
CHAPTER XXXI 

Golden Jubilees and Education 

In 1922 Mothers Eleonora, Reginald and Clare celebrated the Golden Jubilee of the 
Profession. Bishop H MacSherry sang the Pontifical High Mass, assisted by Father 
Walshe, Dr P Murray and Father J Colbert. Fathers H Frese, Con Murphy and Kavanagh 
were also present. There was a representative gathering of the laity and over 200 
Dominican Sisters had come from many Convents to do honour to the solemn occasion of 
the Golden Jubilee of three of the seven Foundresses. Three of the seven were already in 
eternity and Mother Jacoba still had 7 years to go before she could celebrate hers. 

Bishop H MacSherry had obtained from the Holy Father, Pope Pius XI, his personal 
blessing for the Jubilarians and the brief imparting this privilege to each Jubilarian was 
read in Latin and in the vernacular during the ceremony. The blessing itself was imparted 
by the Bishop as Papal representative. Father Milner C.S.S.R., taking as his text “Come, 
follow me!” preached a most impressive sermon on the mysterious power of the voice of 
Christ uttering that call in the secret depths of chosen souls who forthwith leave all things 
to follow Him. 

At the conclusion of the Holy Sacrifice the three venerable Mothers attended by the staff 
bearers and by three tiny maids bearing crowns of gold on white satin cushions, advanced 
to the altar for a beautiful symbolic ceremony. The staff, surmounted by a cross, is the 
emblem of support in the earthly pilgrimage; the crown is the token of spiritual beauty 
and future reward. These emblems were blessed by the Bishop and presented to the three 
Jubilarians. 

Later they received many presents. Conspicuous among these was a magnificent set of 
the Stations of the Cross. Their history is of particular interest. During World War I there 
was a slump in the making of textiles in Germany, and large piles of flax plants 
accumulated near Schlehdorf. Mother Jacoba Zirn, then Superior of the Convent at 
Schlehdorf, thought that useful canvas might be woven from this waste. She was told she 
would have to get leave to use the material from the British military officials and her 
informant warned her that this would be no easy matter. 

Nothing daunted the inveterate Mother pinned her Royal Red Cross conspicuously on her 
breast and approached the military offices. A glance at her decoration with a look of 
concealed surprise gained her an easy pass from the various sentries, and soon she stood 
before the Officer in Command. He, too, looked questioningly at her decoration and she 
explained that it had been given her by Queen Victoria in reward for nursing British 
soldiers during the Matabele War in Rhodesia. Continuing, she put her request for the 
slumped flax and said it could be worked by her Sisters into useful material. 

The O.C. immediately granted her request and put his services freely at the disposal of 
Mother Jacoba. The visit was an unqualified success due, no doubt, to the Royal Red 
Cross, coupled with the charm of manner which was one of the petitioner’s outstanding 
characteristics. Under all circumstances she was a perfect lady. 

The flax was processed and soon yards of homemade canvas was at the disposal of the 
Sisters. Mother Jacoba explained to her workers that in 1922 the Foundresses would have 
their Golden Jubilee and she thought that if they painted the Stations of the Cross on 
strips of canvas that would be an ideal Jubilee gift to the King Church. They would 
displace the set of oleographs which were an eyesore to every artist. 

An artist from Munich, Signor Coletti, was employed to guide the Sisters. He himself 
painted the first four Stations showing the Sisters how to continue. They were apt pupils 
especially Sister M Constantia Feuerstein. Later the Sisters framed the Stations and sent 



them to King William’s Town. This same set of Stations was later moved to the Convent 
Chapel in Klerksdorp where they still were in 1957. At the Mother House they were 
replaced by a set in relief sculptured by Sister M Digna Günthner.  

On the day after the Jubilee three Masses were offered for the repose of the souls of the 
three foundresses who had already gone to their reward: Mother Mauritia Tiefenböck, 
Mother Euphemia Koffler and Sister Gertrude Walther. 

Earlier in the year 1922 the whole of King William’s Town was shocked by the tragic 
death of Father J P Rafferty D.D who at the early age of 26 was thrown from his horse 
and killed when returning to Izeli after a day spent in town. 

1926 The year 1926 was marked by a change in the recitation of the Little Office of Our Lady. 
Mother Lucy, the Prioress General notified the various Convents that in future the Sisters 
should chant the Office and, where possible, sing the daily Compline, a custom that 
obtains to the present day, 1957. 

In 1927 the Convent celebrated its Golden Jubilee by building the Memorial Church at 
the Mater Infirmorum. This Church was dedicated by Bishop H MacSherry on 14th 
September. 

 

Education 

Steadily the King Convent has grown educationally till it ranks as a credit not only to so 
highly an educational borough as King William’s Town but as one of the leading 
educational Convents of the Union of South Africa. 

In addition to the nearly 400 Coloured children being taught at St Joseph’s School in 
Durban Street and the close on a thousand at St Patrick’s African School1 at the Location, 
it has 319 at the Convent proper. These are divided into Nursery, Government Primary, 
Convent Primary, Secondary and High Schools. In 1934 it lost to Johannesburg its school 
for the deaf;2 but there the school has grown out of all recognition and still belongs to the 
Congregation. 

1879 Training classes for teachers had always been one of the ideals of Mother Eleonora and 
she opened such classes at the Convent in 1879. During the next 35 years 400 teachers 
received their training at the King Convent. In 1911 the school was officially recognised 
by Dr Muir, the Superintendent General of Education. In 1914, urged thereto by Father 
James FitzHenry he amalgamated the pupils of the Girls High School and the Convent 
School to form a combined Training College at King William’s Town. 

1914 According to the new draft 

1. The union of the pupil teachers would be effective from 1st July, 1914. Distribution 
on this date was as follows: 

 1st Year 2nd Year 3rd Year Total 

Convent 10 14 8 32 

Girls High School 6 7 10 23 

 16 21 18 55 

2. There would be a staff of three teachers, on for each year. 

                                                      
1 From 1940 – 1957, 

2 St Vincent School for the Deaf; still functions in 2019 



3. Control of the Training College would be in the hands of the Educational 
Department. 

4. A local committee would work under the Department. 

5. This local committee would have:- 

2 representatives from the local school board 
2 representatives from the Convent 
1 representative from the Educational Department. 

6. At the outset the staff would consist of 

a. Miss Emery, Principal  £275 per annum. 
b. Miss Palmer, 1st Asst. £200 per annum. 
c. Miss Hockley, 2nd Asst. £180 per annum. 
Mr H C Meakin would be Secretary. 

7. As need for increased staff would arise the local committee of management must see 
that the interests of both the foundation schools were considered. 

8, 9, 10, and 11 referred to housing, practice-teaching and tuition fees. 

The first committee of management consisted of Doctor Blaine and Mr F Ginsberg, 
School Board and Father P J Walshe and Dr Carl Schulze, Convent and Mr Bond, 
Education Department. 

1931 This arrangement continued until 1931 when Professor Botha, Superintendent of 
Education gave notice that he intended closing down the King William’s Town Training 
College. However, the College remained open till December, 1949. During its 35 years of 
existence 910 students were enrolled. Of these 162 were Sisters from various religious 
Congregations. In his speech on the 8th December, Mr J W Robertson explained that the 
closing of the College was necessitated by the dearth of Sisters and the centralising policy 
of the Educational Department. Miss Anders was its last Principal as Miss Emery had 
been its first. 

On the 22nd October, 1904 the de la Salle Brothers arrived in King William’s Town to 
open a school for Catholic boys at Glendower House, the former residence of Mr Baker. 
The pioneers of the venture were Brother Paul, Superior and Brothers Thomas, 
Christopher, Alexius and Alexander. Two days later their house and school was blessed 
by Bishop MacSherry. This opening has had great influence on our schools. 

Even before the arrival of the King Dominican Sister on 22nd October 1877, there had 
been a school in Durban Street attached to the Parish. This was for Catholic boys and 
girls. When the Sisters arrived the girls were drafted to the Convent school, but St 
Joseph’s in Durban Street was still retained for boys. 

As the Sisters increased in numbers they were asked by Father Fagan to staff the boys’ 
school, but the Parish Priest still continued to be manager of the school. Sister Raymond 
Whyte, Sister Alacoque Brien, Sister Amalia Joder, Sister Honoria Kenna are some of the 
many Sister who taught and looked after the boys at St Joseph’s. Classes included all, 
from the Grades to Matriculation for boys only. Some of the pupils also boarded with the 
Sisters in Durban Street. 

The purchase of Glendower house in Hill Street seems to have been a chance stroke. 
Bishop MacSherry was on a visit to Father (now Msgr) Fagan. He was doing his usual 
packing before departure when Father came to his room. He found the Bishop on his 
knees trying to pack his luggage. The Priest suggested that his Lordship should wait till 
he had bought a hold-all. 

As he knew of the auction sale in Hill Street he went there thinking there might be one for 
sale and he found the bidding for the house was at £2400. For some reason which he 
himself could not explain he raised his hand palm facing the auctioneer, who then called 



out: “Father Fagan bids £2500! Any further bid?” no other was forthcoming probably out 
of respect for the Priest. Down went the hammer and Glendower belonged to Father 
Fagan. History is silent as to how Father broke the news to his Bishop. 

Strange to say two other persons had set their hearts on the purchase of Glendower 
House. They were prepared to go much higher. One of these thought the sale was to be at 
midday not at 10 a.m. the other was coming from East London but his train was late. 
Thus Father Fagan bought a potential hold-all for Catholic boys. 

When, in 1904, the Brothers arrived, the assistant Priest, Father McNally brought the 65 
boys from the Sisters in Durban Street to Glendower House. The Brothers did not want 
the children in the Grades so these were drafted to the Convent. In the High school there 
were only seven boys. Other Brothers arrived to complete the staff but in 1916 it was 
decided to close the High School section as pupils were too few. The Sisters meanwhile 
had returned to their Convent. 

In 1929 Brother Boniface arrived as Superior. The school continued as a Primary one; but 
in 1956, with only 36 boys on the roll, the Brothers decided they could do more good by 
being drafted to one or other staffs of their Congregation. Bishop Green then asked if the 
Dominican Sisters would again staff the school; but, owing to shortage of staff they had 
already refused several similar offers. 

In 1957 the Sacred Heart Fathers promised to take over as soon as they could get trained 
teachers to do the work. Meanwhile, with Father Barry as manager, two secular ladies 
taught the young boys at Glendower House. 

After the 65 European boys had left Durban Street the question arose what would Msgr 
Fagan do with the vacated property. It belonged to the Parish and contained on one side 
of the street the Church and on the other side what had been a Convent, a hostel for boys 
and their classrooms. 

Besides building his beautiful Parish Church, Father Fagan had founded the Convent 
school which soon developed into a Private High School, plus a Primary Government-
aided School, plus a school for the Deaf, plus an Orphanage for Europeans plus a school 
for African children. All this had been supplied at the Convent previous to 1900. Hitherto 
nothing had been done for Coloureds. 

Zealous Missionary as he was, Father Fagan now decided to educate the neglected 
Coloureds a few of whom were his parishioners. He declared he could not meet his God 
before he had done something for their education and moral uplifting. 

As Dale College and the Girls High School had hostels in the vicinity of the now vacated 
school the Priest met with opposition when it was rumoured that a school for Coloureds 
would be opened in Durban Street. Nevertheless he approached the Dominican Sisters 
with his new plan and they agreed to help. 

1913 In July, 1913, the school was opened with only seven Coloured pupils. Soon, however, 
there was a steady increase to 22. Sister Norberta Rieble was one of the first teachers and 
as the number of Children grew the teaching staff increased. At first the school was a 
private one and entirely financed by the Sisters. Soon the building was too small to 
accommodate the pupils who, though only day scholars, now exceeded 100. 

So Mother Demetria Hemmer, in 1947, bought the property opposite the Church from the 
Parish and also all the adjacent buildings as soon as these came into the market. These, 
with equipment cost £2550, and, in 1953, two large well-ventilated modern class rooms 
were erected. About this time Domestic Science was introduced as a class subject for girls 
and woodwork for boys. 

Meanwhile the school was recognised by Inspectors and given Government aid. At the 
request of the Coloured parents in 1950 the Sisters began secondary classes when Mother 
Hilda Moloney was Principal with Sister Gunda Auer as chief assistant. The secondary 



classes were taught by Sister Ludwiga Heanan. In 1950, 17 pupils entered for the 
National Std. 7 examination and 90% of these passed. In 1951 some took the academic 
course of the J.C.; others the National course. 

Today, 1957, the Primary School has an enrolment of 252 pupils with seven teachers. 
Sister Gunda is Principal and the remaining six teachers are secular Coloureds. The roll 
of the High School section is 26, which includes Stds. VII to X. here Sister Ludwiga 
remains the only teacher and to supply for staff in Std. X she uses correspondence 
courses. 

The Coloured parishioners, a mere handful in Father Fagan’s time, now number about 
600. They have their own Parish Priest and also their sodalities for men, women, boys 
and girls. Mass is said in the Church five times a week. The children, after passing their 
J.C. are encouraged to continue their education elsewhere and the staff in the Primary 
section consists mainly of ex-pupils who hold teachers’ certificates. 

An active St Vincent de Paul’s Society helps needy cases. One of these, Michael 
Flanagan, desired to be a Priest and appealed to Bishop E Green. With his Lordship’s 
help he is now in Rome at the Propaganda Fidei College, trying his vocation. Imagine his 
ecstatic joy when, in April, 1957, he was visited by three of our Sisters, one of whom was 
his former teacher at St Joseph’s Coloured School at King William’s Town. 

1940 After Mother Mauritia had transferred her native school to Izeli nothing further was done 
by the Congregation for Bantu education in King William’s Town. After the death of 
Father Fagan, Father Frese became Parish Priest of King William’s Town. In 1935 he was 
succeeded by Dr M V Prendergast who for many years had been in charge of the Izeli 
Mission. There he had ample opportunity of studying the Xhosa language and customs 
and in 1940 he built a Church at the Leightonville Location. This was to serve both as 
Church and School. 

At his request Mother Augustine then Prioress-General gave two Sisters, Sister M Oliver 
Murphy and Sister Concordia Buhl to start the school. Dr Prendergast said he would pay 
the salary of one secular Native teacher. Thus was started St Patrick’s Native School, a 
private venture with a staff of three teachers. In 1947 the number on the roll was 80. 
Daily the two Sisters trudged through the streets of King William’s Town in all weathers, 
worked at the location all day, and returned again on foot, to the Convent in the late 
afternoon. 

1948 In September 1948, Sister Oliver contracted a contagious disease of which she died at the 
local hospital. Since that time the Sisters drive to their work at least one way each day. 
There are now, 1957, five teachers: 1 European Sister, three Native Sisters and one 
secular. They have, since 1940, a roll of 950 pupils ranging from the Grades to Std. VI 
inclusive. 

In 1948 Mother Demetria Hemmer, who had succeeded Mother Augustine, bought from 
the local Municipality the property adjoining the Church and erected thereon the present 
modern school. So the original building which belongs to the parish is used exclusively as 
a Church. 

The students at St Patrick’s who wish to continue their studies beyond Std VI usually go 
to Uitenhage where, at Marymount, there is a High School for Bantu females. After this 
course they must decide whether they wish to be teachers or nurses and procure 
accommodation at respective colleges. 

So much in South African History hails from Scotland that we might be pardoned if we 
refer to something at St Patrick’s Native School more ancient than the time of Fairburn 
and Pringle. There is a little sacring bell in St Patrick’s Church. It dates its history from 
the year 1351 when the Provost of Aberdeen in Scotland presented a great bell to the 
Church of St Nicholas in his native city. It was christened “Bell Lawrence” and solemnly 



blessed. For nearly three centuries it called the people of Aberdeen to worship God. Then 
it developed a cleft and had to be recast. The new bell was still the largest of St Nicholas’ 
carillon and on it was written “Soli Deo Gloria. Michael Burgehays me fecit.” Then 
followed, still on the bell, an epitome of its history stating that it had been given by 
William Leyth, the Provost, to the Church in 1351. Again it was blessed and re-christened 
“Bell Lawrence.” 

In 1879 a great fire destroyed St Nicholas’ Church and the whole collection of bells was 
hurled to the ground. The fallen chimes were purchased by Messrs John Blaikie & Sons 
of Aberdeen. Very carefully they preserved all the fragments of “Auld Lawrie” and made 
from these precious remnants a number of hand bells. 

In 1914 a past pupil of the King Convent, Eleanor McConachie, now Mrs Jack, visited 
Aberdeen, the City of her forebears and obtained one of these bells, a direct descendant of 
“Auld Lawrie.” In 1942 she happened to give a lift to two Sisters going to St Patrick’s at 
the Leightonville Location. On arrival she found there was only a very poor apology for a 
sacring bell and promised to give hers to the Church. She did and so an offspring of 
“Auld Lawrie” came from Aberdeen to St Patrick’s and now in 1957 has the grand old 
age of 606 years. 

EXPANSION 

Calaroga, House of Studies 

After the closing of the King William’s Town Training College the Sister-students 
attended the Afrikaans medium College in Graaff-Reinet. There in spite of the linguistic 
change, they did very well indeed. However, it soon proved difficult to obtain vacancies 
for students and so Mother Aquilina Spiegel, the Prioress-General resolved to re-open a 
House of Studies in Grahamstown. There she thought the Sister-students might live and 
attend the Training College conducted by the Anglican Sisters. 

The former House of Studies, Calaroga, was in Beaufort Street. It was double-storeyed 
and had been the residence of a doctor who sold it to Bishop MacSherry. This was rented 
by the Congregation for the Sister-students who were attending Rhodes University. Its 
chief advantage was its proximity to the Convent for though the Sisters had a Chapel in 
which the Blessed Sacrament was reserved they depended on the Convent for daily Mass 
and also for Benediction. At Calaroga the Sisters lived and studied as extern students of 
the University where they took their degrees. 

1954 When in 1954 Mother Aquilina went to seek a new House of Studies, they found the 
cottage in Beaufort Street had been demolished, and she was obliged to be content to buy 
the property at 24 Hill Street. This was a little further from the Training College but it 
was just about midway between the Convent and the Pro-Cathedral. 

At the same time the Convent at Cambridge, East London, had built a new Oratory, so 
their altar, donated by Mother Pius Galvin’s brothers, was given to Calaroga II. It stands 
in the pretty little Chapel and on it the Blessed Sacrament is reserved. The pioneers of the 
new House of Studies were Sister M Emmerich Pauli, Sister M Raphael Sontheimer and 
two students. At present, 1957, there are six Sister-students and they find their work 
interesting. They proudly say they live in the City of the Saints for thus Grahamstown is 
called. 

Past pupils of the King William’s Town Dominicans are scattered far and wide. One of 
these, however, lived only about 40 miles from her former school. Nestling at the foot of 
the forest-clad Amatola Mountains, away from the noise of traffic lies the peaceful little 
village of Keiskama Hoek. In this retired spot dwelt Kathleen Harran. There she taught 
and after school hours took the Catholics for catechetical instruction.  



The village had no resident Priest but it could boast of a pretty little Church a stone’s cast 
from Miss Harran’s home. On Sundays she would gather the Catholics to Mass if a vising 
Priest was there and if no Priest was available together they would say the Rosary and 
other prayers so that for them Sunday was in a special way God’s day. 

When in 1946 a resident Priest came to the Hoek our past pupil felt that her former 
responsibility devolved on him, so, when the de la Salle Brothers needed a house-keeper, 
she offered her services to them. Miss Harran gave her Keiskama residence to Bishop H 
Boyle and went to live at the newly-opened de la Salle College, Vincent, East London. 

1949 Bishop Boyle offered the property to Mother Demetria the Prioress General of the 
Congregation. He hoped that she would aid the Catholic Mission by opening, on no 
matter how small a scale, a Convent whose inmates would minister to the needs of his 
Priests. Two Sisters in December, 1949 occupied the premises which now became known 
as St Rose’s Convent. Today 1957 Sister Majella Kaiser and Sister Reinhold Kech look 
after the Priest, act as sacristans and have a nursery school with some 15 pupils. They 
have daily Mass and the Blessed Sacrament is reserved in Church. 

When Mrs Harran retired from teaching she sold the house at a nominal price to Father 
Prendergast and Mother Demetria bought her furniture. 

 


