
CHAPTER XXXII 

Expansion – A New Era 

A special feature of the Marian year 1954 was the Congress of Religious Women held at 
Kroonstad, Orange Free State (O.F.S.) as the Congregation of the King William’s Town 
Dominicans was the largest, though not the oldest, in South Africa it was allowed to send 
19 representatives. 

On the evening of the 16th December the 230 delegates assembled in the Chapel of the 
Convent, Notre Dame, Kroonstad. To the strains of the Ecce Sacerdos Magnus, the 
Apostolic Delegate Archbishop C J Damiano entered, heralded by a procession of clergy 
and acolytes. Then followed Benediction after which the delegates repaired to the school 
hall for the reception; 

This began with an address of welcome by the Sister Chair, Sister M Ursula S.N.D. 
Speeches were then made by the Apostolic Delegate and Bishop van Velsen. Archbishop 
Whelan was also present. Each speech was followed by a hymn, the first in English, the 
second in Afrikaans and the third in Sesotho. 

Next day started with Solemn Pontifical High Mass of the Holy Ghost sung by the 
Apostolic Delegate. The choir of Notre Dame Sisters rendered the Proper in Roman chant 
while the Ordinary was sung antiphonally by the choir above and the delegates below. At 
10.30 lectures began. Each was limited to 30 minutes followed by half-an-hour’s 
discussion of the subject. The opening lecture was on Vocations, followed by another by 
Father B Delaney O.P. on Noviciates. At 2.30 p/m/ the Dignity of Man and the need for 
establishing Native and Coloured Sisters in independent self-governed Congregations 
formed the first lecture. The second at 4.30 was on Vows and the Religious Spirit. 
Benediction at 7.45 p.m. brought the day to a close. 

On Saturday morning the speech of Father Fitzgerald O.M.I. on Theology, its place in 
religious training was followed by Religious Life and Canon Law by Father O’Sullivan 
O.F.M. In the afternoon Dr G.R. McLeish lectured on Health and its necessity in 
Religious Life. The delegates then had the choice of attending lectures given in the hall or 
those given in one of the class rooms. The subject in the hall was Education in General 
while in the class room, Sister Emmanuel Hamilton-Brown of our Congregation spoke on 
Social Works of Mercy. On Sunday various matters suggested by the Vigilance 
Committee were discussed. 

On Sunday evening, 19th December, the Congress was brought to a close by a short 
social. It had been decided that this was to be the first of a chain of congresses to be held 
periodically; but that future gatherings would be smaller and more specific. In order that 
something permanent might emerge from the Congress a standing committee was formed 
under the guidance of Bishop Gerard van Velsen O.P. 

The first tangible result was that in 1957, from April 2nd to 4th, a congress of all the Major 
Superiors of Religious Women in the Union was held at the Parktown Convent, 
Johannesburg. This was again inaugurated with a Pontifical High Mass celebrated by 
Archbishop C J Damiano who also gave the opening address. He explained that the 
Association of Religious Women was now constituted according to Canon Law and that 
Bishop G van Velsen was appointed Religious Assistant to the Association. 

The programme on this occasion did not specify lectures but purposed rather to have 
practical discussions on Catholic teaching, nursing or other social activities in South 
Africa. Its chief aim was to give Superiors of the various Congregations the opportunity 
of getting together in amicable co-operation. One paper by Father C Collins on Women 



Religious and the Mission Schools made all present realise that modern problems must be 
seen far beyond the limits of individual Congregations. 

Among the 12 officials elected, our Mother M Aquilina Spiegel figured; and mother 
Carina Provincial of the Southern Province was placed on the Working Committee. The 
Religious Assistant proposed to send cables of thanks for good wishes and blessing to His 
Holiness the Pope and to Cardinal Valeri, Prefect of the Sacred Congregation of 
Religious in Rome. 

Parktown, Johannesburg – Lourdes, Generalate 

1955 On the evening of the 19th January, 1955 Father C Collins, Secretary to the Apostolic 
Delegate, Dr C J Damiano, Pretoria arrived at the Mother House, King William’s Town. 
He brought a papal decree establishing the King William’s Town Dominicans into three 
Provinces, two in South Africa and one in Europe. Through the Secretary the Apostolic 
Delegate informed Mother Aquilina and her Councillors that the House of the Generalate 
must be removed from King William’s Town before the decree could be enforced. He 
added that the Generalate must not be in the same locality as any existing Convent and 
expressed a wish that it might be in Pretoria as there was not Convent of our Sisters there. 

At Mother Aquilina’s request he so far relented to permit the transfer to be made to 
Johannesburg, provided that it was entirely separate from each of the existing Convents in 
that City. A three-storeyed house was found to be for sale in Valley Road, Parktown, just 
off Oxford Road, and this was purchased for the home of the Generalate of the King 
William’s Town Dominican Sisters. As the transaction was completed on the 11th 
January, it was decided to call the place Lourdes. 

To effect the transfer was no easy task. For nearly 80 years since 14th September, 1877 
the Convent of the Sacred Heart, King William’s Town had been the home of the 
Generalate. It was Pope Pius IX who at the suggestion of Dr J B Ricards, Bishop of the 
Eastern Province of the Cape of Good Hope had ordered that King William’s Town was 
to be Generalate and Mother House of the King Dominicans. His command was 
implemented by Msgr J Fagan, founder of the Convent. Thus the official Generalate had 
been at King William’s Town during the Generalship of 10 Prioresses: 

Mother M Mauritia Tiefenböck, 1877 – 1893  
Mother M Euphemia Koffler,  1893 – 1899 
Mother M Jacoba Zirn,  1899 – 1905 
Mother M Lucy Kaltenstadler, 1905 – 1911 
Mother M Clare Huber,  1911 – 1917 
Mother M Lucy Kaltenstadler, 1917 – 1928 
Mother M Augustine Geisel,  1928 – 1946 
Mother M Demetria Hemmer, 1946 – 1953 
Mother M Aquilina Spiegel,  1953 –  

This momentous historical change was effected quietly and without any ostentation. A 
furniture removal company had agreed to transport belonging from King William’s Town 
to Johannesburg. At the last moment however, the Sisters were notified that the good 
would arrive only a fortnight later than had been previously arranged. This meant a 
prospect of arriving at an empty house. 

A still more dreary outlook faced the Councillors. A call on urgent business summoned 
Mother Aquilina to Europe and with heavy hearts they bade her farewell as she sailed 
from East London in the Arundel Castle. She would not return until the end of October 
and by that time the transfer would be a thing of the past. 

As the car containing the Councillors left the Convent of the Sacred Heart, King 
William’s Town, a party of babies from the nursery school formed a bodyguard through 



which the travellers sadly passed. They arrived at their destination on Thursday 31st 
March, 1955, at  3.45 p.m. The lonely empty house towered above them and they were 
met only by two Native boys. One, Charlie, came forward and said he was the gardener; 
the other, Alpheus, introduced himself as the chauffeur. Charlie presented the key to the 
front door.  

Before her departure for Europe Mother General had suggested that there should be on 
the ground floor two reception rooms, a Chapel, a community room, a small office, a 
refectory and conference room. The first and second floors would contain bedrooms and 
offices. The Councillors, after walking through all the rooms on the three floors left the 
locking up to the gardener who slept on the premises. They then went to seek 
accommodation for the night at the St Vincent School for the Deaf. 

Next morning after breakfast the party of cook, housekeeper and Councillors left for 
Lourdes. It was the 1st of April. On the way visits were paid to the baker, the butcher, the 
grocer and the dairyman to open regular accounts for essential commodities. By evening 
the members of the Generalate were complete: Mother Hilda Maloney, Mother St John 
Pienle, Mother Joseph Sweetnam, Mother Alcantara Pauli with Sister Edelindis Schelle as 
housekeeper and Sister Lauretana Weidinger as cook. Mother Anthony Stury was 
teaching at the Belgravia Convent and came at the end of the week. 

Two difficulties presented themselves: the kitchen had only a gas stove and no one knew 
how to manipulate it; what was even worse there were no beds – not a bedstead or 
mattress in the place. Chairs and tables were minor details; but beds were not. The former 
occupants had taken the telephone away and, as it was raining, the factory refused to send 
beds which might be spoilt in the rain. We visualised a night spent huddled on the floor. 
However, late in the afternoon a lorry arrived with beds, mattresses and pillows; nothing 
else; no blankets, no bed linen! Then Mother Carina Betzl arrived from Potchefstroom. 
Her gift of blankets and linen saved the situation and soon some were busy making beds 
while the rest repaired to the kitchen to help with the gas works. Finally all tumbled into 
their beds thoroughly exhausted. 

Next day, Saturday, the first work was to arrange the Chapel. The dining room of the 
former occupants was chosen. The boys from our school for the deaf under the direction 
of Sister Dosithea had made a fine altar. There were no chairs or priedieus but only two 
small backless benches. On Sunday at 7.20 Bishop Boyle blessed the house and said the 
first Mass at ‘Lourdes’. However, the Blessed Sacrament could not be reserved as there 
was only a portable tabernacle. 

On the 6th April, the furniture and luggage arrived from King William’s Town. Though 
this was welcome it entailed endless going up and down stairs until everything was in 
order. All this time we missed the Sacramental Presence of Christ and though on some 
days we had two Masses, there was no regular chaplain. On Friday 15th April, after Mass, 
Bishop Boyle at last reserved the Blessed Sacrament in the beautiful liturgical tabernacle 
which had been fixed to the altar the night before. 

On Sunday 17th three Councillors represented the King William’s Town Dominican’s 
Generalate at Father Peyton’s Family Rosary Crusade at Pretoria. It had been quite 
impossible to attend the meeting at Johannesburg. At Pretoria there was an audience of 
9000 people and we were given seats on the pavilion immediately behind Archbishop 
Garner and his suite including the Knights of da Gama. A pleasing feature of the 
gathering was that five families: English, Afrikaans, Chinese, Coloureds and Bantu each 
said aloud in their vernacular a decade of the Rosary, the events of the decade were at the 
same time staged theatrically behind the reciters. Loud-speakers carried their words over 
the vast square. 



At long last on the 20th April, Father da Silva was given as Chaplain to the inmates of the 
Generalate and then only conditionally upon whether the Generalate would fetch him by 
car each morning and take him wherever he wanted to go after breakfast. 

1955 Mother Aquilina returned from Europe on 31st October, 1955 by air. She at once started 
to implement the papal decree forming the Provincial Administration for the King 
William’s Town Dominican Sisters. The votes of the Congregation made Mother Carina 
Betzl Provincial of the Southern or Sacred Heart Province with residence at the Mother 
house and Mother Vedasta Erber Provincial of the Northern or St Joseph’s Province, with 
residence at the Convent of Our Lady of Mercy in Springs. On 29th December, the 
Provincial Councillors were appointed. 

The Southern Province: Mother Wilfrieda Steidle, 
 Mother Beata Straub, 
 Mother Amica Gebhard 
 Mother Theonilla Hermann. 
The Northern Province: Mother Fromunda Zimmermann, 
 Mother Humberta Kaiser, 
 Mother Ottilia Thum, 
 Mother Hermina Kyrein. 

These two Provinces were implemented at the beginning of the year 1956. Thus under 
Divine Providence and by an act of the Love of God a new feature in the administration 
of the Congregation of the King William’s Town Dominicans had come into being. The 
Provinces form new members of the great family of St Dominic to which Order already 
on 23rd November, 1908, the Congregation was affiliated by the then Master General of 
the entire Order of Friars/Preachers, Father Hyacinth Mary Cormeier. 

According to the diploma of affiliation each and every professed Sister shares not only in 
general in all the spiritual goods of the Order but in particular in all the privileges, favours 
and indulgences gained in life and in death by all the Sisters of the Third Order living in 
Community. 

Thus the Congregation has added to the beauty of the Dominican Order which, in itself, 
has a very special likeness to the beauty of the Church. 

“I have loved, O Lord, the beauty of Thy House and in the place where Thy glory 
dwelleth.” 

 


