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FORWARD 

Catholic History at the Cape before 1877 

1486 The first Europeans who came to South Africa were, of course, all Catholics. For forty 
years Prince Henry the Navigator, aided Portuguese sailors to round South Africa in the 
hope of finding a seaway to India. He was deeply religious and, though his ostensible aim 
was commercial, no ship was aided by him unless it carried a priest to spread Christianity. 
The ships were also obliged to take marble or stone crosses to be planted on the virgin 
soil. Thus the first act of Bartholomew Diaz, on landing in August, 1436, was to erect a 
cross at Angra Pequina. Then, on the 14th September, the feast of the Exaltation of the 
Holy Cross, he raised another Which even today gives its name to the Island of Santa 
Cruz in Algoa Bay. 

 Here, too, historians tell us, “religious rites” were held. Probably there was a priest on 
board, so one would like to think that that was the first Mass celebrated in South Africa, 
1486. The stormy Cape proved too disastrous for the Portuguese so they built their first 
Catholic Church at Saint Helena. From this Island their adventurers continued the quest 
of a seaway to India until the golden days of the  
Portuguese ended.  

1501  However, before their decline was complete John de Nueva in 1501 erected a stone 
building where visiting priests might offer Mass at Mossel Bay, which he called Saint 
Blaise. 

1530 At the Diet of Augsburg, 25th June, 1530, Luther promulgated his new doctrine. In 1652, 
Van Riebeeck, a ship’s surgeon, arrived at the Cape of Storms. He went ashore with the 
passengers and crew from Holland and proclaimed the country the Colony of the Cape of 
Good Hope for the Dutch East India Company in the name of the Prince of Orange.  Ten 
years later Rev. van Arkel was appointed first resident clergyman of the Dutch Reformed 
Church at the Cape. He opened a small school where children were taught to read the 
Bible, and to do simple sums.  

1660 In May, 1660, the Marechal, a French ship, was wrecked at the mouth of the Salt River. 
All on board were saved including a Catholic Bishop with a few of his clergy. Several 
restrictions were placed on the ill-fated passengers and among these, Mr. Theal tells us, 
was that “no meetings should be held for the celebration of worship according to the 
ritual of the Church of Rome.” This is the first act of religious intolerance recorded in 
South Africa. 

1685 In 1685, the Lord of Mydrecht, absolute ruler for the Dutch East India Company, 
promulgated two laws:-  



1. Baptism in the Dutch Reformed Church was to be a condition for civil rights. 
2. Roman Catholics and persons of bad character were to be excluded from the 

settlement. 

In the same year six Jesuits called at the Cape and were kindly received by Van der Stel. 
They were scientists and came to study the eclipse of the moons of Jupiter. They found 
many Catholics at the “Castle with its nine houses” as they called the nucleus of modern 
Cape Town; but they were not allowed to say Mass on land; nor were the people allowed 
to attend Mass on board. Their visits to the priest-scientists too had to be secret. The 
privilege of saying Mass on land was also refused in 1686 to some Portuguese who were 
wrecked near Rondebosch. 

From 1686 to 1804 one might say that the Catholic Church disappeared from South 
African History; but it continued to exist in the hearts of individuals, whose greatest 
treasure was their Rosary. However, when the Dutch returned General de Mist declared 
that all religious societies were to enjoy equal protection from the laws. However, they 
were not to hold public assemblies without the knowledge and consent of the Governor-
General. This proclamation, published on the 25th July, 1804, might be called the Magna 
Charter of Catholicity at the Cape, for, though there were set-backs, they proved only 
temporary or local; and in 1817 Lord Charles Somerset declared that all religious 
denominations were entitled to equal privileges according to the fundamental law of the 
Batavian Republic. 

1818 Then followed a period of social ostracism when, to be a Catholic, meant that one was 
excluded from the best society. In 1818, Pope Pius VII erected the Vicariate Apostolic of 
the Cape of Good Hope and adjacent territories. This included Mauritius and Reunion and 
the two first Bishops of the newly created vicariate, Bishop Bede Slater and Bishop 
William Placid Morris, resided on these islands. In 1820 Bishop Slater assigned Father 
Scully to officiate at Cape Town. Though the Catholics were numerous and at least a 
third of the troops in the garrison were Catholics, financial and social difficulties loomed 
so largely, that his parishioners verged on becoming schismatics. This was due to the fact 
that the priest was overruled by his Church Wardens. They paid him a paltry salary and 
had the administration of the rest of whatever money was collected by the parishioners. 
This led to a heavy debt on the miserable little Church, a debt which no priest could cope 
with. So on the 11th July, 1824, the Catholics found that Father Scully had taken 
advantage of a departing ship and had left them. 

Father Theodore Wagener then attempted to shoulder the debt; but found the suspicions, 
quarrels and resignations of the wardens so great that, after seven years labour, he 
resigned and was succeeded on the 16th May, 1832, by Father Rishton. For three years 
this good man tried to wipe out the debt; but he realised that only dire necessity would 
force the money from these self-appointed officials; so he decided to let them have the 
responsibility of the debt by going away on the 27th March, 1835, for a holiday of 
indefinite length. Father, later Bishop, Ullsthorne, on his way to England to take up the 
position of Vicar Apostolic, called at the Cape where he met Father Rishton. He wrote in 
his journal: “We put into port at the Cape of Good Hope, where I found but one priest for 
the whole of South Africa, Rev T. Rishton, a Benedictine from Ampleforth Abbey, an 
accomplished man. His congregation was a mixture of all nations from Europe and the 
East and gave him so much trouble that he often falls into fits of abstraction and grinds 
his teeth together. He was subsequently brought to England with the loss of his mind. 
This was the first opportunity I had to see the result of leaving a priest alone in a remote 
country. Later I was destined to see more of this evil.” 

1837 Father Thomas Moral O.S.D., who hailed from Burgos, Spain, officiated in 1836 and 
1837. From June to July, during his second year of service, such unprecedented rains fell, 
that, among other buildings, the Catholic Church, about which there had been so much 



unpleasantness, fell in. Thus ended the evil days and prepared for the advent of Bishop 
P.R. Griffith. On the 6th June, 1837, Pope Gregory XVI constituted the Cape of Good 
Hope as a vicariate separate from Mauritius, and on the 14th April, 1838, Bishop Griffith 
arrived on the Claudine, accompanied by two priests. With him were his brother and 
sister. He then began the arduous task which he carried to a successful end in spite of 
disheartening caused chiefly by the indifference of his strayed sheep. 

 This historical sketch has been written to show the foundation on which the Catholics had 
to build in South Africa. That foundation was one of difficulty and strife, and the 
difficulty obtains even to the present day. Among the sorrows of so recent a bishop as 
Bishop Strobino, was that he met so-called Catholics who told him it did not pay to be 
Catholic in South Africa. In 1847, the vicariate of the Cape of Good Hope was divided 
into Eastern and Western Vicariates, and Bishop Aidan Devereux became the first bishop 
of the Eastern Vicariate. 

1847 The brief was issued by Pope Pius IX on the 30th July, 1847, and Dr Devereux was 
consecrated at Saint Mary’s Cathedral, Cape Town, by Bishop Griffith. During his 
episcopate he visited the exiled Pope at Gaeta. On the same tour in 1849 at Paris, he 
secured the services of the Assumption Sisters with Eugenie Milleret, Soeur Marie de 
Jesu, Notre Mars, as superior. At Brussels the Canon of the cathedral gave him a printing 
press, and thus the energetic Bishop was able to get published ‘The Colonist’, the first 
Catholic paper in South Africa. 
The press was later given to Mr John Quin who took it to Fort Beaufort, where he became 
the founder of the ‘Fort Beaufort Advocate’, a paper which is still issued there. 

 


