holy Spirit. The Sisters sang 
the Veni Creator and the Salve Pater and also some English hymns. A second Mass 
followed, said by Father D Victorin Laenens. The three Priests then had breakfast in the 
Sisters reception room. School opened on the same day with 15 pupils, three of whom 
were borders. 

Before the end of the month the teaching staff had been completed; but, alas, the Sister-
carpenter was transferred to St Maurus’ Mission, M’Phatlele. The Sisters’ only comfort 
was that she would be as useful to the clinic in cutting down expenses as she had been to 
them at Potgietersrust. On weekdays Father van Geest said Mass in the Sisters Chapel and 
only a fe Indians represented the Parish. On Sundays the Sisters prepared for Mass at St 
Helena which had now been cleared of white ants and mushrooms and also of the worst 
blotches on walls and floor. In the midst of all these improvements Father van Geest 
received news that he was to return on transfer to Europe. 

He sold his personal belongings of which the Sisters purchased a few articles of furniture 
and he left for Holland after Easter. Father Lawrence Schüling O.S.B. took his place and 
gave the Sisters their first all-day exposition of the Blessed Sacrament on the first Sunday 
in June. On the feast of our Holy Father, Saint Dominic, Msgr van Nuffel held canonical 
visitation at the Convent. 

About this time the parishioners, urged by Father Lawrence, began to think seriously of 
building a new Church to replace the mud house dedicated to St Helena. New Years Day 
in 1926 brought the unexpected news that the Sister Superior was to be replaced by Sister 
Gonzaga Ziegler. 

1926 The years 1926 and 1927 were occupied mainly with opening the Mission schools at 
Makapan and Noodshulp. Mrs Kaiser, Sister Humberta’s mother, sent the Convent a bell 
from Germany. This was hung on a tree until such time as it would be possible to give it a 
suitable belfry. From its lowly height on the tree it called the Sisters to assemble for their 
various duties.  

On 8th September, 1926, the foundation stone of the new boarding department and school 
was laid. Father Lawrence explained to a representative gathering the purpose of the 
building and the nature of the Sisters’ work; and the Prefect Apostolic, D.S. van Nuffel 
spoke on Catholic education in general and congratulated the town on having acquired the 
service of the Sisters. After the laying of the stone the Convent pupils sang “Holy God we 
Praise Thy Name.” the deputy mayor and others added their good wishes to the Sisters 
and assured them of all the help that they could give. 

In 1928 St Joseph’s Convent was raised to the status of a Priory and Sister Reparata 
Keilbach became first Prioress with Sister St John Pienle as sub-Prioress. By August of 
the same year the old mud Church of St Helena had been replaced by a fine erection from 
a plan drawn by Msgr van Nuffel who himself blessed the Church assisted by Fathers 
Victorin and Lambert. The new patronal dedication was to Saints Peter and Paul. Saint 
Helena was made the patroness of the new Church at the Location. 



In this year too, 1928, Father Peter Werners O.S.B. succeeded as Parish Priest Father 
Lawrence who, in turn became travelling Priest. Father (later Bishop) Clemens van 
Hoeck replaced Father Peter during his absence on holiday overseas. The building begun 
in 1927 was now nearing completion so the bell given by Mrs Kaiser was taken from its 
tree and hoisted into the tower belfry surmounted by a cross. This from on high gave a 
more conventual sound summoning the Sisters to their various duties. In October of this 
year, too, for the first time the Rosary was recited, not as of old during Mass, but in the 
evening before the Blessed Sacrament exposed. 

1929 School closed in 1929 with only 58 pupils on the roll, 21 of whom were boarders. This 
meant that St Joseph’s Convent, though doing good mission work, was not an economic 
success. Early in 1931 Sister St John Pienle became Prioress with Sister Frances 
Moosmann as sub-Prioress. In 1933 the Convent seemed so complete a financial failure 
that Mother Augustine Geisel obtained a very reluctantly given permission from Msgr 
van Nuffel to sell the property. 

Several suggestions were made. Among others it was thought the Convent might be used 
as a home for deviate children or as an industrial school. Years went on in this state of 
uncertainty; but the sale did not materialise. It seemed as though St Joseph wanted to 
keep as a Convent the only Convent in the Congregation dedicated to him. In 1943 
considerable additional buildings were erected by Mr Geigenberger. He built St Joseph’s 
Boys House and laundry when Mother St John Pienle was in charge at Potgietersrust; and 
when Mother Consolata Kaiser succeeded her she added an infirmary, a pantry and music 
rooms to the Convent. Mother Hedwig Oelberger in turn put up a hall and two more class 
rooms and at the end of her term of office in 1951 the boarders numbered over 70. About 
this time the Convent was honoured by a visit from the world famous Scientist, Henri 
Brueil, who was inspecting the caves of Potgietersrust and who had come to South Africa 
as the guest of the University of the Witwatersrand.  

1944 Already in 1944 prospects had brightened. The roll had steadily risen to close on 150; and 
so, to the delight of all concerned the possibility of selling St Joseph’s became a thing of 
the past. However, the unexpected death of Sister Cornelia Huber on the 7th July, 1945, 
the eve of the Community Retreat, shocked the Sisters into a practical meditation on 
death. She was buried in the local cemetery. The next year Father Peter Werners, doyen 
of the Benedictine Fathers of the Northern Transvaal who had been Parish Priest of 
Potgietersrust for 20 years died at Warmbaths. The Sisters mourned a fatherly friend.  

During Mother Honorata Albrecht’s term of office some long overdue amenities were 
added for the comfort of the Sisters. Thus an electric pump saved hard labour, cubicles 
gave the Sisters greater privacy and living rooms were made more commodious. 

Today, 1956, Potgietersrust, with a teaching staff of 16 Sisters, ranks as an excellent High 
School preparing young girls for academic and other courses. It has a roll of 
approximately 150 including some 86 boarders. As a school it is able to hold its own with 
other schools both local and elsewhere. 

Makapan – St Theresa of the Child Jesus 

1926 In August, 1926 Father Lawrence opened a Mission School at Makapan, 6 miles from 
Potgietersrust. It was dedicated to St Theresa of the Child Jesus and Sister Gisella 
Greissel and Sister Xaverina Heiss were teachers there. They taught under a canvas roof; 
two chairs and a small black board were the only articles of school furniture; the children 
sat n the floor. To this poor Mission the Sisters drove each morning in a donkey cart to 
teach in a school that was as poor as the manager at Bethlehem. Often they had weary 
walks over rugged and trackless hills to visit the sick and bring them what simple 
medicines they possessed or to give Baptism when there was danger of death. 



After the morning session the teachers became builders and helped the Priest to erect a 
more stable class room and Church.  There was no money but Father Lawrence Schüling 
O.S.B. and the Sisters trusted in Divine Providence. Bamboo reeds formed the walls, a 
tent sail the roof, and an altar was made out of a packing case. Such was the first Chapel 
at the Makapan Location. 

1929 When Father Clemens van Hoeck took temporary charge, the bamboo Church had begun 
to show dangerous rents in the sail roof, and ants were devouring the reeds of the walls, 
so the zealous Priest decided that a stone Church had to be built. Again trusting to 
Providence they quarried stones and erected a new and larger Church. This was 
completed and blessed in September, 1929. At Christmas, 1930 the entire community of 
St Joseph’s Convent was present at High Mass at Makapan. They sang the Adeste Fideles 
in Sesutu and a violin was used to accompany the singing. About 100 Natives were 
present and nearly all received a material gift from the Sisters. 

In January, 1931, Sister Arsenia Müller and Sister Finbarr Dargan opened school with 20 
pupils. By March there were 38. As the donkey cart had literally fallen to pieces these 
two Sisters came to the Mission every day on bicycles and returned to their Convent in 
the same way. This mode of transit continued until July. Then it happened that one 
evening Msgr van Nuffel and Father Peter were at recreation with the Sisters. The Prefect 
Apostolic said jestingly to Father Peter: “Don’t you think, Father, you ought to get a car 
for your Sisters!” in the following week Father Peter was missing. It was thought he 
might have gone to Pietersburg; but no one knew. In the evening he returned to 
Potgietersrust in a small Austin Car. Great excitement prevailed and the car was 
christened Santa Austina. History is silent as to what Msgr van Nuffel said when he was 
the car.  

Later in the year the Stations of the Cross were erected. In 1931 the pupils numbered 70. 

The Natives showed their gratitude in their own way. When Easter of 1932 came they 
whitewashed the walls of their Church and decorated the floor according to their own 
artistic ideals. Curves mingled with the forms of animals and plants such as one finds in 
the local caves. On Holy Saturday they attended (en masse) the ceremonies at the Church 
of Saints Peter and Paul and after the service went to the Convent to wish the Sisters a 
happy Easter. One can hardly blame them if their ulterior motive had the materialistic 
form of bread and guavas. The Sisters smiled as the more simple said “Happy Easter 
box!” to have seen their happy faces would have softened the most unsympathetic. 

Easter Sunday brought great comfort to both Priest and Sisters. Many of the Natives had 
travelled long distances to perform their Easter duties, some on foot; others by ox-wagon 
or bicycle. After Mass at Potgietersrust the Sisters came to Makapan with the Priest. They 
sang the de Angelis mass; Benediction followed and then the Natives sang many hymns 
in their own language. Time had ceased to be and the greater part of the day was spent in 
vocal prayer and hymn singing. 

However, after some time the Sisters ceased their daily visits to Makapan. The distance of 
five miles presented difficulty of conveyance, and the additional long walks to various 
huts proved too strenuous for the Sisters, so it was decided to leave the Mission at the 
Location to the Priest. For a time they still accompanied him when he went to weekly 
Mass; but that, too, has stopped owing no doubt to shortage of staff. 

Noodshulp and Setali (Tshitali) 

Noodshulp, St Benedict’s Mission 

1927 Previous to 1927 the Newcastle Dominicans had an industrial school and orphanage for 
Natives at Noodshulp, Magoebaskloof, in the Eastern part of Pietersburg.  The school was 
not a success though the Sisters had three Government grants. For some reason or other 



children came but soon left and did not return, till one day the Sisters packed up, mounted 
a wagon and went away thus leaving Father Rupert in the lurch. He felt he could not 
manage the Mission alone so appealed to his higher authorities who in turn put the matter 
before Mother Rose Niland. Mother Rose sent the Sisters back with instructions to remain 
till the end of the school term. They went; but on closing day they left by cart as soon as 
they had dismissed the pupils at the end of the second school term. June 1927. 

The King William’s Town Dominicans were then asked to take over St Benedict’s 
Mission. They did son on the 25th July, 1927. Sister Majella Kaiser was the first Superior 
and she had a staff of four Sisters including herself. They were Sister Arsenia Müller and 
Sister Berthildis Müller, both teachers and Sister Notburga Birzer, the cook. In 1928 
Sister Majella was replaced by her Sister, Sister Humberta. However, there was difficulty 
about the teaching staff and Sister Humberta went to Johannesburg to obtain another 
Sister. She returned after a month with Sister Xaverina Heiss and Sister Francina Kley. 
On 1st January, 1930 Sister Borromea Allgäuer replaced Sister Humberta and brought 
with her Sister Silvester Aicher to look after the cows. 

1939 There were then 20 boarders and the number soon rose to 56. Father Rupert was 
indefatigable in building a class room and boarding accommodation and when Bishop 
Osterrath chose Noodshulp as his Abbey, Father Rupert took the whole Dominican staff 
with him to Setali1 and all the boarders went to the same place. They left behind them the 
grave of Sister Bernadette Enderle, who had died there on 18th April, 1937. 

Setali, St Scholastica’s Mission 

On the 6th March, 1929 Mother Augustine Geisel opened St Scholastic’s Mission for 
Native day pupils, at Setali. This is some 80 miles North of Noodshulp. Fathers Urban 
and Clemens were already there; but they had repeatedly pointed out that they could 
make no headway unless they had Sisters to help them. Mother Augustine Geisel allowed 
Sisters Humberta Kaiser, Gisella Greissl and Eligia Friedrich to go from Potgietersrust as 
pioneers of the Mission. She herself and Msgr van Nuffel, the Prefect Apostolic, 
accompanied them. The party of five travelled by train as far as Pietersburg; thence they 
and all their belongings went by lorry to Setali. 

After passing Lockmekaar the road, or rather its absence, made unpleasant travelling with 
bumps so violent that often the piled-up luggage fell upon the three Sisters who sat in the 
back of the vehicle. The Monsignor, Mother Augustine and the driver were in front. 
Bruised and sore they tried to make light of their discomfort and arrived at the Mission to 
find that the Priests had gone hunting and left only old Mr Mortimer to welcome them. 
He was cook and gardener for the Priests and regarded the Sisters as intruders, so his 
welcome was none too hearty. Later he told them he was separated from his wife and 
children. 

The dwelling was a thatched cottage devoid of ceiling; one room was evidently the 
priests’ dining-room, the other Mr Mortimer’s bedroom; the rest of the house was empty 
of everything except dirt. A couple of huts formed the Priests’ bedrooms which they had 
built themselves. A small detached Church completed the buildings. It was evident that 
all cooking was done out of doors. Neglect and disorder reigned everywhere. Long 
cobwebs hung from the dusty thatch and fluttered like curtains near the dirty windows. 
Nothing was clean, bed and table linen had, no doubt, once been white. It was anything 
but white now. 

The Sisters asked for a drink of water. They had left Potgietersrust very early and the 
drive in the open lorry had been long and dusty. Mr Mortimer informed them there was 

                                                      
1 Tshitali 



no drinking water as this had to be fetched from a stream three miles away. There was, 
however, a small pool where the cattle drank and with that he promised to cook two fowls 
for their belated dinner. The ham from the lunch basket had been salty and had greatly 
increased their thirst. Mother Augustine discussed the question of drinking water with 
Msgr van Nuffel and agreed to pay to have the thatch removed from the cottage and 
replaced by corrugated iron with a tank to catch rain water. 

The Sisters had no dwelling prepared for them. They shared the dining room with the 
Priests, a neighbouring schoolmaster and an occasional policeman who happened to pass 
that way. They prepared a sleeping apartment in the cottage; but while the thatch was 
being removed, for two months they slept in a curtained-off corner of the Chapel. On 
rainy days they stayed indoors and repaired the household and Church linens. 

Laundering was usually done in the open; but often it, too, had to be done in the small 
curtained section of the Chapel. Mr Mortimer was informed that the primus stove should 
be placed under cover in the cottage and that in future Sister Eligia would act as cook. 
This gave him more time to devote to the garden. Native girls were paid to carry water 
and laundering became the order of the day. 

With the help of the Priests the Sisters erected a fine fowl run of meshed wire and also a 
drying yard. Unfortunately the rain came before the roof was on the cottage and the 
rooms were anything from two to five inches under water. Late one evening Father 
Lambert arrived on foot because the lorry bringing the much desired roofing had broken 
down. The Sisters r-lit the primus and gave what supper they could. Next day the 
repairing gang managed to tow the lorry into Setali. “My word,” said one man, as he 
munched some much-needed food, “One reads of living like you Sisters are doing, but 
here we have reality.” 

At last the roof was completed and the tank fixed, mainly by Father Urban’s consecrated 
hands. Only then could the Sisters arrange rooms so that there were separate dining rooms 
for Priests and Sisters, a dry bedroom for the Sisters and also a small living room. It was 
the beginning of enclosure. An old lady from Pietersburg visited the Sisters and brought 
them a young pig. The animal behaved like a pet lamb, following them everywhere until a 
sty was made. 

As soon as life at St Scholastica’s began to run on regular lines Father Urban collected 
some Native children from the neighbourhood. Sister Gisella was only too happy to teach 
the little Pagans who, in turn, brought their parents to learn about the Christian religion. 
The Chapel was now both Church and School and on Sundays it soon proved too small 
for the many who accompanied the children. 

1939 The nearest Mission to St Scholastica’s at Setali was St Benedict’s at Noodshulp. On 14th 
November, 1939, the Holy Father, Pope Pius XII appointed Father D Frederich Osterrath 
O.S.B. as Abbot and Prefect Apostolic in succession to Msgr D Salvator van Nuffel who 
had resigned. Abbot F Osterrath resolved to make St Benedict’s at Magoebaskloof the 
seat of his Abbey. Hence the Fathers and Sisters with some sixty boarders were all to be 
transferred from Noodshulp to St Scholastica’s at Setali. The Setali Sisters soon left as it 
was thought Father Rupert could work better with the Community he was accustomed to 
deal with. At the time of departure Sister Aurelia Eisgruber was Superior. Only a small 
Mission School for a comparatively few day pupils was left at Noodshulp. 

Numerous building were now erected at St Scholastica’s to house both boys as well as to 
give class rooms for the many government-committed children. Father Rupert Sailer 
worked with the contingent from St Benedict’s. a spacious Church was built, the grounds 
were laid out and rooms fitted with modern amenities of all kinds, till St Scholastica’s 
became an Orphanage for boys and girls with schools attached as well as Primary day 



school for Native boys and girls. In addition there was also St Urban’s Primary Farm 
School up to and including Std VI in the Tsonga medium. 

1947 In 1947 after more than 20 years of strenuous labour the Benedictines handed the Setali 
Mission to the Fathers of the Sacred Heart. the Dominican Sisters are still there; one acts 
as cook, three or four are teachers and the Sister doctor in charge of the clinic is Sister 
Amanda Fröhlich M.D. also O.P. of the King Dominicans. 

1957 In 1957 our Mission Clinic was opened and solemnly blessed by Father J O’ Mahoney. 
On Friday 22nd March the first baby-girl arrived and was called Amanda. Others followed 
in rapid succession. One child died – she was laid out in a box by Sister Gratia who used 
a box in which Mass wine had been packed. At the burial the Priest was surprised to find 
on the coffin “This side up” and “Keep in a cool place.” 

 


