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INTRODUCTION 

January 2019. 
 
As we approached the 200th year of the existence of the Daughters of Mary and      

Joseph  - the beginning of our third century- we of the CLT (Congregational Leadership 
Team) wondered how we might mark and honour this moment in our history.  In         
consultation with the wider DMJ community, we planned an international experience for 
a group of the ‘younger’ sisters – an experience that would include visiting the places   
associated with our roots in Belgium.  We planned to invite different people to write a 
reflection for our website that would connect with some aspect of our charism.  Another 
thought was triggered by a former DMJ who spontaneously wrote memories of her       
novitiate in Castlecore. She offered it for the archives.  However, this initiative sparked 
our awareness of the power of narrative, the treasure chest of memories that we hold 
among us and the notion that we might harvest these memories at this turning point in the 
life of the Congregation.  Spurred by this thought we invited different sisters, Associates, 
former members to be contact persons and to extend the request for contributions among 
their circle.  Like all such efforts to elicit material (even from the most willing of        
contributors) this task required ‘constant prodding’ as school reports of old used to say.  
We are very grateful to this cohort of supporters.  Without you, this text would not exist.   

The invitation was extended to current and former DMJ, to our Associates and       
indeed to anyone with a DMJ connection.  Our brief was simple:  Cast your minds over 
your years of DMJ connection and see what surfaces.  What has stayed with you over 
the years and impacted on your life?  Choose something that you feel comfortable    
sharing and simply write.  We were as aware as anyone that our experience in life and 
our memories are often chequered.  We have all had our blows. While we didn’t want 
sanitized versions or undue homage neither did we want a litany of miseries.   

What emerged was a delight for us.  There is a collage of memories reflecting life in 
different places and at different times.  Some of it is ‘laugh-out-loud’ material; some 
evokes awe and silence. Our archives contain many records.  However, it is hard to beat 
the personal accounts of lives lived.  These stories are a kind of mosaic through which we 
see ourselves and others in a new light.  They are a way of honouring our own past.  We 
have all lived lives less ordinary.  Those who journeyed with us will always be part of the 
fabric of our lives.  Many of the stories make no reference to charism or any of the      
spiritual things.  However, they convey so much of the spirituality, the stoicism and the 
humour that sustained us through hard times.  They testify to companionship, solidarity, 
courage and lives well lived.  They also reflect the extraordinary period of change that we 
have lived through from the pre-Vatican 2 style of religious life to a very different style of 
life in today’s world.   

Most of the material was presented in English.  We apologise to our French speakers 
but you will recognise that that body of material is too extensive to translate.  Some     
contributions were presented in French and because it was a more manageable body of 
material and because we had sisters to undertake that translation you will find it in the 
two languages.  We have included some overtly historical material – the experience    
documented by the sisters who lived through the two world wars.   

This is hardly a tome that will be read straight through from beginning to end.  We 
hope you will enjoy dipping in to the different areas of interest.  We offer this to the 
young generation of DMJ and to those who will follow so that they will have a sense of 
the rock from which they are hewn.   



Gathering the Fruits of the years 

10 
 

 
 

 
 
 

Janvier 2019 
 
Les 200 ans d’existence des Filles de Marie et Joseph – l’entrée dans notre troisième 

siècle – ne sont pas loin et l’équipe centrale a donc cherché à marquer et honorer ce jalon 
important de notre histoire. Après avoir consulté la communauté FMJ au sens large, nous 
avons pensé à une expérience internationale pour un groupe de « jeunes sœurs », une     
expérience incluant la visite des lieux des origines en Belgique. Nous avons prévu 
d’inviter quelques personnes à partager leurs réflexions sur notre site web, en lien avec 
différents aspects de notre charisme. Une autre idée est venue d’une ancienne FMJ qui a 
spontanément écrit les mémoires de son noviciat à Castlecore et nous a proposé de les 
archiver. Cette initiative nous a fait prendre conscience de la puissance du récit, de la 
male aux trésors que sont nos souvenirs… peut-être était-il temps d’en faire la récolte en 
ce moment charnière de la vie de la congrégation. Entraînées par cette idée, nous avons 
invité des sœurs, des associées, d’anciens membres à faire office de personnes relais et à 
élargir cette demande de contributions écrites autour d’elles. Comme tout effort visant à 
obtenir des documents (y compris auprès des collaboratrices les plus enthousiastes !) cette 
tâche a nécessité de « constants encouragements », comme jadis sur les bulletins de 
notes ! Nous sommes reconnaissantes à cette cohorte d’appuis car sans vous, ce texte 
n’existerait pas. 

L’invitation a été étendue aux actuelles et anciennes FMJ, à nos associées, à toute 
personne ayant un lien avec les FMJ : Réfléchissez à vos années de route avec les FMJ 
et regardez ce qui ressort… Qu’est-ce qui demeure en vous après tout ce temps et a    
influencé votre vie? Choisissez un souvenir que vous avez envie de partager et écrivez 
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en toute simplicité. Comme n’importe qui, nous sommes conscientes que nos expériences 
de vie et nos souvenirs sont partiels. Nous avons toutes connu des revers. Nous ne       
voulions pas de versions édulcorées ou des hommages exagérés mais nous n’avions pas 
non plus envie d’une litanie de misères. 

Le résultat a été un enchantement. C’est un collage de souvenirs qui reflètent la vie 
dans différents lieux et temps. Des évocations qui font rire tout haut, d’autres qui       
plongent dans la stupeur et le silence. Nos archives sont riches de nombreux documents. 
Il est toutefois difficile de surpasser le récit personnel de la vie vécue. Ces récits sont une 
sorte de mosaïque à travers laquelle nous nous voyons et voyons les autres sous un      
nouveau jour. Il est possible de rendre hommage à notre passé. Nous avons toutes vécu 
des vies qui n’ont rien d’ordinaire. Celles et ceux qui ont cheminé avec nous font à jamais 
partie de la trame de notre vie. La plupart de ces récits ne font pas référence au charisme 
ou à des choses spirituelles. Pourtant, ils disent beaucoup de la spiritualité, du stoïcisme et 
de l’humour qui nous ont soutenues pendant les temps difficiles. Ils témoignent du     
compagnonnage, de la solidarité, du courage et de vies bien vécues. Ils reflètent aussi la 
période extraordinaire de changement que nous avons vécue, passant du style de vie      
religieuse d’avant Vatican II à un style très différent dans le monde d’aujourd’hui.   

La plupart des textes sont arrivés en anglais. Nous nous en excusons auprès des   
francophones mais vous reconnaîtrez avec nous que les documents représentent un        
ensemble trop important à traduire. Des contributions ont été présentées en français et ont 
pu être traduites, parce que l’ensemble formait un tout plus gérable et parce que nous 
avions des sœurs pour entreprendre cette tâche. Nous avons inclus des textes                
explicitement historiques, relatant l’expérience vécue par les sœurs pendant les deux 
guerres mondiales.   

Ce n’est pas vraiment un volume que l’on peut lire d’une traite de bout en bout. Nous 
espérons que vous prendrez plaisir à « picorer » dans les différents chapitres qui vous   
intéressent. C’est un cadeau pour la plus jeune génération de FMJ et pour celles qui      
suivrons, afin qu’elles aient une idée « de la roche dans laquelle elles sont taillées ».  
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PLACES 

AFRICA 

A Memory from Ann Strahle (née Cowan) 

 
I entered with the DMJs in September 1967, leaving in July 1969 after deciding that I 

did not have a vocation to the religious life.  I regret nothing of those two years; I met 
many interesting, lovely people some of whom I am still in touch with.  One of them was 
Jennifer Condron who was in the final year of her novitiate when I entered.  She had 
worked in Uganda previously and was keen to return there.  She inspired me with tales of 
Africa… “Ann, you must go to Mombasa – its heaven on Earth girl!”   A couple of years 
after leaving the novitiate I had a contract to teach in a government school in Zambia.  I 
met up with Jen who was on leave from Uganda, and she said that for my first Christmas 
in Africa I must spend it in Uganda with her and the rest of the sisters.  So it was that in 
December 1972 I headed for Uganda.  Idi Amin was at the height of his powers, and 
friends in Zambia were horrified to hear of my plans.  They varied from “They won’t let 
you in…” to “They won’t let you out”!  But Jen hadn’t mentioned danger, and I trusted 
her, so plans went ahead. 

The British Caledonian Airways plane was late leaving Lusaka and I wasn’t cheered 
by the fact that their representative told me that I was the only passenger for Entebbe, and 
that his would be the last plane to land there, my return trip would have to be via Nairobi.  
It was after 11pmwhen I arrived – and no sign of Jen at the airport, only an official who 
stamped my passport for 24 hours and told me to report to immigration the next day.  
Luckily I’d been given the address of a convent in Entebbe so I got into a taxi and gave 
him the address – not mentioning that I had no Ugandan money with which to pay him!  
On arrival at the convent (which was locked up for the night) the driver hooted and lo and 
behold, there was Jen at the window – a most welcome sight.  She opened the gates, paid 
the driver and welcomed me to Uganda! 

A hair raising start to a wonderful holiday.  I spent a couple of weeks in Fort Portal, a 
couple in Mbarara, visit to a Game Park , stood on the Equator, experienced the birth of a 
baby while visiting the hospital and all the while enjoyed the good company of the sisters.  
Mona Maher bought a live turkey for Christmas dinner which she proceeded to kill, clean 
and cook.  Teresa Clements, another close friend, was there too and we all enjoyed a great 
time!  I found the diary I wrote at the time recently and I had written that it was the best 
Christmas ever. 

The shadow of Idi Amin was of course there too.  We had to say goodbye to Sr. 
Maureen Burbach from the USA who had planned to work at Fort Portal but who was  
unable to obtain a work permit. The man himself came to Fort Portal to install the new 
Ugandan Bishop, and the sisters helped prepare the banquet for him. 

Alas Jen, Teresa and Peggy are no longer with us but I’d like to extend a big thank 
you to all those great sisters who helped to make my first African Christmas so         
Memorable. 
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From Solange Vanwilderode 

 
Africa ! 
Une expérience de plus de 15 ans… 
S’il est vrai que c’est un autre monde : quelle     

découverte fabuleuse ! 
Dès l’an 2000, avec sœur Marie-Thérèse, nous 

avons tenté de familiarise les communautés ‘Afrique a 
la « gestion financière », passage ardu mais                     
incontournable pour arriver a un autofinancement     
indispensable. 

Du statut de « sympathisantes » à celui « des 
vœux perpétuelles », il est un point commun :               
générosité, don de soi, attention aux autres, respect des 
différences, professionnalisme, approfondissement    
religieux, etc. 

Le tout saupoudré de cette joie de vivre qui a 
nous, européens et californiens, nous échappe hélas si 
souvent. 

Des projets fabuleux, ambitieux mais menés a bon 
fin malgré les finances a toujours susciter auprès de donateurs qui nous soutiennent       
depuis tant d’années. 

Du Ghana et ses lépreux, au Cameroun pour l’éducation des très jeunes filles pour 
postposer leur mariage, en passant par le Burundi et le soutien des prisonniers, des Batwa, 
des handicapes, et l’Uganda avec ses sidéens, les femmes illettrées, les populations 
pauvres… 

****** 
Africa! 
An experience of more than 15 years ... 
If it is true that it is another world: what a fabulous discovery! 
In the year 2000, together with Sr. Marie-Thérèse, we tried to familiarize the      

communities of Africa with the "financial management", an arduous but necessary task if 
we are to achieve an indispensable financial self-sufficiency. 

From aspirants to those in “perpetual vows", there is one thing in common:           
generosity, self-giving, attention to others, respect for difference, professionalism,         
religious deepening, etc. 

Everything sprinkled with this joie de vivre that alas escapes us, Europeans and     
Californians, so often. 

Fabulous projects, ambitious but carried out well despite the finances has always 
arouse among donors who have supported us for so many years. 

From Ghana and its lepers, to Cameroon for the education of very young girls in     
order to postpone their marriage, through Burundi and the support of prisoners, Batwa 
(pygmies), the handicapped, and Uganda with its AIDS patients, illiterate women, The 
poor ... 

 
 

 



Gathering the Fruits of the years 

14 
 

BURUNDI 

Période mouvementée au BURUNDI mais le Seigneur veille sur les 
FMJ. Noviciat à Kanyinya - Sr. Michelle Collignon 

 En 1979, les premières expulsions ont commencé sous le régime du Président       
Bagaza.                    

Srs Jeanne Devedec et Monique Boils ont dù quitter le Burundi en 48h comme      
plusieurs autres missionnaires. Mais ces « expulsions » font du bruit au point de vue     
international et seront bientôt remplacées par « une autorisation de départ définitif » à   
expiration des visas en cours (généralement de deux ans).  

 Dans ce climat, alors que nous avions commencé en 1984 à Kanyinya le postulat, 
suivi du noviciat, nous voyons que bientôt plus une seule FMJ ne pourra rester au         
Burundi. Et qu’adviendra-t-il de nos deux novices burundaises : Christine Ntibarutaye et 
Renée Butoyi ?  Srs M.Viannney Parmentier, Michelle Collignon et Renée Bauerly  les 
encadraient mais auraient aussi à partir !                                                                                                                                                              

Heureusement, à Ibanda, en Uganda, existait déjà un autre noviciat et nos sœurs               
s’apprêtent à y accueillir nos deux jeunes Burundaises. Une date de départ du Burundi est 
fixé : en novembre 1986. Nos sœurs d’Uganda viendront les chercher à la frontière du 
Burundi près de Kanyinya.    

Mais voilà que la situation se dégrade encore au Burundi et nous craignons qu’elles 
ne puissent partir ! Alors nous avançons la date du départ et essayons de prévenir 
l’Uganda : message écrit, essai de coups de téléphone...en vain semble-t-il. Nos sœurs    
ont-elles reçu de nos nouvelles ??     
         Enfin, le 25 octobre c’est le départ ! Deux voitures bourrées de bagages (car nous            
prévoyons déjà notre départ aussi) M. Vianney, Michelle et Renée avec nos deux novices 
en pleurs ! Elles quittaient pour la première fois leur pays et ne savaient même pas si elles 
y reviendraient.  

 Alors commence une longue attente à la frontière : de 7h du matin à... 6h du soir, et        
personne n’arrive d’Uganda ! Aussi, demi-tour ! Et cette fois nous revenons plutôt en 
riant ! Mais demain il faudra repartir à la frontière. Nos sœurs d’Uganda ont peut-être eu 
un contretemps...(En fait elles n’ont jamais reçu nos messages les prévenant d’un      
changement de date !)    

A la frontière nous attendons de nouveau ... Vers 11h, je risque de demander aux 
douaniers si je peux passer la frontière (sans passeport ni visa vu l’imprévu) et conduire 
Christine et Renée jusqu’à Kigali. Ils sont compréhensifs et acceptent mais à condition 
que je revienne avant la fermeture de la frontière à 18h... Merci Seigneur ! (Nous avions 
beaucoup prié avant ce départ). On réduit les bagages ...Nous voici parties pour Kigali : 
Christine, Renée et moi, et arrivons chez les Jésuites, seul endroit que je connaissais. 
Ceux-ci nous accueillent puis nous orientent vers la Procure des Pères Blancs qui       
pourront plus facilement aider les novices à avoir les visas nécessaires pour continuer leur 
route !   

 J’explique la situation aux Pères et, en effet, ils sont très accueillants. Après leur 
avoir confié Christine et Renée, je repars, en vitesse et en priant, vers la frontière du     
Burundi où j’arrive à 18h ! Ouf ! et merci encore Seigneur et Vierge Marie à qui nous 
avions confié nos jeunes. Alors commence pour nous à Kanyinya une longue attente de 
nouvelles d’Uganda.  Mais rien ! Et après quelques jours, Sr Renée de venir me dire, et 
répéter : « Il n’aurait pas fallu les laisser partir ainsi » Moi qui avais eu tellement          
confiance en la Providence, voilà que je commence à avoir peur !   
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En fait, les novices nous avaient très vite écrit mais nous n’avons jamais rien reçu et 
ce n’est qu’environ deux semaines plus tard que nous en avons eu indirectement par     
Bujumbura !  

Dommage que nous n’avons pas les lettres d’Uganda ! Les Pères Blancs avaient bien 
aidé nos Burundaises et les avaient conduites à la frontière de l’Uganda. Ensuite elles ont 
pris un taxi jusqu’à Kabale. Ceci sans connaître ni l’anglais (à peine quelques mots), ni où 
se trouvait les DMJ à Kabale. D’où, premier arrêt à l’évêché où on leur indique le chemin 
de la communauté, puis enfin chez les DMJ.  Mais là, c’est 
Sr Liz McCarthy qui leur ouvre la porte.  

Et Christine de dire : « I am Christine from Burundi » !                                                                                                   
Stupéfaction ! ‘Excitement’ de Liz qui leur dit « But 

not now ! Dans 15jours ! » et au lieu de les faire entrer elle        
s’encourt vers les sœurs en communauté ! Quel accueil        
chaleureux !! Mais on comprend un peu Liz car les sœurs 
n’avaient pu être averties que l’arrivée chez elles avait été 
avancée de deux semaines. Plus tard et maintenant encore 
Christine raconte cette arrivée en riant et nous en rions aussi 
connaissant le bon cœur de Liz et comment l’Uganda a pu 
ensuite aider nos novices.   

Une nouvelle fois : Merci Seigneur, merci Vierge     
Marie et merci à nos sœurs.   
  

***** 

 A turbulent period in Burundi, but the Lord watched over the DMJ 
Novitiate in Kanyinya - Sr. Michelle Collignon 

 
In 1979, the first expulsions began under the regime of President Bagaza.  Srs Jeanne 

Devedec and Monique Boils had to leave Burundi in 48h as did several other                  
missionaries. However, these "evictions" were making international noise and would soon 
be replaced by "a definitive departure authorization" upon expiry of the current visas 
(usually two years). 

In this climate, we had started the postulancy in Kaninya in 1984, followed by the 
novitiate, now we could see that soon not a single DMJ would be able to stay in Burundi. 
And what would happen to our two Burundian novices: Christine Ntibarutaye and Renée 
Butoyi? Srs M. Viannney Parmentier, Michelle Collignon and Renée Bauerly were      
supervising them but they would also have to leave. 

Fortunately, in Ibanda, Uganda, there was already another novitiate and our sisters 
are preparing to welcome our two young Burundians. A date of departure from Burundi 
was fixed: November 1986. Our sisters from Uganda would pick them up at the Burundi 
border near Kanyinya. 

But the situation was still deteriorating in Burundi and we were afraid that they 
would not be able to leave! So, we brought forward the date of departure and tried to 
warn Uganda: a written message, phone calls ... in vain, it seems. Had our sisters heard 
from us?? 

At last, October 25 it is time to leave! Two cars packed with luggage (for we already 
foresaw our own departure) M. Vianney, Michelle and Renée with our two novices in 
tears! They were leaving their country for the first time and did not even know if they 
would return. 
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Then a long wait at the border: from 7am to 6pm, and no one arrived from Uganda! 
So about turn! And this time we came back laughing! But tomorrow we would have to go 
back to the border. Our sisters from Uganda may have had a setback ... (In fact, they  
never received our messages warning them of a change of date!) 

At the border we waited again ... At about 11am, I asked the customs officers if I 
could cross the border (without passport or visa as it was unexpected) and take Christine 
and Renée as far as Kigali. They were understanding and accepted but provided I returned 
before the border closed at 6pm ... Thank you Lord! (We had prayed a lot before we left). 
We were on our way to Kigali: Christine, Renée and I, and we were going to the Jesuits, 
the only place I knew. They welcomed us and then directed us to the “Procure” of the 
White Fathers who would more easily be able to help the novices get the necessary visas 
to    continue their journey! 

I explained the situation to the Fathers and, indeed, they were very welcoming. After 
entrusting them with Christine and Renee, I went, speeding and praying, towards the   
border of Burundi where I arrived at 18h! Phew! And thank you again, Lord and Virgin 
Mary, to whom we entrusted our young people. 

And then, after a few days, Sr. Renée came to tell me, and to repeat: "We shouldn’t 
have let them go that way." I, who had had so much trust in Providence, now I was       
beginning to be afraid! 

In fact, the novices had written very quickly to us but we never received anything 
and it was only about two weeks later that we heard indirectly through Bujumbura! 

Too bad we did not have Uganda's letters! The White Fathers had indeed helped our          
Burundians and had taken them to the border of Uganda. Then they took a taxi to Kabale. 
This without knowing either English (barely a few words), or where the DMJs were in 
Kabale. From here, they first stopped at the bishop's house where they were directed to 
the community, and then finally they reached the DMJ house. But it was Sr. Liz     
McCarthy who opened the door to them. And Christine said “I am Christine from          
Burundi"! Stupefaction! The excitement of Liz who said: “But not now!  In a fortnight!”  
And instead of bringing them in, she ran to the sisters in     
community! 

What a warm welcome!!  But we understand Liz a bit           
because the sisters had not been warned that the arrival at their 
house had been advanced by two weeks. Later and even now 
Christine tells this story laughing and we also laugh knowing 
the good heart of Liz and how Uganda could then help our    
novices. 

 
Once again: Thank you Lord, thank you Virgin Mary and 

thank you to our sisters 
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CAMEROON  

How the idea of MAYO OULDEME came to life-Sr Bernadette Lecluyse 

In 1972-73, Burundi went through a painful genocide.  The consequences were      
dramatic as it was not in favour of Christianity and foreign missionaries were expelled. 

In 1974, our sisters were only present in Burundi, Uganda and later, Ghana.  Reading 
the signs of massive expulsions, as a Provincial Team, we decided to listen to different 
calls for a new foundation in another African country (French speaking). 

Anne Marie de Brabandere, Bernadette Lecluyse, and André Comblin (a White       
Father) who was open to start a “mixed community” of dmj and the “Fraternite Africaine” 
heard different calls and planned a journey visiting Cameroon—Cote d’Ivoire—Burkina 
Faso. 

In Southern Cameroon we visited the Sangmelima’s forest area where there was a big 
pygmy camp…then the West to the Bamileke society, then the North, through the         
Diocese of Garoua, ending in Maroua-Makolo Diocese. 

We had a specific call from the bishop and 
the “Little Brother of Charles de Foucauld” 
who were in Mayo Ouldeme since 1960.  They 
wished to have a community of Sisters to help 
the women and girls in need of basic education 
living among them and sharing our Christian 
faith.  The “Extreme North” had mostly        
traditional beliefs and a strong Muslim           
community.  There was an amazing                   
relationship of the people with the Little 
Brothers and we benefited greatly from their 
spirit and their approach to “spreading the 
Good News.”  It was clear that we had to start 
“something new” …by the way of               
evangelization…more by being among them 
than structured educational projects. 

We continued our trip from Doula to Abidjan (Ivory Coast), where we stayed with 
Marie José Baranyanka who was teaching at the Pastoral Centre.  She introduced us to 
different projects.  Enriched by these meetings, we took the train (24h) towards Bobo   
Diolasso where Pere Jean Vankrunkelsveld, a White Father, had started different           
agricultural projects in a very dry region of North Burkina Fasso.  All along the way we 
were evaluating, listening, questioning bishops, local      workers, priests, sisters, and lay 
persons who were involved in different fields. 

Back to Burundi, we shared our rich time with all the sisters who had gathered for a          
provincial meeting…asking where they felt the best place for us to go…if we’ll have the 
sisters available to respond.  The two which were kept were Sangmelima in the South and                 
Mayo-Ouldeme in the Extreme North of Cameroon.  We opted for Mayo-Ouldeme. 

Finally, in 1980, our two first sisters: Monique Boils (back from Burundi and Louis 
Marie Hanrahan (from California province) accepted to be sent to Mayo-
Ouldeme…indeed a very special place according to all the sisters who have been there—
who have visited—and the novices who have spent part of their apostolic year (from the 
Yaounde novitiate). 

Michelle Collignon, Provincial of Burundi, visited Mayo-Ouldeme in June, 1980, be-
fore the arrival of Monique and Louis Marie in November. 
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My experience and my relationship with the Daughters of Mary and    
Joseph in Cameroon - Fr Frans Byl 

Mémé Parish.  
When I arrived in North Cameroon in 1987, I was welcomed at Salak airport by      

Father Philippe Steven, George Truchot and Sr. Agnes Philips. I stayed in Mayo Ouldémé 
for (40 days) some time in the community where Monique Boils, Louis Marie Hanrahan 
and the Burundian Renée Butoyi lived.  Our relations were very warm and friendly. The 
sisters helped me find my way to Mémé. When I started in the parish at Mémé, the 
Daughters of Mary and Joseph already had their house.  They were already present there 
while the construction of the Presbytery was in progress. Prior to the community house 
being built Sister Agnès Philips used to come from Mayo Ouldémé to Mémé by motor 
cycle - a journey of more or less 20 km. Then for some time she lived with a local family 
while learning the Mada language. 

It was in December 1988 that I moved to Mémé with my cook Emmanuel Chiba. In 
the community of sisters there were Sr. Agnes Philips and Sr. Renée and afterwards Sr. 
Jennifer Condron joined them. 

Masses, morning prayers and vespers were in the chapel of the sisters. With Sr. 
Agnès we visited the villages and she helped in the formation of Catechists. Sr. Renée 
worked with the youth and Sr. Jennifer worked with the women. Sr Beatrice came from 
Mayo Ouldémé to help us. Our team worked in collaboration with Mayo Ouldémé's Little 
Brothers and the Sisters (DMJ). At that time there was Sr. Erna Huber who knew the 
Ouldémé language. 

In the early 1990s, several sisters came to Mémé to replace Sr. Renée, who had gone 
for studies in Bukavu (DRC) and later in Europe. Sr. Rosemary Kamahoro was there for a 
few years, and Sr. Marie Claire Nakayiza. After the death of Sr. Jennifer, other sisters 
came: Sr. Lucy Lolem, Sr. Hedwig, Sr. Caritas and Sr. Alice. 

During my eleven years in Mémé as parish priest I experienced a good collaboration 
with the Daughters of Mary and Joseph.  Every Sunday afternoon, I was invited to the 
sisters for lunch and every Sunday the sisters were invited for supper at my place. We ate 
together, visited the other religious communities and the Waza Park. Our apostolate 
worked well and succeeded thanks to the good collaboration we had as apostolic team. 

When I moved to the procure, the contacts with the sisters became less frequent, but I 
hold a good memory of the work we did in a spirit of understanding and collaboration. I 
did not know the younger sisters who came to Mémé later - Arlette, Henriette, Martina 
and Grace- as well as I had known the others.  

During my holidays in Belgium I went to see Monique Boils and Renée Butoyi.   
During my stay in Yaoundé I would also go to greet Sr Anna Mary and Sr. Beatrice in 
their community near the Basilica of Mvolyé and the young people in the novitiate near 
the St Paul printing house. 

In 2008, I went to visit Sr. Agnès Philips in Ngozi.  Sr. Patricie, who is now in Mémé      
community was there at the time.  I also met Renée Butoyi and her husband André in      
Kiremba. Sr Lucy Lolem accompanied me to   Bujumbura. 

I kept in touch with Sr. Louis Marie and Sr. Bernadette Lecluyse, Sr. Monique Boils 
and Sr. Agnès Philips by correspondence and emails. 

I visited all the communities of the Daughters of Mary and Joseph in June 2001 with 
the Provincial Sr. Anna Mary on my way back to Maroua; During that time I met Sr. 
Agnès Charles, Sr. Marie José and others. In short, I have great respect for the           
commitment and work of all the sisters, especially Sr. Agnès Philips, who has given     
herself body and soul to Mémé Parish. Certainly, there were also moments of pain like 
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the death of Sr. Jennifer Condron buried in Yaoundé and the refusal of Perpetual vows of 
Renée Butoyi but the joy and the friendship between us    
remained.  

My joy was great on October 13 on the occasion of the 
Perpetual Vows of my “daughter” Anne Marie Adama.  

My appreciation for the Congregation remains intact, 
nourished by my contacts with the Sisters of St Joseph of 
Bruges that I knew in Congo and with the Congolese        
Josephite Fathers working in our Diocese. 

I pray that the Congregation may grow in Cameroon 
and all over the world. 

 
Written in Maroua le 4/12/2018. 

 

Sr. Louis Marie Hanrahan’s recollections of North Cameroon. 

Evangelization in the North Cameroon 

In 1947 the evangelization of North Cameroon and part of Tchad was confided to the    
Oblate Fathers, OMI, who were soon joined by many other congregations. 

The essential task of the missionaries was getting to know the people: their            
languages, customs, values, rhythms of life, methods of agriculture and gradually coming 
to understand the people’s relationship with God.  In a sense, it was a kind of a love story 
with, of course, challenges on both sides, but it was an “accompanying,” a “walking 
with”—what Pope Francis is asking of the Church today. 

From the people’s point of view, what might first have allowed the possibility of a               
relationship? 

Maybe the social aspect, like healing through the dispensary, attempts at literacy,   
interest in agriculture, help in questions of injustices, and gradually, an introduction to 
Jesus Christ, Son of God. 

Years down the line, books have been written recounting the journeys of different 
ethnic groups preserving, for present and future generations, the richness of their heritage. 

 
The Fraternity 

Back in 1951, two founders, Rene Voillaume and Little Sister Magdalene were in the 
lorry that crossed the Sahara with the first Little Brothers and Sisters, a congregation in-
spired by the life of Charles de Foucauld.  The history of the relationship between these 
missionaries and two small ethnic groups – Ouldemes and Madas – is well documented at 

the Fraternity of the Little Brothers of the  
Gospel in Belgium, especially recently by Jean 
Bian, pfe. 

 
Monique Boils and Louis Marie Hanrahan 

The two DMJs became part of this              
Apostolic Team – about four Brothers and  
Earna, pse. 

We prayed together morning and  evening, 
had the main meal together with the dispensary 
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team, and usually met every week or two to keep abreast with what was going on.  Our 
“sare,” a concession of about six dwellings was located right in the front of the village 
well. 

We were never short of company! 
 
Language 

Monique got inducted into the Mada language very early on.  Since 1960, André had 
worked in this domain – “virgin territory.”  First, young lads like Daniel Papa and 
Slelemke had to be initiated into the French language.  Through time (20+ years) and 
enormous patience, the New Testament, the readings needed for an RCIA program, books 
for a basic education (Reading, Maths, History, Geography) and a French-Mada            
dictionary were translated and printed for the people. 

Philippe did the equivalent for the Ouldemes.  Along with this body of work, the   
legends, myths, traditions, and beliefs of the people were written down, waiting for a    
local anthropologist to continue delving into their past, guarding the treasures of their   
heritage. 

 
“Mumbalanga” 

Monique continued translating for the weekly liturgy and we both, bit by bit, helped 
out in formation programs in any way we could. 

One small decision we made early was that Sunday afternoon we would walk here 
and there with no particular destination in mind—Mumbalanga.  It was our key to get to 
know the people and we had some memorable adventures to boot! 

 
Diocese of Maroua-Mokolo in the 80’s 

The Diocese of Maroua-Mokolo had its first bishop in 1973.  Msgr. de Bernon, OMI, 
was a very affable man.  He knew the names of the “Responsable” in each parish, would 
bring carrots from the market, and he knew the sufferings of the people.  A revered local 
priest from the South, Baba Simon, had only recently died.  Francis Vidil, pfe, with the 
support of the Mafa Christian community, and some friends launched the Jesus Mafa   
catechetical project, a series of 60 Biblical illustrations widely used throughout Africa 
and beyond.  Jean Marc Ela, a theologian from the South, was in residence in Tokombere.  
Rene Jaouen, OMI, an anthropologist, gave sessions on inculturation.  A member of the 
SFB Congregation was a lawyer able to deal with questions of injustice. 

The Priests, Sisters, Lay Volunteers were a great mixture of different nationalities –          
African, Canadian, Columbian, European, and Asian.  This young Post-Vatican II         
Diocese already had two synods! 

 
The Early Christians 

The early Christians had a real sense of being Church.  
I remember Matthias Shagwa, with great self-assurance, dictating a letter to Monique 

for the catechumens of the village. 
And when Lwanga, one of the “Responsables,” noticed that a village in the mountain 

had very poor leadership, he, with his family, went up there to be their support for a few 
months.  I treasure, too, the memory of a Sunday liturgy ‘way up in the mountains, being 
conducted by a bare-foot Sliman, whose message was that Jesus, the Son of God, became 
small for love of us.  “Eckching-va” (made Himself small) this he repeated.  It was a   
message he believed strongly. 
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Another event that marked the faith-life of the people was the          
appointment of Philippe Stevens as the bishop to replace Msgr. de       
Bernon.  Philippe had lived among them for 30 years—planting, 
digging wells, translating the Ouldeme language.  He would be 
their bishop. 

A short time before the ordination, there was a moment of   
panic when word came that the Pope had invited the newly          
appointed bishops to Rome to be ordained.  Happily, that did not 
happen!  Instead, it was the excitement of who would actually be 
present in Maroua.  There were lorry loads from every parish. 

In addition, two days later in Mayo-Ouldeme, there was a gala celebration for the 
people and for Philippe’s family (six sisters, I think, plus husbands, etc.). A great, great 
day! 

Then, at nightfall, one of the Brothers, Jean Bian, vomited blood and barely pulled 
through the night.  When he was strong enough, he was expatriated to Belgium; he        
returned to continue for another 10 years. 

The above is a little window into the beginning of our history in the region of       
Cameroon.  Each person who lived there has her segment of the story… 

To be continued! 
 

A DATELINE OF SORTS FOR THE BEGINNING OF THE CAMEROON REGION 

1980 November 4th 
Two DMJs:  Monique Boils of the Burundi province and Loiuis Marie Hanrahan of 

the California province arrived in the Diocese of Maroua-Mokolo to join the Little   
Brothers of the Gospel in Mayo-Ouldeme.  
1980 – 1987 

They remained two but had many DMJ visitors (e.g. Teresa McShane, Mary Enda 
Creegan, Margaret Haller) 
1984 

Pope John Paul II visited Cameroon 
1985 

Meeting with Bernadette and DMJs in Ghana re: our new Constitutions. 
1987 

*Agnes Philips and Renee Butoye arrived in Cameroon for the new        
foundation of Meme. 
*First migration of the local people to Toubouro (distance of 600 km) in search of 
better rainy season. 

1988 
Visit from Bernadette Lecluyse (S.G.) 

1989 
General Chapter in Melle. 
Joan Roddy new S.G. 
Counselors: Linda Webb, Marie Jose Baranyanka, Teresa Clements 

1990 
*February 11 – Nelson Mandela released from prison. 
*NEW AFRICA PROVINCE IS FORMED: Uganda, Burundi, Ghana and  
North Cameroon; 
Agnes Charles is the Provincial.  
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1991 
  Bernadette Lecluyse arrived in Mayo-Ouldeme in preparation for entry as a hermit. 
*November: Provincial meeting in Ahotokurom  
*November-December: “Hermitage de Nations” was constructed. 

1992 
*Jan.6: Bernadette officially installed in the hermitage by Msgr. de Bernon. 
  Arrival of Jen Condron 
*August-December: Louis Marie sabbatical in Israel 
*December: Muyange Assembly in Burundi 

1993 
*Monique Boils delegate to the Chapter in Uganda 
*Coup in Burundi – Renee’s sister, Silvia, and son and other family members were 
assassinated. 
*Agnès Charles (Provincial) visits North Cameroon 

1994 
*March: Beatrice Ndayubaha professed in Burundi and arrived in Mayo-Ouldeme in 
May. 
*April: Rwanda genocide 
*May: Provincial meeting in Meme 
 Joan (S.G.), Agnes Charles (Provincial) and the four Regionals: 
Margaret O’Rourke, Janine Mairiaux, Noreen Murray, and  
Monique Boils 
*December: Msgr. de Bernon died. 
 Philippe Stevens named Bishop 

1995 
 Philippe Stevens ordained Bishop of Maroua-Mokolo. 
*September: Swords, Ireland – 60+ group Louis Marie 
 Agnes Philips to Canada 
*December: Regional mtg. with Agnes Charles, Renee, Jen, Monique, 
 Bernadette and Louis Marie 
*Engelbert Mveng, SJ, a well-known Cameroonian artist and  
 historian was murdered 

1996 
  Burundi: very troubled; Sister’s choice to go or to stay 
*February: Monique began Part 1 of Sabbatical in the hermitage. 
  Bernadette to Belgium 
*April: Provincial Assembly – Mushanga Uganda: Monique, Bea, Jen 
 from Cameroon; Marie José Baranyanka named Provincial 
 (’96-02) 
*August: Renee Butoye leaves Meme Dispensary for formation in  
 Switzerland (9/96 - 6/98) 
  Bernadette returns 
*October, 1996 to August, 1997: year of preparation for the General Chapter 

1997 
*January: Agnes Philips returns from Canada 
*February: Rosemary Kamahoro started in Meme Dispensary 
  Linda Webb visited the North 
*May: First Discernment regarding Mayo-Ouldeme/Meme 
Marie Jose, Agnès Charles, Monique, Agnès Philips, Bea, Jen, 
Rosemary and Louis Marie 
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New appointments: Agnès Philips to Uganda as Novice Mistress, 
 Monique Boils to Yaounde as Provincial, Jen Condron Regional 
 of Cameroon 
 Jen-home leave, operation in July, returned by Christmas 
 Bea-home leave, postponed her studies for a year because of     
                changes 
 Agnès Philips delegate to General Chapter; left Meme definitively 
 July 27th. 
*August: General Chapter in California-Agnes Charles S.G. 
Counselors: Deirdre Slade, Margaret Eason, Mary Enda Creegan 
 Monique left Mayo-Ouldeme definitively. 
*October: Kate Creedon (1 month-Father’s stroke) 
*November: Yaouda first Ouldem ordained 
Njele (founder of M-O 51) came from Israel 

1998 
*January: Harmattan time-lovely cold weather, wind from Sahara, 
 dust everywhere 
 Second Discernment re: M-O/Meme-opted for Meme 
 Shared the decision with the Brothers. 
 DMJs in Mayo-Ouldeme from 1980 to1998. 
*February-March: Regular apostolic activities continue. 
 Marie José in Yaoundé negotiating for a provincial house. 
 Monique joined her. Rented Mvolye. 
*April: Jen Condron hospitalized Palm Sunday the 5th. 
 Decision to evacuate her the 13th. Journey to Yaoundé the 15th. 
 Died at 4 PM on the 16th. Mass and burial the 19th. 
*May: Bea to Yaoundé (Surgery) 
 Rosemary left the North temporarily. 
 Louis Marie to Ireland, England, Wales (Jen’s family) 
 Bernadette –sick leave – Mayo-Ouldeme and Meme vacant 
*September: Provincial assembly and chapter in Kampala, Uganda 
         Bea studying in Yaoundé 
*December: International meeting for the young professed in 
 Belgium and Rome 
Monique and Liz McCarthy participated. Rosemary represented the North.  
1999 
*January: return from International meeting of young professed 
 17th Meme – Rosemary, Lucy Lolem, Louis Marie start again. 
 Andrew Leanders, Frans’ Temporary Replacement, a great 
  pastoral man 
 Sessions – Women, young girls, young men, Cop’monde, etc.  
*February: Salome Kafungwire died in Uganda 
*May: Council meeting in Bujumbura 
*November: visit from Marie Jose (Provincial) 
*December: Big celebration in Mokolo for the Jubilee year 
2000 
*March: after 9 years, Bernadette leaves Cameroon 
*April: Death of Lucy Lolem’s mother; Lucy, in Karomoja (4/10) 
*May: Visit from Marie Jose 
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Money for “Jen’s Well” and 8 sewing machines—gifts from the Condron family and 
their parish in Wales (Sts. Gabriel and Raphael) 
*August: 3 Indian sisters, Daughters of the Cross, from Bombay/Kerala  
replaced the DMJs in Mayo-Ouldeme 
 Dedication of new church in Meme. Rosemary very 
  involved in the Liturgy. 
*December: Meeting regarding having the African Novitiate in  
Yaoundé 
In attendance: 
  Present were: Agnès Charles and Margaret Eason,  
  Noreen Murray, Maureen O’Connor, Marie Jose  
  Baranyanka, Pat Pearson, Christine Ntibarutaye, 
  Anna Mary Mukamwezi, Louis Marie Hanrahan, plus the Facilitator 

2001 
*February: Rosemary Kamahoro leaves Meme (worked in Dispensary from 2/1997 

to 12/2000) 
 Visit from Mary Enda Creegan (G.T.)  
*March 24th: arrival of Marie Claire Nakayiza 
*April: Lucy and Louis Marie attended a mtg. with Logom (Muslim 
 Chief) regarding a 2 room school in Mehe (financed by the E.U. Mandara Pro-

ject). 
 Hedwig Birakwate finally professed in Uganda 
*June: Anani – our new pastor 
 Bujumbura re-opened. 
*June to September: Ushaw plenary 
 General Chapter in Kilkenny 
*August: Bea finally professed in Burundi 
*September: Theresa Bateta named Novice mistress 

2002 
*March: Provincial Council Meeting in Ghana. Theresa Bateta and Louis Marie trav-

elled together. 
*April: Silver Jubilee of Anna Mary Mukamwezi and Donatilla Nyirarwanga 
*May: Lucy Lolem left Meme for studies in Yaounde 
*June: Region began voting process for the new Provincial 
*July: Marie Claire’s operation in Yaounde 
 30th – Yves Lescanne, pfe, murdered by Zacharie in Maroua a la Belle Etoile 
Dona Nyirarwanga’s famous expedition from Uganda to Ghana,then back to Abijan 
(Ivory Coast), to Douala, then to Yaounde.  (The novices got their entry visas 
through Abijan.)  
*November: Arrival of Caritas Ntibarutaye in Meme 
*December: Arrival of Hedwig Birakwate in Meme 
10 Josephites for supper; Caritas and Hedwig, newly arrived, prepared a great meal.  
Our Josephite brothers (with whom we had a very good relationship) were              
responsible for two missions in the Diocese: Douvangar and Durham.   
They were having their E.G.C. meeting at this time. 
Msgr. Wouking, Bishop of Yaounde, died.He had already given permission for the            
novitiate. 
Etoudi-temporary Novitiate 
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2003 
*February: Rene Jaouen, OMI, died.  He was an anthropologist and linguist.  Did his          
research with the Giziga of Moutourwa. 
*March: Visit from Anna Mary Mukamwezi (our new Provincial) 
*May: Provincial Council in Yaoundé 
*July: Final profession in Uganda of Pascazia Kinkuhaire, Lucy Lolem, and Marie 
Claire Nakayiza. 
*August: Visited our Pastor Anani in Yaoundé (liver problem) 
*November: Novitiate moved from Etoudi to Mvolye 
*December: Anani, 33 years old, died on the 9th, funeral the 13th. 
 Hedwig and Caritas helped Yaouda greatly. 

2004 
*January: Abalangaz-new pastor 
*March: Provincial Council and Retreat in Uganda 
*September: Nellie’s profession in Yaoundé.  Agnes Charles present for the            
occasion. 
*October: Alice Impundu, first novice from Mvolye to come to the North for her     
apostolic year (ended July ’05) 
Hedwig returns from Uganda after her brother’s death. 
Dona did a second grand tour to enable the postulants to have visas via Abijan. 

 
2005 

*January 1: Priscilla Birungi, Clarisse Nirere, Sarah Tumuhimbise, Evelyn  
 Kahumuuro, Scovia Kabatangare, and Claudia were received as postulants. 
 30: Collection in the Parishes for the tsunami victims in Japan 
*February: The small village of Terafiyka made 600 bricks for the new school. 
 15th-24th: Anna Mary (Prov.) visited the North 
*March 1-3: Symposium on our Founder in England 
 16th: Robbers came to steal our new Toyota pick-up truck. 
 A shocking evening. Caritas, at gun-point handled the situation very well.  
Hedwig followed up on the details.  All ended well, T.G. 
*April 2: death of John Paul II. 
 19th: Pope Benedict XVI elected 
*May: Provincial Council in Burundi (Agnes Charles present for some days) 
 4th: News of the death of Anna Mary’s father 
 11th: In Mbarara, the Final Profession of Rosemary Kamahoro 
and the celebration of Theresa Bateta’s Silver Jubilee 
*August 1: John Garang (President of Southern Sudan) was killed in a plane crash 
 7th-20th: General Chapter in England 
   Linda Webb S.G. 
   Counsellors: Donatilla Nyirarwanga, Kate Creedon,  
   Josephine Beebwa, Laetitia Geeraerts, Sheila Moloney 
 16th: Jews in Gaza were told to leave 
 17th: Br. Roger of Taizé murdered 
 28th: Cyclone Katerina in Louisiana, USA—Disaster of the Century! 
*September 14th-18th: Anniversary of “Ecclesia in Africa” 
*October 1: First Profession in Yaoundé: Rosette Kyogabirwe, 
Lucy Sagal, Fauster Komuhangi, Eleanor Niyonizeye, Alice Impundu 
 5th: Five young professed and Lucy Lolem leave for Uganda and Burundi 
 16th: Social evening with the Josephites in Douvangar. 
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Robert Hamilton (S.G.) was on visit. 
22nd-27th: Caritas attending a course in Garoua (“How to face up to today’s  

 technology in Religious Life”) 
*November 4: DMJs 25 years in Cameroon 
 13th: Beatification of Charles de Foucauld – Founder of the Little Brothers 

2006 
*January 6:  Adama Anne Marie received as a Postulant. She was our only   

 Cameroonian. 
 17th-24th: Provincial Council Meeting in Bujumbura 
*February 14th: Involved in the construction of wells in the villages  
   of Bigwari and “Madagascar” 
*March 25: Caritas left Meme to prepare for her studies at Tangaza U. in Nairobi 
*April 5-26: Kate (G.T.) visited Cameroon 
*June: Rosemary and Pascazia fundraising in U.S. 
 24th: Celebrations 
   Burundi – 75 years 
   Janine Mairiaux – 50 years 
*July 28: Hedwig prepared Louis Marie’s departure 
   -a Mass of Thanksgiving 
   -a celebration with the people and later with members 
    of our Zone 
*August-September 8/25 to 9/10: Provincial Chapter – Uganda 
The story continued. 
 Hedwig Birakwate 
 Martina Lobur 
 Grace Asimwire 
 Beatrice Ndayubaha 
 

 

Memories of Cameroon - Sr. Monique Boils 

Two Daughters of Mary and Joseph arrived in Mayo-Ouldémé in 1980.  A request 
had come for religious to work in this part of Cameroon and the context itself            
(semi-desert) found deep resonances in the heart of the two sisters.   

(Srs. Monique Boils and Louis 
Marie Hanrahan) 

On their arrival they started by 
taking the time ... to learn ... to go to 
school ... to listen, to watch, to share in 
the daily life with the neighbours, to 
visit many, to participate in many    
traditional events... In a word, to live 
as simply as possible "with" the Madas 
(the local people) ...  accompanied by 
their great "Little Brothers of the   
Gospel" whose experience was        

inspired by the spirit of Charles de Foucauld.  This illumined their lives and accorded 
well with the charism of compassion that dwelt in the hearts of the Daughters of Mary 
and Joseph. 
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And little by little, animated by their convictions of deep joy, by their spirit of     
compassion they became better known as everyone’s big sisters.   They learned to render 
a thousand services, particularly in the area of Christian formation, by very simple means.  
They were always concerned with the continuity and with developing grassroots           
animators that the Madas and the Ouldémé (another local tribe) would become.  These 
grew in the Christian community through various training courses which sought to        
improve their living conditions on the ground and thanks to an increase in the various 
levels of schooling. 

This happened through numerous training activities, basic formation that was           
attentive to all facets of life, religious, medical, economic, academic etc. 

Later, the reception of an African sister from East Africa in the DMJ community of 
Mayo-Ouldémé caused a community renewal as well as a readjustment of our mission 
perspectives with particular attention to young people in dialogue with a younger sister. 

 

Tales from Cameroon - Sr. Louis Marie Hanrahan 

One Woman’s Story 

Wawe is 28.  She has 4 children aged 13, 9, 7 and 2 months old.  Her husband is dead 
6 years now.  She and her children live with her mother who is completely blind for the 
past 2 years. 

The mother was married and had 2 children.  Then the husband died and his brother 
took her as his wife.  She had 2 children with this second husband – a girl Wawe and a 
son John Doe.  This man had another woman elsewhere with whom he had 2 children.  

When Wawe was 14, having completed her primary education, the father gave her in 
marriage to a Tchadian.  (The father needed the money!).  She said the husband was an 
ambassador and they lived well.  They had 3 girls.  Then her husband got sick, vomited 
blood (poisoned?) and died.  His brother wantd to take her against her will so she “fled” 
home with her children. 

By this time the father was dead.  Her only brother John Doe, a bright student, was 
still in secondary school.  The mother at this time was very hard on Wawe, taunting her 
about not being educated, etc.  Her brother John Doe always counseled her to have        
patience.  John Doe entered the major seminary.  Sometime later the mother became blind 
and was unable to do anything for herself, so all fell on Wawe which was difficult.  But 
more difficult still were the men who came visiting.  When her brother came by, he would 
chase them away. 

About a year ago she became involved with one who promised to marry her.  She has 
to be careful because of AIDS.  But she is 28.  She got AIDS.    

 
Djifango – Lost Sheep  
How Sometimes the Gospel played out in Real Life 

Dj, a mentally challenged young man, the beloved only son of an aging father, went 
missing.  The father and his friend “combed” a large area searching for him, calling his 
name – all day, all night.  Returning home but still searching, the father, passing by a   
dried-up well heard a faint response.  Since it was close to the Fraternite/Dispensaire, 
Roger and Kourbie were on hand for the rescue.  Roger’s skill digging wells enabled him 
to get Djifango’s cousin down the well on a board and in no time the 2 were back up with 
Djifango none the worse for having spent 24 hours in a dark hole.  The Gospel that     



Gathering the Fruits of the years 

28 
 

evening was the Lost Sheep – the immense love of the Father searching for the beloved 
son. 

 
Sacrament of Reconciliation 

 
When the group from Bjemole (in the mts.) came for the Sacrament of                  

Reconciliation, the women told Roger they had done all the preliminary work for cleaning 
the village well but that the men wouldn’t do their part.  Roger said, “Let’s see what we 
can do” so he sent for ropes and buckets and started in on the job.  The men got the point, 
joined in the work and had the Sacrament of Reconciliation at a later date. 

 
Excerpt from December 2000  letter (Louis Marie, Lucy,Rosemary) 

 
In early March we said goodbye to Bernadette ending 9 years of presence among us.  It is 
part of our history – a time we received much grace through her prayers, her constant 
support.  Her hermitage looked out on several mountains, the home of many small ethnic 
groups:  Mouyangs, Ouldemes, Mbremes, Maktales, Podokwos, Madas, Zulgos.  So all 
these people through        Bernadette, become our DMJ family associates in a very real 
way. So now as she moves on, it is to add to the family and we will get to know the    
newcomers in time.  Lucy and I went to Mandalza in June for a day’s retreat.  Owkfet, a 
faithful guardian and friend was there to start us off!  Hopefully, we will return there. 

 

 

Ma Mission an Cameroun - Sr. Beatrice Ndayubaha 

 
Je suis sortie du noviciat d’Ouganda en sachant que ma première mission était au 

Nord du Cameroun, dans le Diocèse de Maroua-Mokolo. J’ai pris le départ de Bujumbura 
le 12/05/1994 avec Camair Airlines, avec Agnès Charles, qui était provinciale d’Afrique, 
et Janine Mairiaux, régionale du Burundi. 

Le vol via Kinshasa avait pour destination Douala dans le Sud du Cameroun. Nous 
avons passé la nuit dans un hôtel dont j’ai oublié le nom. Le lendemain, 13 avril, nous 
avons repris Camair pour le vol intérieur Douala-Maroua. Nous avons atterri à Maroua 
dans l’après-midi, sous un soleil qui donnait le vertige. La luminosité était si forte que 
j’avais du mal à ouvrir les yeux. 

Nos sœurs étaient là pour nous accueillir. Nous avons pris la route de Mayo-Ouldémé 
dans notre petite Toyota Corolla. Une question me revenait : l’herbe pouvait-elle vrai-

ment pousser sur cette terre tellement ro-
cailleuse et sèche ? Je crois que j’ai fini 
par poser la question à Monique Boils qui 
conduisait, en lui demandant aussi s’il y 
avait des gens qui habitaient l’endroit. 
Quelqu’un dans la voiture a demandé 
qu’on s’arrête si on voyait une herbe. 
Jusqu’à la maison, pas une seule. J’en suis 
restée muette.  

 Monique s’est mise à m’expliquer 
qu’elle y habite   pourtant, ainsi que les 
autres sœurs, Louis-Marie, Agnès Philips, 
Jennifer, et que  Bernadette a son ermitage 
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tout près de notre communauté. Elle a ajouté : « Si tu regardes bien, tu vas voir les gens et 
leurs petits sarés. » Le saré ne me disait rien, c’était la première fois que j’entendais ce 
mot. (J’ai appris par la suite que c’est l’enclos familial.) 

C’était vrai, j’ai vu des enfants tout nus mais en bonne santé. Les femmes étaient 
torse nu pour travailler ; cela m’a un peu choquée. 

Nous sommes arrivées à Mayo-Ouldémé le jeudi soir. La messe se disait dans 
l’église située entre notre communauté et celle des petits Frères de l’Evangile. Le curé de 
la paroisse était l’un d’eux (il est devenu par après Evêque de Maroua-Mokolo). Il avait 
annoncé à l’église qu’une nouvelle sœur africaine allait venir travailler dans la paroisse. 
Après la messe, les      chrétiens et lui sont venus dire bonjour. Quelques minutes plus 
tard, un homme est arrivé en courant pour demander le nom de la sœur qui venait 
d’arriver. Il a expliqué à Monique qu’il venait d’avoir une petite fille ; sa femme avait 
accouché au dispensaire, et il voulait donner à l’enfant le nom de la nouvelle sœur. Ainsi 
j’ai donné mon nom avant même de passer une journée à Mayo-Ouldémé ! 

Quand j’ai regardé autour de nous, bien que j’aie vu des gens et de petites maisons 
partout, je me suis dit que les sœurs me faisaient une blague. Je ne pouvais pas croire 
qu’elles habitaient au désert, et que je me préparais à mourir de faim. Je n’ai pas défait 
ma valise. Je prenais une chose à la fois dedans et laissais le reste bien en ordre au cas où 
on me disait de repartir. 

 Mais je suis restée pendant quatre ans et demi. Je ne suis pas morte de faim, au    
contraire j’ai pris du poids. 

J’ai reçu comme apostolat de travailler avec les femmes et les jeunes filles de la      
paroisse. Je n’avais aucune idée de ce que j’allais faire. Je suis encore toujours dans 
l’admiration de la collaboration qui existe dans l’équipe apostolique du Diocèse de       
Maroua-Mokolo. Car dès que j’ai rencontré des sœurs qui faisaient le même apostolat que 
moi, elles m’ont prise en charge pour me montrer comment faire.  A mon tour, j’ai    
commencé à travailler avec un petit groupe de femmes, qui a grandi petit à petit, et qui 
m’a ensuite aidée à commencer un groupe dans chaque succursale de la paroisse. S’il y a 
un travail qui m’a donné de la joie, c’était bien cet 
apostolat auprès des femmes et des filles non            
scolarisées : la joie partagée avec une jeune fille qui 
réussit à écrire son nom et peut lire un mot sans que 
j’aie besoin de la corriger ; avec une jeune femme qui a 
fini de tricoter des ensembles pour habiller son bébé ou 
pour les vendre à celles qui ont des problèmes à les 
confectionner elles-mêmes… 

Les femmes les plus simples m’ont appris       
beaucoup. J’ai appris à être heureuse avec peu, et je 
suis très reconnaissante pour les sœurs qui ont vu que 
j’étais capable d’être l’une des femmes de             
Mayo-Ouldeme.  

 
***** 

My Mission in Cameroon-Sr. Beatrice Ndayubaha. 

 
I left the Novitiate in Uganda knowing that my first mission would be to North   

Cameroon and to the Diocese of Maroua-Mokolo.  I departed from Bujumbura on 
12/04/1994 on Camair together with Agnès Charles who was Provincial for Africa at the 
time and with Janine Mairiaux, Regional for Burundi. 
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The flight via Kinshasa was destined for Doula in South Cameroon.  We spent a 
night in hotel whose name I don’t recall.  Next day we again boarded a Camair flight for 
the interior- Doula-Maroua.  We landed in Maroua in the afternoon under a dizzying sun.  
The glare of the sun was so intense that I could hardly open my eyes.   

Our sisters were there to welcome us.  We headed in the direction of Mayo-Ouldeme 
in our little Toyota Corolla.  A question 
resounded in my mind:  How could the 
grass push its way up through the dry and 
rocky soil?  I think that I finally verbalised 
the question to Monique Boils who was 
driving, also asking her if there were any 
people who actually lived in this            
environment.  Someone in the car asked if 
we could stop just to see if we could notice 
any bit of grass at all.  All the way to the 
house we didn’t see a blade of grass.  It 
silenced me! 

Monique explained that she lived there with Louis Marie, Agnes Philips and Jennifer 
and that Bernadette was in her hermitage close by.  Monique added: “If you look closely 
you will see people and their little ‘serés’.” The word meant nothing to me- it was the first 
time that I had heard it.  I later discovered that it referred to a family enclosure/kraal.   

In truth I saw infants totally naked but healthy.  The women worked unclothed from 
the waist up.  That shocked me a little. 

We arrived in Mayo Ouldeme on a Thursday afternoon.  Mass was celebrated in the 
Church which was situated between our community house and that of the Little Brothers 
of the Gospel.  The Parish Priest was one of that community.  (He later became the    
Bishop of Maroua-Mokolo.)  He had announced to the Congregation that a new African 
sister was coming to work in the Parish.  After Mass the Priest and people/Christians 
came to greet us.  A few minutes later a man came running to ask the name of the new 
African sister.  He explained to Monique that a baby girl had just been born to his wife 
and himself.  She had given birth in the dispensary.  He wanted to give the new baby the 
name of the newly arrived sister.  Thus I bestowed my name on a baby before I had even 
spent one day in the area!   

When I looked around, even though I had seen people and little houses, I said to    
myself:  these sisters have played a joke on me.  I could not believe that they lived in the 
desert and figured I’d better prepare myself to die of hunger.  I didn’t unpack my bag.  I 
took out one item at a time leaving the rest inside the case lest I be told to go!  However, I 
stayed for four and a half years.  I didn’t die of hunger; on the contrary I put on weight! 

I was given the apostolate of working with the 
women and young girls of the Parish.  I had no idea 
what I would do.  To this day I marvel at the           
co-operation of the apostolic team of the Diocese of 
Maroua-Mokolo.  From the moment that I met the 
sisters who were engaged in the same ministry as 
myself, they took me under their wing and showed 
me how to approach the work.  For myself I began to 
work with a little group of women which gradually 
increased, little by little.  They later helped me to   
establish groups in every corner of the Parish.  If 
there is any ministry that has been a source of joy to 
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me, it was indeed this one among the women and the girls who had not received            
education.  I remember the joy shared with a young girl who succeeded in writing her 
own name and who could read a word without help or correction from me.  I recall the 
joy of seeing a young woman who finished sewing a garment to clothe her baby. Or to 
sell it to those who were not able to sew one for their babies.  

The simplest of the women were those who taught me most.  I learnt how to be    
happy with little.  I am very grateful to the sisters who saw in me the capacity to be one of 
the women of Mayo Ouldeme. 

 

 MY EXPERIENCE IN MEME- Sr. Hedwig Birakwate 

After the Africa Province Chapter of August 2002, the pioneer novices of Cameroon, 
Caritas and Dona and I took to the road for Ghana for a month then through Abidjan  
(Ivory Coast) we landed in Yaoundé and went to the Provincial house in Mvolye. I spent 
a month in Yaoundé polishing my very little French. 

I went to Meme in December 2002 where I joined Louis Marie and Caritas. In a short 
while I was immersed in the activities in the parish. I was put in charge of the couples and 
the women’s groups. This ministry involved much accompaniment; as a result, lots of 
workshops and meetings.  

Each year in the month of October there was a week’s diocesan workshop to choose 
a pastoral theme for the year which each sector translated according to its line of work. 
When I arrived in the diocese the meeting was finished but I attended the parish women’s 
and couples representatives meetings. I did not understand most of it because of the 
French that was not yet part of me and the theme that I was hearing for the first time 
which at that time made very little sense for me. Louis Marie and the Parish priest were in 
trouble when I went back home because I needed to understand my notes so as to give the 
best especially to the women of Meme. They each explained to me whatever they could 
then I went off to plan with the women animators.  

The first working day was not so successful because we had no common language 
and the women had their way of doing things that they held dear. I understood their stand 
but my insides told that we could do the same thing differently so as to improve the     
condition of the women especially the girl child. I did not let go of the idea but joined the 
band wagon until I got someone who I sat with and talked to in a language near to French 
to really get my point across. When I thought he understood, I had a preparatory meeting 
with the women which turned out to be a whole weekend of lesson giving and making 
instructional materials and then seeing the women give the same lesson to each other. It 
was more demanding so they did not like it but I asked my translator to ask them to try it 
once and if it did not work we would go it their way the next time. 

The day came for the women in the out-stations to come for the workshops. It was 
like preparing for a party. Going shopping for food and workshop materials, grinding   
sorghum, sharing responsibilities; who does what and then going to look for Anne        
Marie’s dad to register the course attendants and their food contribution of greens, beans 
and sorghum.  

The workshop went well and in the end the animators were happy to continue doing 
it my way of using instructional materials because the women understood better. 

Most important was follow up, so the women animators went to the field some days a 
week and I too went out visiting villages to see their work and needs. This helped me to 
know the women and their problems and it gave me a starting point with my work with 
the couples. During my first year in relation to the Diocesan theme, we shared a lot on 
how to live in harmony as families.  
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In the villages, I discovered that there was a lot of poverty, hunger due to the one 
rainy season, alcoholism and early marriages since the girls did not go far in education. 
Each time I would come and tell Louis Marie what I saw. This pushed me to create more 
women’s groups mainly for the young adult women. And I committed myself to be out in 
the villages with the women and girls at least thrice a week or everyday whenever it was 
possible. 

During my first two years I felt we could do more for the girls. So, in dialogue with 
the Parish priest, the catechists and my community, sixteen young women came to the 
Parish on a daily basis and we offered them basic French, counting, cookery, sewing and 
crafts, health science, religion and whatever else could help them fit in society. At the end 
of the three months it had made a difference to the girls so we decided to stick to the pro-
gramme and extend it to the whole parish. This meant that the girls had to stay at the 
parish for the three months; huge responsibility but with Community support, I took the 
risk.  

Thanks to Nora who was our then Misean Cara liaison person; we got a grant and our 
dream came true. The need for the girls’ Centre still exists 
and they still run the Programmes. 

I was happy and appreciative of the joint efforts we 
were finally making as a community in all the ministries 
because I felt the joint work made the Charism more        
effective among the people of Meme. 

Looking at my time in Meme, I thank the leaders who 
gave me the experience of touching people’s lives. I learnt 
what it meant to feel blessed despite the hard conditions the 
people were in. Thanking those great sisters who paved the 
way for us almost forty years ago and may their efforts be 
everlasting. 

 

 

Memories of Meme -Sr. Nora T. McCarthy 

  
My memory of Meme contains a soul connection from a much earlier time in my life.  

For those unfamiliar with Cameroon, Meme is in the north of the country close to Mount 
Mandura.   It is the Muslims from Mandura that serve the majority of the people in this 
area.  Of the total population in this area 24% is Muslim; 12% is Christian of which 4.2% 
are Catholic.    As you will see the Catholics form a very small minority of the            
population.   Statistics inform us that highest illiteracy rate in the country is in this part of 
Cameroon.   My trip to the Cameroon and principally to Meme was as Liaison Officer for 
Misean Cara and my task was to monitor and evaluate projects which had been funded by 
that organisation.  ‘Misean Cara’ translates from the Irish language as ‘friend of the     
mission’ and it provides funding for Healthcare, Education, Development - human and 
organisational, Disaster and other emergency situations.  

Anna Mary Mukamwezi who was the then Provincial of Africa graciously              
accompanied me from Yaoundé.   It was pleasant flight of about an hour and we were 
blessed to be able to get a flight on that particular day, as on many occasions our sisters 
have to travel by train or bus.  Even then- if I remember- they still had to journey on foot 
for the final part of the journey.  On my arrival in Meme I was welcomed with               
excitement and enthusiasm by our sisters.   At the same time, I was also aware of the heat 
and the poverty.  
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The project that I had to monitor and evaluate was the youth centre which offered an         
alternative system of education for young women who previously would have no hope of         
receiving any kind of education. The centre received €36,785 from Misean Cara the    
purpose of which was: 

To build the    
proposed centre. 

Digging a      
borehole with an   
immersion pump. 

Expenses to     
defray costs of      
training workshops. 

Buying material 
for the participants 
and for the course. 

Each participant 
in the course was also 
expected to bring 
some food for the 
three-month course as 
well as (where       
possible) a small amount of money. The course was for three months in two consecutive 
years as the girls had to return home to help with harvesting. 

On my tour of the youth training centre and its facilities I was deeply touched by the         
enthusiasm of our young sisters and their willingness to be involved. They were aware of    
trying to serve the needs of the people through this youth project.   They were also very 
aware that this ministry was in line with the charism of the congregation in trying to   
promote the education of the whole person and in this case with special attention to   
women and young girls.  As I reflected on my experience in the centre that evening it 
touched instantly into my own soul connection and evoked a memory. At the age of 35 

when I was wondering where I 
would go with my life somebody 
sent me a paper which stated that 
the Ladies of Mary were founded 
for the education of youth.  I knew 
instantly this was where I could 
hang my hat and my searching 
ended. 

Now I was in Cameroon 
thinking those thoughts.   In the 
evening as the sun went down the 
women brought out their children 
to wash them under a tap from 
Jennifer’s well.   Funding for the 
well was provided by the family 
of our deceased sister Jennifer 
Condron who died in Cameroon.  
The tap water was such a blessing 
to all who used it.  This well was 
another connection with the past 

Priscilla,  Nora,  Arlette,  Anna Mary,    Martina, 
Hedwig(infront) 

Course Participants 
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for me as I was a volunteer in Kampala in 1961 while Jennifer was a volunteer in 
Maryhill.  May Jennifer rest in peace.  As I looked at the children revelling in the joy of 
running water I thought what a profound way to be remembered by bringing water to the 
people in this area.   

As well as the four sisters working in this education project, Priscilla a DMJ midwife 
was also deeply involved in the education of HIV/AIDS persons in counselling, testing 
and prevention and was ably assisted by the other sisters in addressing their needs.  

All in all, education in the broad sense of the word was so evident in this visit for me.  
The girls and women displayed the garments that they had made as part of their course.  
In doing so they truly displayed a sense of confidence, self- assurance and liberation.  
Some went back home after the 3 months course able to share their skills with others as 
well as being able to purchase a sewing machine to generate income to help look after 
their family. 

When I heard that we had to leave Meme for safety reasons I was sad, as I              
remembered all the work invested in this ministry by Hedwig, Martina, Priscilla, Arlette, 
and Anna Marie and other DMJ sisters.   Very many young sisters worked there at        
different times.  This ministry has huge possibilities as I saw it.   At some stage boys 
wanted to join the course as they saw the progress the girls and the women had made.  It 
also had the support of the Parish Priest as well as from many people locally. 

I am so happy to hear that we as congregation may be returning to Meme in the       
future when security will not be an issue.  

As I mentioned, initially re the            
division of the funding - some of it 
was designated for the purchase of an               
immersion pump and digging a bore 
hole.  Soon after the water supply was 
initiated, there were horrific floods in 
central Africa and the entire water 
system in the project was uprooted 
and carried away with the force of the 
water.   Some months later Misean 
Cara granted us €14,930, to replace 
the water system 
with much more 

durable equipment. This time they had to employ a hydro- geological 
company from Chad to replace the water system.   

As I was finalising my report for Misean Cara in Meme the 
company were busy trying to excavate a place suitable and deep 
enough to protect future water supplies.  Suddenly – in the midst of 
that arduous work- there was a cascade of water which attracted men, 
women and children from all around the area.  It was a sight to       
behold.  

May the seeds that were first sown by our sisters Monique Boils 
and Louis Marie Hanrahan in 1980 in Mayo Ouldeme and by other 
sisters since then continue to grow and blossom in abundance. 
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GHANA 

Beginnings in Ghana- Sr. Maureen Fitzgerald 

The following letters were shared by Sr. Maureen    
Fitzgerald and they record something of the beginnings in 
Ghana.  Just a few weeks ago I returned from Ghana where 
I had spent Christmas in Ahotokurum.  I marvelled at the 
stamina of Monica Smyth, who has spent 38 years in Ghana 
and other sisters who have spent decades in a demanding 
and debilitating climate.  Maureen’s letters –some from the 
late Sr. Barbara Batten- take us back to the beginnings. -
Helen L 

 
3rd April 1974 
Dear Maureen, 

Sister Eucharia suggested I should write to you some 
time ago, but things have been so uncertain here that I have waited till I had a better idea 
of what will be happening next year.  Even now things are not fixed, but I will explain 
what we are planning.  We have been asked by the Bishop of Benin City, Nigeria, to take 
over the formation of his new community.  There will be 5 novices and some postulants 
for next year (say Oct ’74).  He is building the convent and there is a lot of ground       
attached and the idea is to have a farm which the novices would help to keep up- probably 
chickens, rabbits, goats, oranges etc. and vegetables- maize etc.  I thought perhaps you 
might be willing to come for a year to get it all started and then go on to further training.  
The years’ experience would help you to know what you needed to train in especially.  I 
am hoping that Brigid (Johnston) will come to teach the novices their religious studies 
and I thought you could direct their manual activities.  I hope to have an African sister 
from Ghana also as a member of the team who would look after their personal needs. 

So you see you wouldn’t need any qualifications (in the way of certificates).  You 
would come in on the formation team, under the bishop.  You would have your keep   
provided, your fare paid and you would get pocket money. 

I don’t know the exact names of international centres for further training, but I can 
find out when I go to Rome in May.  In any case the experience would be very useful to 
you before training.  We are waiting for Ruth’s permission before we say yes to the   
Bishop, but if I knew you were willing to come, it would help us in our planning.  If I can 
get a group of three for Benin, I would reckon to divide my time between Benin and Cape 
Coast, but I don’t think these sisters could manage a farm at the moment, they are too 
few.  What they need is someone to help them start a rural development project, teaching 
the village folk hygiene and initiative in cooperative development.  Maybe you would be 
interested in this side later on?  The first thing is for you to see for yourself what is    
needed.  There are some good centres like this in other place that you could visit. 

Waiting to hear how you feel about this – my love to everyone- 
Barbara. 

(Barbara Batten, 
Convent of the Infant Jesus, 
PO Box 378 
Cape Coast, 
Ghana West Africa.) 
 

********************* 
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Figlie Di Maria E Di Giuseppe 
Roma, 21st May ’74. 
180, Via di Villa Lauchli, 
00191  Roma. 

 
Dear Maureen, 

I arrived back in Rome yesterday and Mary called in to see us in the evening, so I 
told her I would write you a note and she will take it tonight.  The post from Rome is 
quite unreliable. 

I do hope you will be able to come to West Africa this coming year.  It would be a 
great help to me.  My plan at the moment is that you come out with me in late October or 
early November.  Maybe you could find some short course in between now and then, on 
anything to do with life in the tropics as it will all be useful. 

Our first job when we get to Nigeria will be to organise the move into the new      
convent, it is nearly ready now but it will have to be furnished and I don’t know whether 
any of that will be done before we arrive.  There will be at least 5 very sensible           
hard-working postulants to help.   

Then you will get going on organising the farm.  There will be a man for the heavy 
work and the postulants.  Maybe the first thing would be to get chickens and rabbits     
going, as that will help with the eggs and meat.  Things they can grow there include   
pineapples, oranges, lemons and grapefruit, cassava, maize, yams (something like        
potatoes), tomatoes, cabbage, lettuce.  I’m speaking about West Africa in general.  I don’t 
know what that particular region can produce. 

I think a very good idea would be if you come with me to Cape Coast, Ghana on our 
way.  The plane stops in Ghana anyway, so it won’t cost any more – and I’m hoping the 
bishop will pay your fare.  In Cape Coast, where I have been this year, the Holy Child 
Sisters have a good farm attached to their school.  One sister is in charge of it and you 
could find out a lot from her.  She has chickens and rabbits, besides growing quite a lot of 
things.   

I don’t know whether goats would be practical because they are so destructive.  It 
would mean fencing around all the vegetables.  There are no cows, on account of tetse 
fly, and everyone drinks tinned milk which is a pity. 

As to the visa, it will be the bishop’s responsibility to get you in.  He is coming to 
Rome in June so I will get that settled with him as let you know what to do as soon as it is 
settled.  You will also have to get a visitor’s visa for Ghana, but there will be no difficulty 
about that.  In fact, if it came to it, it would be possible to go to Nigeria on a visitor’s visa.  
You can stay for 3 months so that would be a possibility if the permanent visa proved dif-
ficult.  With 3 months in Ghana as well, that would enable you a 9 month visit, which 
wouldn’t be bad, if you were going back to study the following year.  But we will try for 
the permanent visa anyway.   

I’m hoping Teresa Clements will come in January and Brigid J also in January.  They 
will see to the instruction of the novices, while I would hope you would organise their 
manual work.  They are sensible and hard-working and I think will very soon be able to 
organise themselves but they need someone to be generally in charge.  I’ll write again 
when I’ve seen the bishop and hope to see you in Ireland – maybe in September.  If there 
is anything else you want to know you could write to me at Forest Hill, England.  I’ll be 
there by the end of June.  My love to everyone.  United in prayer. 

 
Sr Barbara. 

***** 
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24 Mayow Road, 
Forest Hill, 
London SE 23. 

 
29th August 1974 
 
Dear Maureen, 

I’m so sorry not to have written before but I have been unwell since the California      
meetings and am only just facing up to letter-writing again.  Also, we still haven’t had a 
definite reply from Nigeria – I expect Eucharia explained to you that the bishop there 
seems to be turning us down, so we are concentrating on Ghana instead.   

There is lots to do in Ghana and in many ways, it is a pleasanter country to work in, 
the people are extremely friendly.  The disadvantage is that we are in a situation that was 
not started by us and we have to fit in, whereas in Nigeria we would have had the          
opportunity of starting from scratch. 

But still, the Ghanaian sisters are very pleasant to work with and as they have not 
tried keeping chickens etc. before, you will have a free hand to get started.  Lack of funds 
will be the problem, but we’ll have to start in a small way.  One of the sisters already has 
a small farm going – cassava, pineapples, tomatoes, sweetcorn.  There is a man who 
works on it a bit.  You can work with her and gradually develop things.  The Holy Child 
Sisters nearby have a very efficient chicken and rabbit farm, so you can learn from them.  
I’m so glad about the course you are doing now.  Learn all you can.  Once we have got 
these sisters in Cape Coast on their feet, there is lots to be done in the less developed parts 
of Ghana further north.  But this will be a convenient way for you to get to know the 
country and the people.  There are many different languages in Ghana.  You will be able 
to pick up the local one to some extent with the help of the sisters.  About the visa there is 
nothing to do until we get the letter form the Archbishop, which you have to take to the 
Ghanaian Embassy with you and fill in the forms.  Ask the missionaries you meet on the 
course whether there is a Ghanaian Embassy or Consulate in Dublin and whether they 
apply through Dublin.  I did it in London.  The missionaries will know what is best.  Let 
me know what you find out.  I’ll write again when I know more. 

 
Love,   

 
Barbara.   

 
 

Sadly Barbara died unexpectedly on September 20th 1974, less than a month after 
writing the above letter. 

***** 
 

Cape Coast. 
26th April ‘75 

 
Dear Maureen, 

 
As you can see I started this on Saturday and then put it aside saying I’ll get going on 

Monday morning.  Just now 11am the phone rang saying they have granted you Permit 
CN 25980 EP No/981/75 so you’re welcome as soon as you can make it – Teresa leaves 
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on 16th May so 15th, 16th, 17th would be ideal for us.  If not, Maureen- you’ve probably 
got fixed up already- the Archbishop’s Mercedes is here waiting to pick you up at any 
time of the day or night.  We have great rejoicing today – pity you aren’t here to join us- 
will have another when you come DV. 

 
 

 
 

Love to all.  Dying to see you.  You’ll need a rest after all the waiting.   
 

God Bless, 
Peg, Teresa and June  
+ Infant Jesus Sisters.   
 
 

***** 
 

PO Box 378 
Cape Coast 
23.04.’78 

 
To:  Srs Eucharia, Maureen and Margaret, 
Peace in Christ, 
Sion Road, 
Kilkenny. 

 
My Dears, 

How do I say Thank You for your first big ‘yes’ to Ghana, to the Church here as you 
begin your new work as a new team!  Maureen over to you to say Medasi Pi as the     
Ghanaians do!  How we were annoyed when we read that you were stolen from Ghana for 
the Irish Team and as they say here- ‘God’s time is the best’ so you can imagine my     
surprise and delight when Paula’s long Annunciation Telegram arrived…. So now we can 
say TG others are coming- others have said YES and so we thank you for your mission in 
sending Joan, Monica and Phil- all lovely Gospel surprises also Maria and Corinne.  It 
was pouring when I went to the PO on Friday so everybody had gathered on the veranda 
for shelter and they must have thought I was quite crazy when I opened the telegram and 
just stood- wondering if I read correctly.  I’m just dying to get Paula’s letter with all the 
details and of course that can take up to a month.  I know the Bishop- Jo- Bridie and the 
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sisters at Akim Swedru will be thrilled and it’s nice that a new group can build up         
together and do so much with and for the people in that area.  I’m going to Ofoase on Sat 
and hopefully Jo and Bridie will take over the Clinic and outstations etc. on May 1st TG.  
Have had growing pains- hopefully they are nearly over. 

Just got the IMU newsletter yesterday.  Thanks a lot, Eucharia.  Saw there is a course 
for Tropical Medicine June 26th-30th and wondered if it is possible for Monica and Phil 
and maybe Joan to attend.  If Joan is doing shopping etc. it would help and also give good 
contacts.   

Praying with you dearest Eucharia, Margaret and Maureen that the Holy Spirit may 
come to enlighten you and that you may continue to attend to the needs of the Church and 
the 3rd World! 

 
Much love and Shalom, 
Peg. 
 

The Ghana Years- A Former DMJ 

 
“The mosquitos are as big as elephants in Bolga.”  

So, quipped a Ghanaian friend when I said that I was 
going to live and work in Bolgatanga.  This was Cape 
Coast, Ghana, West Africa and the year was 1979. I was 
sharing the news of my anticipated move to Bolgatanga 
in the far north of the country and the remark was not 
encouraging.   I had just completed a teaching year with 
Holy Child Sisters in their secondary boarding school 
for girls in Cape Coast and in that time, I had developed 
a love-hate relationship with mosquitos – they loved me 
and I hated them.    Living on the hill with the native 
African Infant Jesus Sisters – it was their novitiate and 
Sr. Peg Rahilly DMJ was involved in their formation at 
that time as well as being local superior to the Ghana 
D.M.J. – it was my first taste of the warmth and gentility 
of the Ghanaian people.   But mosquitos apart, those 

first months were a period of huge adjustment for me as I battled with the Ghanaian heat, 
a mixture of tribal languages to which I was an outsider and homesickness.  Mobile 
phones were a thing of the future; telephone calls to Europe could be made from the local 
post office at certain times; the mail was erratic and delivered to the post office in town 
from where it had to be collected.  

Christmas 1978 saw the D.M.J. gather at Akim Swedru and Ofoase, a few hours’ 
drive north over difficult dirt roads.  That was a memorable celebration and so good to be 
together as a community.  However, it meant that I had no Christmas mail from my     
family and friends in Ireland and England.  That hit me hard as homesickness took hold.  
But Sr. June Bell caused me to smile on a daily basis as her personal postal system kicked 
in with a humorous note that was slipped under my door every single morning of my stay.  
She will never know how precious that was.  

Months later the educational needs of young people in the north were considered to 
be much greater and hence the move six hundred miles inland. 

Sr. June Bell 
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The journey north was made by state transport, a coach, which was luxury compared 
with the everyday lorries and 
tro-tros that most people used.   
Sr. Joan Roddy, DMJ was my 
companion on that long journey.  
Sharing a little food with a fel-
low traveller on the way seemed 
to suggest to him that he could 
expect more from me and not 
just food!  Later and in a car  
borrowed from the local White 
Fathers, Joan and I made our 
way to my new home.  On the 
road between the town and Big 
Boss (as my school was known locally) we stopped by a stream where Joan pointed out 
the water lilies, a welcome sight.   Any and every subsequent picture of water lilies has 
conjured up that moment, that journey and the enormous support that Joan was to me       
during those initial days in Bolga.  Following her return south I was joined by Sr. Kate 
Creedon DMJ RIP and we taught together for the following three years at Big Boss. 

Semi-desert Bolgatanga was a shock to my system, coming as I did from rain-
drenched Ireland, more recently from an equally green southern England and the newly 
discovered lush growth of coastal Ghana. 

My new 
school was       
situated    
outside the 
town which 
was really a 
large village 
at that time.  
The actual 
campus was 
enormous by European standards.  The teaching block was closest to the main road with 
dormitories for male and female students towards the centre and staff bungalows in a    
circle around the perimeter.  Sr. Kate Creedon and I were Irish.   Then there was Mike 
who was English.   He taught Science and was serving with the Voluntary Service      
Overseas (VSO).  There was also an American, Donna who taught Mathematics and she 
was part of the U.S. Peace Corps.  Ghanaians and mostly men provided the main body of 
teachers and they were drawn from a variety of tribes. 

It was certainly hotter than Cape Coast but a lot less humid, thankfully.  With a much 
shorter wet season, rain that fell in rods combined with intense heat, the growth of      
groundnuts and millet was evident overnight with a soft green fuzz carpeting the area        
surrounding the school. 

A local Holy Child Community along with a group of White Fathers and the     
Presentation Brothers in Navrongo kept us afloat when our own stocks ran low.             
Periodically we received packages from Sr. Judith (formerly Eulalie) in Brussels,         
containing pancake mix and a dessert mix like Angel Delight which were a real treat.   
Regular aerogrammes from England in Sr. Sheila Moloney’s handwriting kept me smiling 
as she regaled me with updates of life at     Coloma Secondary School and the staff there 
among whom I had taught for one school year.  Such letters from family and friends were 



DMJ 
 

41 
 

treasured and more precious than those at home could imagine.  And of course, we made 
an occasional trip north across the border into    Ouagadougou, Upper Volta as it was then 
known, now Burkina Faso.  There we stocked up on tins of food, La Vache qui Rit cheese 
and French bread sticks.  L’Eau Vive restaurant was the highlight where we dined        
royally, served by an international group of Sisters who wore the most elegant and       
colourful ethnic outfits. 

Three years in Bolga taught me much about the openness of the local people, their 
innate courtesy and a friendliness that connected strongly with those of us who were Irish.  
They too valued education, some of the students availing of the opportunity much later 
than Irish teenagers to which the boys’ beards sometimes testified.  They came to         
secondary school when released from family obligations on the land or when finances 
permitted. 

In that time too, I learned that while we might want many things in life, we actually 
need very few.  Food, clean water (local women walked miles for it), a safe home but   
especially human company.  And so those trips south in the yellow Datsun when school 
broke up for the holidays were a time of much-needed reunions with the D.M.J.   An early 
start in the coolest part of the day before the sun came up was a special experience.  As 
darkness gave way to light, the flat treeless north was left behind.  Silhouettes of wayside 
villages, their circular houses silent and still sleeping, slipped into the past.  Now the 
black shapes of actual       leaf-bearing trees emerged with the dawning light, mighty and 
mysterious.  As the day grew stronger, individual figures emerged making their way to 

farm, to work, to face the new day.  The sun grew hotter, 
the traffic heavier, the road dustier until our hair and 
clothes were covered with a fine red film.  But Akim 
Swedru and Ofoase drew closer with every mile. 

 Delays were common – wayside accidents, vehicle 
break-downs, lack of petrol, dirt roads swept away by 
the rains. I have a very clear memory of arriving in 
Akim Swedru at some unearthly hour.   The world 
around us slept but not Sr. Joan Roddy.  She welcomed 
us as if it were the middle of the day.  We were given 
food, drink, a welcome bed and       enveloped in Joan’s 
unmistakeable warmth.  It was balm to the scorched and 
weary travellers. 

 
(Photo: Joan Roddy) 
 

 

Memories of Ghana- Sr. Sheila Barrett 

 
I first went to Ghana in 1979 with Anna and Eucharia who were visiting on behalf of 

the English and Irish provinces. It was the time of Jerry Rawling’s ‘first coming’ and the 
borders of the country were closed. (He was a charismatic army officer who had staged 
two military coups) The plane was diverted to Abidjan, Ivory Coast. We spent the night 
in a hotel of sorts in Abidjan and flew to Lagos and Accra the next day. When the door of 
the plane opened, it was like standing in front of a hot oven.  

We arrived in Ofoase, a small village in the Eastern region of Ghana, Bridie, Jo and       
Monica welcomed us. They had had roast goat prepared for dinner. I wasn’t too sure 
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about this, but I realised very soon that this was a special treat, not to turn one’s nose up 
at! 

The clinic in Ofoase was a basic wooden building. Later, we were to use the unused          
maternity building as the clinic, with a large basement to store the rain water that ran off 
the tin roof. Georgina Tuffour and Georgina Tawiah, known as the ‘two Georginas’ were 
our devoted and skilled clinic assistants and interpreters, whom I remember with           
affection.  They were from Ofoase and knew the local people and their customs and       
traditions well. They were very patient too with our difficulty in understanding or         
accepting some of those traditions. They were comfortable having a foot in both camps, 
and had the trust of both the people and the sisters. 

Bridie, understandably, would be upset when babies were brought into the clinic      
breathing their last, with tense, hard abdomens, having suffered peritonitis, as a result of     
lethal enemas of ‘native medicine’ given invariably by well-intentioned grandmothers. 
Bridie would say with passion to the Georginas and anyone else in the vicinity ‘Those 
bloody wasanos!’ (‘Wasano’ was the Twi for ‘giving an enema’) Before long, the     
Georginas would prefix relevant patients with the words ‘Sister, it’s a bloody wasano,’ 
with deadpan faces and voices.  

I returned to Ghana again after completing my nurse training. Catherine and Peg 
were then in Ofoase, and Monica had moved to Cape Coast. Bridie and Jo had travelled 

further afield. Unfortunately for us in 
Ghana, Peg was not to   remain too much 
longer as she was asked to return to   
Uganda to be novice mistress there. She 
was a huge loss. (When I think of Peg, I 
also think of Mary Andrew who sent Peg a 
clothes peg for her birthday one year, as 
only she could) 

Like other DMJ in Ghana, I went ‘up 
the mountain’ to Abetifi, to the language 
school to attempt to learn the rudiments of 
Twi, one of the most widely spoken     
languages in the south of the country. I 
stayed with a lovely widowed lady, known 
as Mama Abena.  Each day the   students 
would go to the local market, where we 
were expected engage with the locals and 
‘to learn a little, use it a lot’. This was the     

mantra of the American language teacher whose programme the school followed.  The 
market ladies were well used to Europeans, Americans and Antipodeans making fools of    
themselves as they asked for eggs, not knowing they were asking for a girl’s name (and 
worse). One of my companions was a Cameroonian St John of God priest, who was 
scolded by one of the ladies for not speaking Twi properly. When someone tried to       
explain on his behalf that he was from Cameroon, not Ghana, she cried ‘Ah Cameroon, 
it’s only round the corner!’ Twi is a tonal language, and it was easy to get oneself into 
difficulties, as there were many similar sounding words with widely different meanings!  

Another memorable character amongst the clinic staff was Gratien, the night    
watchman who came from Bolgatanga, in the far north of Ghana. The Northeners were 
frequently employed as night watchmen. Gratien was feared in Ofoase and surrounding 
villages. He was rumoured to have killed a man with his poison tip arrows, which he    
carried in his quiver when at work. Every night he would turn on the generator at 6pm 

Catherine Marron, Jen 
Condron, Cathleen Calvey and 
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and then off again at 10pm.  It supplied light to our house and the priest’s house, the 
church and the clinic and of course the dwellings nearby.  After that it was kerosene 
lamps. If a patient came at night, Gratien would hover outside Catherine’s or my bedroom 
with his lamp and staff and grunt loudly: Sista! Oyare fo!  (Sick people). Catherine or I 
would trek down to the clinic with Gratien, who was always very protective of us. He too, 
was often able to provide the local wisdom that sometimes could enable the right decision 
to be made about a situation. You never knew what you would be presented with, unless a 
lorry drove in, accompanied by shouting and horns blaring, in which case it was someone 
very sick from a far village or a woman in obstructed labour needing the to go to the   
hospital immediately, or a child or young person who had been ‘called by the gods’ to go 
up the mountain (the same Abetifi) to become a fetish priest.  

Snake bite was a fairly common occurrence, as snakes were endemic and most     
people went to farm daily to tend and gather their yams, plantain and other produce. The 
green mamba was a particularly feared poisonous snake, whose venom was neuro- toxic 
causing rapid paralysis. The clinic was fortunate to be able to keep anti snake serum, as 
we had a kerosene refrigerator. I remember one elderly lady who was brought in           
unconscious one evening. She had been carried from a far village, having been bitten, 
probably by a green mamba whilst at farm. It was just wonderful, if not miraculous, to see 
her slowly coming round and eventually sitting up, as the serum and fluids percolated into 
her. 

 We were also in the fortunate position of having a four wheel drive Nissan Patrol 
van generously funded by the German charity, Misereor, which we used as an ambulance. 
The nearest functioning hospital was approximately two hours drive away when the road 
was good. The head driver was Dominic, short in stature, taciturn by nature and an        
excellent driver. He could get the van out of any predicament, and knew its every nut and 
bolt. One day in the van Catherine said to him: ‘Dominic, what’s that noise the van is 
making - I haven’t heard that before! Dominic replied: ‘Sister, you don’t think that this 
van has just sprung from its mother’s womb!!’ Meaning- what do you expect after all it 
has been through, not to mention its great age! 

One afternoon, Raphael, another of the clinic helpers who doubled as a gardener, 
came racing up to the house and in between pants said ‘Sister! Sister! There’s too much 
fire in the clinic! (as if a little was perfectly okay). I raced down with him, only to find the 
gas cylinder which was used to boil the water to sterilise the instruments had come apart 
from the gas ring and the connection tubing was waving around spewing flames.         
Fortunately, there was a bucket of water in the vicinity and Raphael bravely tore off his 
shirt and plunged it into the water to wrap around the tap of the gas cylinder to turn it off. 
The day was saved, thanks to Raphael. Health and Safety authorities would not have been 
proud of us.  

The generosity of Ghanaians never ceased to amaze me. Often, family members 
would come into the clinic and present us with a dish of eggs covered with a cloth, to 
thanks us on behalf of their loved one who been successfully treated. One night, there was 
a lot of commotion and Catherine and I looked at one another, expecting a ‘palaver’.     
Instead, it was a grateful family who had brought us a pig (alive!) The decision was      
rapidly made that the poor pig should fulfil his role in life sooner rather than later. The 
bush telegraph was particularly effective that night, and the house was surrounded by 
willing helpers. Paul, our cook, had already called one of the muslim elders, who would 
bleed the pig from his throat into a hole dug into the ground, so that our muslim staff 
could partake of the feast. I then had an inspiration. I grabbed the frying pan and a knife 
and ran into the garden, where the slaughter had happened. The pig’s abdomen by now 
was opened, and before anyone could claim it, I cut out the liver and slid it into the pan. 
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That night, Catherine and I enjoyed fried liver. I reflected on how my culinary              
preferences had changed and how circumstances could dictate behaviour. As a child, I 
could not stand liver. When I thought no one was looking, I used to cut it up into small 
pieces and bury it under the mashed potato on my plate, thinking my mother would allow 
me to leave some mashed potato rather than the liver.  Hunger certainly does prove to be 
good sauce!  

In Ofoase, there were a number of boys of similar age who had contracted polio 
when young, and their limbs were hideously distorted. They walked on their hands, their 
legs trailing behind like bent twigs. We knew of a German St John of God brother,      
Tarcissius, who was skilled in making footwear and various prostheses, and who annually 
arranged for orthopaedic surgeons from Germany to carry out corrective surgery on      
deformed limbs at their hospital in Koforidua.  We enrolled our group of boys into this 
project using money that had been donated to us for medical use. One of the boys, 
Kwaku, was a particularly loveable rogue, with an infectious smile that lit up his face 
continually. After surgery and physiotherapy, the boys were fitted with callipers and 
crutches. For the first time in their lives, they were upright, and could see faces rather 
than feet. It was the most heartwarming sight to see the group of them playing football for 
the first time, crutches and calipers waving and almost flying with the joy and abandon of 
being able to run. 

One Christmas, Catherine and I thought we would hold a party for the people we had 
come into contact with in the course of our work who were particularly needy. Along 
with the boys, there was a young woman, Amma, who had severe TB whom we would 
visit regularly for her injections. She was ‘kept’ in a small, dark hut in a village not far 
from Ofoase and had no means of earning a living. There was a poor widowed lady, Mrs. 
Grushie, originally from the North who lived in the muslim area of Ofase, known as 
Ofase Kuma. She had three children who all looked as if they had some developmental 
problems. These, with a few more individuals, we invited to the party. All the staff came 
to prepare the food which we were going to have outside on the balcony and in the       
garden. Most guests had arrived. When the food was about to be served, I remember     
exclaiming ‘Good Lord!’ as I looked out through the louvers to see a long line of people 
limping, hobbling, or being carried or guided down the path to the house. Some were 
blind, some were crippled, or deformed in some way, some were emaciated…. it was just 
like the page of the gospel had opened and poured out…. The poor, the lame, the 
blind…all coming to our feast!  Catherine and I were speechless and it made a lasting   
impression on us. The staff rallied round and we found sufficient to give everyone      
something. It felt a humbling and graced day that I have never forgotten.   

Catherine had worked hard in developing the training of village health workers and           
traditional birth attendants and of course various vaccination programmes. It was time to         
employ a second community nurse to help take this forward. It had proved difficult to   
recruit nurses to Ofoase, as it was an isolated place that people perceived held no         
prospects or opportunities and where people would think, if not say: ‘Can any good come 
out of ….,   So when we met Cecilia, who actually wanted to come to Ofoase, and wanted 
to be seconded to us from the local government hospital, we were delighted.  She was 
married with a little boy and girl and a devoutly Christian young woman. It was arranged 
the children would live with their father and his parents and they would visit as much as 
possible. When Cecilia arrived in Ofoase, she fell on her knees in prayer, thanking God 
for bringing her here. She loved the work and the people. She had only been with us a few 
months when she developed a sudden high fever one night. She did not respond to the 
usual medications, and became more and more drowsy before our eyes. We decided she 
had to go to hospital, and to the hospital that had seconded her to us, as it was nearer. 
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Sadly, she died in my arms on the way there. We continued on to the hospital. The post 
mortem eventually revealed she had died of viral meningitis C. Her family were notified, 
and her husband came to Ofoase. What could be said? A team came from the hospital to 
vaccinate all the clinic staff and those Cecilia had recent contact with. Apparently there 
had been some small pockets of the disease in the country. Unfortunately, word went 
round that Ofoase was jinxed, and that the devil was working there. It was a difficult time 
for everyone. I often asked myself why had I not taken her to hospital sooner? 

I have many more memories of my time in Ghana. It was for me what might be 
called a ‘foundational experience’ It was a graced and gifted time for which I feel        
privileged and grateful. The memories continue to bring me joy and wonder, which I     
certainly ‘treasure in my heart’. I am grateful to Sr. Marie Paula, who initially asked me 
to go there. 

 

Memories of DMJ -Sr June Bell 

 
In 1948, my Mum, Dad and I at last were able to move back to our house in Shirley, 

Croydon after 8 years living with my grandparents in Hertfordshire (during and a bit after 
the war) where I had passed a scholarship to Cheshunt Grammar School which was                  
co-educational. So I needed to find a new school to go to. Croydon High School I knew 
had paying pupils as well as scholarship girls, so I did not want to go there because I 
thought there may be pressure to buy special equipment etc which my parents could not 
well afford.  Selhurst Grammar would have meant two buses each journey and I used to 
get sick on buses. So it meant trying Coloma, which by then was a Voluntary-aided 
Grammar School. On arrival for my interview, I looked up at the Board displaying the 
name of the school: ‘Ladies of Mary – Convent Grammar School for young ladies’. I 
thought ‘oops, hardly me!’ While waiting for the interview another girl said she also was 
not a Catholic, she was a Christian!! I at least knew enough to know that Catholics were 
Christians...  I had never spoken to a nun before, although I had seen some while living 
near Hoddesdon, so I was terrified at the thought. Anyway, when I arrived at the           
interview, I found her less intimidating than my previous Headmaster. She looked at my 
school report and seemed quite pleased, saying it looked as if I could be a Maths or      
language teacher - prophetic! Anyway I was accepted. I found out later that Mother Mary 
Cuthbert had only just become the headmistress.  

In 1973, Sister Barbara Batten (who was then 
a member of the General Team) was asked to take 
over the responsibility for the formation of the   
Infant Jesus Sisters in Cape Coast, Ghana, from 
the Holy Child Sisters. Archbishop Amissah of 
Cape Coast had begun the Diocesan Congregation 
a few years earlier. It was thought that a          
companion should be sent with Barbara, so the      
Archbishop was asked what role he would like 
fulfilled. He said he needed a Maths or Science   
teacher for St Teresa’s Minor Seminary at 
Amisano, near Elmina which is a few miles along 
the coast from Cape Coast. So I was asked if I 
would be prepared to go there. Well, when I was 
in the Novitiate in Forest Hill, there was the    
missioning of the first five Sisters going to    

Archbishop Amissah  
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Uganda and at that time I’d said Africa was too hot and if I were to be a missionary it 
would have to be somewhere cold! Now there was the prospect of going to Ghana      
(formerly the Gold Coast) which had been called ‘the white man’s grave’ and not only 
hot, but very humid too!!  Anyway, I agreed to try it for a year, which in the end stretched 
to ten years! In October of that year, Barbara and I were waiting for our visas when   
Archbishop Amissah, who was in London at the time, managed to finish the process and   
arranged for us to fly on the same flight as himself to Accra in mid-October.         

On arrival at Accra I remember feeling as though I'd been wrapped in a hot, wet        
blanket! I couldn't see properly because of the heat and just followed the Archbishop. He 
took us to a Guest House in the University of Legon. It was stiflingly hot, so we tried the 
air conditioning, but it made such a racket that we turned it off again! It was very difficult 
to sleep as there were so many strange noises - some sounded like children screaming! It 
was the sound made by a tree bear apparently.   

During our journey from the airport I remember being shocked by the Archbishop's 
way of speaking to people - like a medieval despot! I discovered later that in fact he was 
very concerned about people, especially his driver. One can’t go by first impressions! He 
was always good to us and expressed his gratitude for what we had done. When I left he 
gave me a gold cross and chain. 

The next day the Archbishop took us to Cape Coast. Barbara then went to the Infant    
Jesus Convent to be initiated into their ways while the Holy Child Sister was still there. I 
went to the Holy Child Community where they had a secondary school for girls. In that 
community was Sister Mary Clara Eales who had been teaching at Amisano for a year 
already. She was also a convert and before she entered she had worked for the BBC 
where she met Janet Brown who had later entered with the DMJ – small world!  Clara 
and I were picked up each morning to be taken to Amisano and were brought back again 
in the afternoon. As we drove in that first day, I could see many of the boys looking     
curiously at the car, wondering what this new teacher was going to be like! Some said 
"You are very fresh" - i.e. I had pink cheeks! Some said "You are too fat"! Later I         
discovered that they used 'too' often when they meant 'very'.   

The Amisano driver was an interesting character. Although the road along the coast 
was made-up (done for Queen Elizabeth’s visit several years earlier), the road from   
Elmina to Amisano was just marram and full of potholes. In the dry season everything 
around was covered in orange dust whereas in the rainy season it became a sea of mud 
with huge puddles (some more like lakes!) and cars often got stuck trying to pass through. 
The local children were very happy to help push the car! Anyway, our driver drove     
bare-foot and the way he moved around the potholes was amazing. When he was not   
driving, he would lie on a low brick wall, just one brick’s width and go fast asleep!      
No-one ever saw him eat, but they said he drank akpeteshie, made from fermented and 
distilled palm wine. Fr Bergervoet, our science teacher said he used it for his science    
experiments as it was nearer pure alcohol than what is usually obtained for the lab! The 
driver also sometimes went hunting at night. One time he brought us a small deer! I was 
able to watch some of the preparation of it – a split in the hide, then a blow through to 
loosen the skin which was then removed and the animal cut up to be cooked for our     
supper that evening. That was the freshest meat I’d ever eaten and I think the first       
venison. It was absolutely delicious! 

It was very difficult to get to sleep at night because of the heat, but after several days, 
I went to lie down when we got back about 2 p.m. and fell fast asleep, only waking when 
it was already dark and almost supper time! 

One ‘first’ while at Holy Child was to go out to join the pupils in watching a film 
outside in the evening. It was slightly cooler in the evenings. 
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Sr. Felicia, Sr. June and Sr. Teresa 
Clements…Plus pets. 

After about a fortnight, I moved up to the Infant Jesus convent which was at the top 
of the hill.  Some of the Sisters and postulants made altar breads and I often helped too in 
the evenings. The postulants tried to teach me a bit of Fante (the local language). One 
evening one of the Sisters (Felicia) sat on a stool to work at the altar breads and sat on a 
scorpion which bit her. They say that scorpion bites are the most painful of bites and     
necessitates a visit to the hospital for an injection. Somewhat embarrassing on this        
occasion! 

There was also a dog called Justice. She 
gave birth to puppies while I was there - right 
under my room, so I heard a racket, went down 
and found the little ones on the concrete floor. I 
was afraid she would get aggressive if I touched 
the puppies, but I managed to ease something 
into the area for them to lie on. Eventually all 
went quiet again. Felicia always took over care 
of pets, so she looked after them from then on. 

At one time, Sister Felicia acquired a    
monkey and tied it to a tree with a long rope. I 
remember it lifting up my skirt as if to look    

under it! It probably wanted to groom me by removing any fleas etc!! One day everything 
had been prepared for Mass and the cruets with the water and wine were there ready when 
the monkey escaped from its tether, got into the chapel and drank the wine! It was so  
funny afterwards watching it run and jump around, quite drunk!  

One effect of the heat and humidity was a vast number of insects, many of them     
biting and some so small you couldn’t see them, but felt the bite! One time I had a hard 
lump on my leg which we suspected was the result of a bite, so I went down to the Holy 
Child school nurse. She immersed my leg in what felt like boiling water, then into a 
bucket of cold water! Anyway, I survived. 

That was the year of the petrol crisis, so eventually the Rector of the seminary, Father 
Van der Laar, a Dutch S.M.A. decided that two rooms should be vacated on the ground 
floor so that Sister Clara and I could stay there during the week and return to Cape Coast 
at the weekends to save on the petrol used taking us to and fro each day.  

Soon after that, I got my first attack of malaria. Since the girls at Holy Child had 'flu 
at the time, I thought at first it was that, but it was soon obvious that it was malaria. One 
of the priests and one of the sixth-
formers, Bobby Benson, came to see me. 
It was very kind, but I felt so awful I 
didn’t want to see anybody! 

The first time I stayed at Amisano at 
the weekend, we had Benediction and the 
altar cloth and the servers' cassocks were 
all pristine white, but it had rained in the        
afternoon and they'd put on the lights and 
of course there were masses of flies (or 
flying ants) which went to the lights then 
fell all over the altar and the boys. I    
really thought I would be on my way home after that! 

Another time I was there for Benediction, I popped to the loo first and saw a snake 
(tiny) in the loo!! I hurriedly went to the next - door loo! Later on, a tiny snake was seen 
slithering along the verandah. 

Amisano 
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We had mosquito netting on the windows, but there must have been some torn      
netting in the corridor as I always had lots of them in my room. I tried killing them using 
the flat of my hand, but they usually escaped so I then tried using the back of my hand 
which was more   effective. I used to kill them on the netting before going to Mass in the 
morning - one day I counted 40!! Sister Clara and I often played some kind of game in the 
evening and I was always plagued with the mosquitoes whereas she was not. I found out 
that she did not sweat as much as she should and certainly nothing like I did! 

One All Saints' Day I went to Elmina beach with some of the boys (and presumably    
other Staff). The sand was so hot it burnt my feet as I walked. I got into the sea and   
wanted to keep under the water, but some of the boys asked me to teach them to swim, so 
I held them up to get used to floating. Of course I was then sunburnt. The next day, I went 
into class and the boys said: "Sister, you're red!". They'd probably never seen a white   
person with sunburn before. I just said: "And you're black!" (very politically incorrect 
these days!). 

During the Christmas holidays I went to Cape Coast University for a Maths course. I 
was surprised how advanced the Maths was. There, I found the Ghanaians hesitant to talk 
to me - so different from everyone I had met so far, especially the villagers who didn't 
understand English, but would always greet us with a smile and handshake. We were 
served our dinner on a plate and at first it seemed huge, but I soon learned (as the      
Ghanaians would say) to eat it all by the time the course ended! 

During the ‘Summer’ holidays, I went for another Maths course in Kumasi. I was          
assured that I could stay in a room while the occupant was away. However she returned in 
the evening! Everything was amicably resolved. The course was for teachers and I found 
that many understood very little Maths! The journey back by bus was something like four 
hours. I wanted to go to the toilet, but was afraid to get out of the bus when it did make a 
‘comfort stop’ in case it would go before I’d found my way back! The rest of the journey 
was somewhat uncomfortable, but I arrived home safely!! 

It was around May 1974 that Barbara left to go to England and then on to California 
where there were meetings. I don't think it was a Chapter, but a Plenary of some kind. We 
were expecting her back I think in September or October. I had a letter from a Sister 
which said Barbara had a bad cold which went to her chest and had a clot on her lung   
(after she returned from California). However, I knew that Sister had a tendency to       
exaggerate or be a bit 'imaginative' and since I heard nothing from anyone else, I was not 
too worried. I had just returned to Amisano for the Autumn term when a telegram arrived 
to say Barbara had died. You can imagine the shock to me and to the Infant Jesus Sisters! 
Then one day, I was in class when the Archbishop came and said "You're coming with me 
to Accra to meet Sister Peg"! It meant a stay overnight, so I had to rush and get my 
things, then travel to Accra with the Arch. I had no idea who Peg was at that time - she 
had been known as Mary de Fatima before I think, but we'd never met as she'd been in 
Uganda. I can't remember too much about it except the Arch taking us to a Lebanese     
restaurant for a meal. He had several Lebanese friends.  

After a while some bungalows were built – one for the Ghanaian priests, one for us      
Sisters and one for the Holy Cross brothers. As time went on the Dutch SMA Fathers    
retired to Holland and a Holy Cross Brother became the Rector. Later still, Father Martin 
Essilfie was appointed Rector and eventually the Holy Cross Brothers also left. Sister 
Clara went to Nigeria where she had originally intended to go ten years before! That left 
me as the only white person on the compound. 

In the early days, Father Matthias Nketsiah joined the Staff having finished his     
studies in the States, but he didn’t stay long as he was appointed to a parish. Sister Clara 
and I felt sorry for him as there were no other young priests and only one elderly        
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Ghanaian priest who soon moved on, so we invited him to come and play Scrabble with 
us. He also tried to teach us a bit of Fante – not very successfully, I’m afraid. One time 
while I was home on leave staying with my parents in Angmering, he came to England 
and actually and stayed the night with us. Now he is the Archbishop of Cape Coast. 

In 1980, I travelled with Sister Felicia to the Keta-Ho region to attend the ordination 
of one of my first sixth form class – Cletus Egbi. That was an experience – the whole    
village celebrated for about a week, but we didn’t stay that long. Later on he became the 
Health Administrator for his diocese and in that capacity he met Mark Mantey who is 
well known by the DMJ. A few years ago he was made a Monsignor. He has been to      
England a few times and has come to visit me here. The last time was last year. 1980 was 
also the year that Pope John Paul II visited Ghana and I went to the Cathedral in Accra for 
that occasion. Cloth was produced at that time with his image on the design. I made a 
dress out of it. 

Another young priest who came to Amisano to teach after his studies in the States 
was Peter Turkson. He was chosen to preach at the Silver Jubilee of Archbishop Amissah 
and I remember thinking he did a brilliant job. He was also a great tease! He went to 
Rome for    further studies and returned 
to Amisano for a short time before     
going on to the Major Seminary. When 
Archbishop Amissah died as a result of 
a car crash, Turkson was appointed 
Archbishop of Cape Coast. One year he 
came over as chief celebrant for the    
International Mass at Southwark       
Cathedral, so I went and met him. He 
still had his sense of humour! Later he 
was made a Cardinal and then was 
called to Rome to be in charge of Faith 
and Justice. When Pope Benedict       
retired our newspapers had Turkson as his most likely successor. The media are not      
always correct in their predictions!  

While I was still at Amisano, another of my first sixth form class came to teach there. 
I remember him challenging me to a race during the Sports Day during my first year! I 
said I couldn’t run in that heat for a few inches, never mind yards! 

Since I left, several of my former pupils have taught at Amisano, some of them have 
been the Rector. 

There was one time in the          
holidays, I was out working in the   
garden and I saw a cobra slithering 
along the wall of the bungalow. Fr 
Martin Essilfie threw a bunch of 
cassava sticks at it. Even he was 
afraid to go near. Eventually, he 
managed to kill it. Another time I 
was in our sitting room and caught 
movement out of the corner of my 
eye and then saw a green snake 
wrapped round a plant I had in there. 
I went to get help, but I don't think it 
was poisonous, just a green tree 

Srs. Regine,   Joan 
Peg,             Maria ,    Jen and June 
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snake. Another time, Sr Clara and I had been playing cards in my room in the evening 
and there were no lights. Clara returned to her room and felt a splash   directed at her eye. 
She washed it and thought perhaps it was a frog or something.    The next day she saw 
movement and it was a big snake. She came out to get help and some of the boys and 
priests came to look. They couldn't see anything, but saw there was a big box, so          
suspected it might be in there, so they gingerly dragged the box into the verandah, using 
sticks and things. When they poked at it the snake appeared to a grand reception of flying 
sticks etc. which eventually killed it. Another time I saw a golden snake slithering over 
the beds where I'd planted tomatoes and cucumbers, but it disappeared into the bush.  The        
tomatoes and cucumbers didn’t come to anything– watering had to be done by carrying   
buckets from the house (as long as we had running water!), so I was waging a losing     
battle. The pineapples did well though. It was tough weeding between them though and I 
often had arms covered in scratches, but the taste of a fresh, ripe pineapple was well 
worth it! Sweet and juicy without the acidity that is in those bought here. 

As years went by more DMJ came to Ghana and we would often meet up in Ofoase 
or more often Akim Swedru. One time at Ofoase I remember an army of ants passing 
through the house late in the evening when it was dark. Bridie Doherty was there at the 
time and what she didn’t call those while trying to get rid of them.....! 

Another time I remember it raining when we didn’t have running water and a Sister 
went out of a side door in her swimming costume to have a shower! 

One time in Akim Swedru Corinne gave an injection in my rear, probably for         
malaria. 

Before I eventually left Ghana Peg took me on a grand tour taking in Kumasi,              
Bolgatanga (where we visited two Anglican Sisters we had previously met in Cape 
Coast), Tamale and Wa (where Sister Carrol Regina worked in the Diocesan Library). We 
even managed to take a detour into Upper Volta (now Burkina Faso). The North of the 
country is very different. It is a very dry heat there. It is necessary to drink lots of water. I 
can remember picking up a glass from a shelf and it was hot. Any washing done would 
dry in a matter of minutes! 

One final memory of Ghana is a competition I had with one of my former students to 
see who could eat the most fufu (made of yam or cassava and plantain, cooked and 
pounded – very hard work!). When I first arrived, I thought it looked like putty and tried 
just a little, but I gradually managed to eat more. The Ghanaians use their hands to eat it, 
taking a portion and dipping it in the sauce or soup, but I never did – I liked more of the 
soup! Anyway, I didn’t win the competition, but I did hold my own pretty well, eating a 
large portion! 

 

My D.M.J. Impressions- Fr Pat Seaver, Diocese of Limerick. 

My connection was through a friend who       
married a former DMJ. Her friend, Sr. Patricia     
Pearson invited me to visit the Padre Pio Leprosy 
Rehabilitation Centre in Ahotokurom, Cape Coast, 
Ghana, and this I did for the first time in July 1995. I 
got such a warm welcome and enjoyed my           
‘bus-man’s’ holiday so much that I have returned 
there every year up to and including the present year 
of 2017. 

What I see and experience are a group of nuns  dedicated to the spreading of the good 
news in a warm, open and generous manner. Unlike many convents and monasteries, of 
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which I have had plenty of experience, the Sisters’ house in Ahotokurom has an open 
door. One could find any number and variety of callers. The children from the Child-care 
Unit are at home there. People in need often see the Sisters as their last hope when it 
comes to basic needs, fees for the children’s education, or perhaps a family bereavement. 
Other religious invariably get a great welcome. Since 2003, a number of students from the 
University of Limerick have used the Centre as an official placement centre, where they 
spend six months and are given credits for their work in the various schools, hospitals, 
villages and in the centre itself. There have also been visits from transition students from 
the Crescent Comprehensive College and Castletroy College. There are also connections 
from an English based ‘Friends of Ahotokurom’ who visit on a regular basis and are    
given a wonderful welcome.  

However, what has impressed me most of all, is the way the Sisters, unlike most of 
the religious orders with which I am familiar, have involved the local people at a level of                
management and ownership that is wonderful. They have a board of management whose     
members are mostly local. One of its members is the chief from a neighbouring village, 
who is Muslim. In fact, the C.E.O is a gentleman whose parents were leprosy sufferers, 
and who was himself reared in the Centre. The fact that he has a Ph.D also says some-
thing significant about the way in which the Sisters have managed the mission and helped 
the local people develop their talents. As the members of the community obviously see it: 
the mission is the work of the Lord, not theirs. May the Lord bless their work.  
 

By Mark Mantey, Ahotokurom, Ghana, West Africa 

 
My parents were both Leprosy survivors. People with leprosy suffer greater poverty           

because their disabilities reduce their access to work. My mother came from a village, 
north of Lome in Togo, and was relocated to Ghana due to ill health and met my Dad. My 
father, from the Eastern Region of Ghana, together with my mother received treatment for 
leprosy at Ho leprosarium for a couple of years. They finally settled at the village of 
Ankaful Camp (Leper Colony), close to Elmina in the Central Region, where my siblings 
and I spent our formative years. The living conditions in a poorly constructed mud hut 
were hard without electricity and running water, but the camp at the end became my   
comfort zone. When people hear that your parents are leprosy survivors and you live in a 
leper colony, it doesn’t matter much whether you have leprosy or not. You are one of 
them. Looking back at my childhood my memories of that time were characterised by 
stigma and rejection, greater poverty, hardship and survival. I had no alternative but learnt 
as a young boy how to help my parents and the rest of the community (selling tomatoes, 
fish, and firewood among others).  

My parents had a dream for their children. They wanted us to be educated and to    
escape the life of poverty. They worked hard to provide me with early education. It was 
tough but through the help of the good services of religious orders, I managed to complete 
my second level education. At the age of 15 years, I met Sr. Peg Rahilly from the        
congregation of Daughters of Mary and Joseph. From that time, I began to experience 
God’s love and compassion as I came in contact with Sisters Inez Baranyanka, Kate 
Creedon, Patricia Pearson, Monica Smyth, among others. Sisters Patricia Pearson and 
Monica Smyth did everything to provide me with growth and development opportunities, 
allowing me to believe in myself.  My visit to England in the 1990’s was an experience I 
will never forget, as I became completely exposed to a much different, but wonderful 
world. The compassion and encouragement from the English province of the DMJs was 
incredible and I would like to acknowledge Sr. Deirdre Slade, Cecile Beale, Anne Jordan, 
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Felicé Wright, Paula Spark, Annette Lawrence, Teresa Clements of the blessed memory 
and all my friends who made my time a memorable and wonderful experience. I gained 
independence, good interpersonal and communication skills, and for me that was the      
beginning of taking responsibility for my own life.  

Sisters Patricia Pearson and Monica Smyth recommended me to Fr Patrick Seaver, an 
Irish Priest, whom I spoke to about my ambition for further education. Due to an                 
extraordinary act of generosity from Fr Patrick Seaver, I was funded to undertake my 
third level education at the University of Limerick in 2001 as a mature student. I        
graduated with a Bachelor of Arts in Public Administration in 2005, a Masters in Public 
Administration in 2006 and received my PhD from University of Limerick in 2012. My 
education and experience is making a huge impact in my working life, where I am able to 
reach out and help my local communities in Ghana and across different parts of Africa. It 
has even benefited my home life immensely, creating a better life for my amazing wife 
Gladys and four beautiful and gifted children; Rita, Joe, Mark and Linda. As a result of 
the help I received from the Sisters and Fr. Patrick Seaver, the changes in my life have 
been extended to another generation, as all my four children have received excellent edu-
cation. 

I cannot express enough the remarkable act of encouragement and support I have 
gained from the Daughters of Mary and       
Joseph Congregation. The                
transformation that has taken place in 
my life is beyond explanation. This 
change has already been extended to   
another   generation.  

Currently, I am the Executive          
Director of the Padre Pio Rehabilitation 
Centre (PPRC), an agency in which 
work is primarily based around the                 
rehabilitation and reintegration of      
Leprosy Survivors and their families, 
and also children and young adults with 
special needs. It is time to pay back for 
these acts of kindness.   

The DMJ Sisters are very coura-
geous women and represent the “voice of the  voiceless”. They have an amazing record, 
spending ‘decades caring for and working with many leprosy sufferers’, and the dis-
placed, the disadvantaged and the marginalized. This makes them real agents of change in 
contemporary African societies, and as a beneficiary of the agents of change, and also 
witness to the many families empowered and transformed, I can only salute the DMJ’s.   

 

By Grace Amankwandoh, Ahotokurom, Ghana, West Africa 

 
Grace, a daughter to parents who both suffered from leprosy, 

grew up in Enyinndakurom with other families affected by the      
disease. After finishing elementary school in 1978, Grace secured a 
job working for the ministry of health for one year, and later        
travelled to Nigeria with her husband for one year.  After the     
break-up of her marriage her return to Ghana, Grace needed to find 
work to support herself. She was introduced to Br. Vincent who was 
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doing outreach in Enyinndakurom at the time, who brought her to Padre Pio                 
Rehabilitation Centre in 1983. At PPRC Grace worked closely with Sr. Pat as a nursery 
attendant and later became her deputy at St. Elizabeth’s school on the compound, where 
they worked together for 25 years. When St. Elizabeth’s school moved to Atonkwa and 
the facility now changed its direction to working with children with special needs, Grace 
received a lot of opportunities from the Sisters that have changed her life. Grace was sent 
to take courses in the area of special needs care, while being trained by Sr. Pat in which 
she gained a wealth of knowledge. In 1999 Grace was blessed with the opportunity to 
travel to Ireland to undertake a work placement at an Irish school for 4 months, where she 
learned a lot and gained a huge amount of priceless practical experience. With a great 
amount of knowledge in the area Grace returned to Ahotokurom where she worked hard, 
and eventually became the manager of St. Elizabeth’s when Sr. Pat moved to Uganda. 
During this time Grace still benefitted greatly from the help of the Sisters of DMJ.  In 
2002 DMJ provided Grace with a home, while also over the years contributing greatly to 
the education of her own children by providing sponsorship for their schooling. PPRC 
and the sisters took care of her elderly parents with great care when they spent the last 
years of their life in St. Claire’s home and also helped to cover the costs of their funeral, 
lifting a huge weight from her shoulders in a time of grief and struggle. Grace is            
extremely grateful for all the help and support the Sisters of DMJ have given to her and 
her family over the years as she would not be the success she is today without them. But 
she is also extremely proud of the Sisters and all they have done for the community 
around her. Not only did the opening of St. Elizabeth’s centre for children with disabili-
ties provide a safe and loving learning environment for the children, it dramatically 
helped to lessen the harsh stigma associated with special needs people in Ghanaian socie-
ty. It began to change the mind-sets of parents of children with disabilities, opening their 
eyes to the reality that they are equally   deserving of love and care as any other child – a 
lesson that will benefit disadvantaged children for years to come.  Grace is very grateful 
for the presence of Daughters of Mary and Joseph in her life and all they have achieved. 

 

By Kofi Nyarko, Ahotokurom, Ghana, West Africa 

Kofi Nyarko, a leprosy     
survivor, comes from a family of 
4 children, who have lost both 
parents. At the age of just 7 Kofi 
began to fall ill and display 
symptoms of leprosy.  However, 
he was not diagnosed until the 
age of 10 and due to his situation, 
he was left unable to avail of 
treatment for his disease for 
years. Due to his leprosy being 
left untreated his condition       
severely worsened and he        
developed deformities in his 
hands and feet. The people in 
Kofi’s village began to lose hope 
for his family, as the last          
remaining male was on the brink 
of death.  Fortunately, in 1984 at 

Kofi and a student 
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the age of 13, Kofi was introduced to a man called Br. Vincent, who brought him to 
Ahotokurom with the promise of a better life. Kofi stayed in the childcare facility at Padre 
Pio Rehabilitation centre in Ahotokurom, where he met Sr. Kate, Sr. Monica, Sr. Peg, Sr. 
Ínez and Sr. Pat – who took extremely good care of him. Though throughout this time he 
was very sick and weak, and was orphaned, Kofi recalls feeling right at home with the 
Sisters who were like parents to him.  The Sisters in Ahotokurom paid particular attention 
to the importance of Kofi’s education and did everything they could to make sure he 
completed his schooling and he completed forms 1-3 while staying there with their help. 
In 1986, Sr. Monica introduced Kofi to a specialist doctor from the Netherlands who 
would operate on his feet to improve the   condition of his deformities caused by leprosy. 
He was sent to Ankaful leprosy hospital to receive the surgery and spent the following 6 
months confined to a wheelchair under the care of the Sisters in Ahotokurom. During this 
time the Sisters created many opportunities for   Kofi. A novice came to Ahotokurom to 
tutor him, and when he was accepted to secondary school in Elmina in 1987, he was    
given housing in Anakful and a bicycle in order to kick-start an independent life outside 
of the centre and success in his studies. In 2001, Kofi was given the life changing oppor-
tunity of travelling to England to be trained as a special needs teacher by Fr. Douglas 
Bull. He was the first person in his community to ever travel abroad, and the experience 
opened many doors for him. Kofi made many friends and contacts while in the UK, and 
on returning to Ghana he received an invite to attend a conference in South Africa regard-
ing leprosy in 2005. At the conference Kofi was introduced to representatives from 
NGO’s all over the world. The World Health Organisation took particular interest in Ko-
fi’s story and invited him to join 
a Tropical Neglected Diseases    
campaign as a panel member. 
To this day, Kofi has had a suc-
cessful career working for the 
WHO, and has travelled all over 
the world to attend conferences 
discussing tropical neglected 
diseases, including countries 
such as The Netherlands, Swit-
zerland, India, America, Korea, 
China, Ireland, Ethiopia, Congo and Kenya, to name a few. Today, Kofi has been married 
to his wife for 21 years and has 4 children, and is still at the peak of his career. He is 
hailed as nothing short of a hero in his hometown due to his incredible transformation and 
success despite the extraordinary struggles he has endured. Kofi may not have been able 
to survive, let alone reach such success without the help he received from Daughters of 
Mary and Joseph. He is forever grateful to everyone involved. 
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The DMJ Sisters – “Courageous Women and Agents of Change in      
Contemporary African Societies” -  Beatrice Ntowah (Aunty Bea)      

Ahotokurom, Ghana, West Africa 

 
Beatrice Ntowah, originally from 

Prekuma is a survivor of leprosy. Before 
her introduction to Daughters of Mary and 
Joseph – Bea thought life as she knew it 
was over, due to the crippling effects of her 
disease.  It was when Bea was at her lowest 
and felt hopeless for any prospect of a 
bright future because of her   condition; she 
was introduced to Br. Vincent, a member of 
the Franciscan Friars, while working at a 
dress-making centre in 1982. After a year 
had passed, in 1983 through the Franciscan    
Friars Bea was introduced to Sisters from 
the Daughters of Mary and Joseph and it 
was since then her life changed forever. Bea’s relationship with DMJ brought a wealth of 
new opportunities and experiences to her life. They helped to give her an education – Sr. 
Shelia trained Bea in first aid, while Sr. Pat trained her in childcare, allowing her to      
secure a job in the childcare facility at the Padre Pio Rehabilitation Centre here in    
Ahotokurom. This knowledge and experience allowed her to be eligible for so many new 
opportunities that would not have passed her way in the past.  In 1990, she was sent 
abroad to England to experience working with children with disabilities such as epilepsy.  
Bea was the first person in her community to ever travel abroad from Ghana, so you can 
imagine the enormous amount of priceless experience and lessons she gained from such a 
trip. Bea’s DMJ family were so impressed with her work ethic and determination to make 
a difference in the lives of the disadvantaged, that they wanted to help her to build a life 
back in Ghana. They gifted her the building of a new home in the village of Abbe, here in 
Cape Coast, changing her life dramatically. Bea’s successful career, her contacts with the 
congregation and her new home significantly lessened the stigma that plagued leprosy 
sufferers and survivors at the time. The local people were now significantly more open to 
interacting and establishing relationships with people affected by leprosy, and Bea formed 
great friendships within and around the village community. Opportunities continued to 
arise for Bea over the years through her relationship with the Sisters of DMJ – such as 
being invited to The Netherlands to stay with friends of the Sisters, and travelling the 
America to attend a conference. Another big milestone in Bea’s life was when she was 
introduced to John, a friend of Sr. Monica’s from Ireland, who practised endorphin      
release therapy. After seeing the benefits it brought to her, Bea was determined to learn 
how to practise it herself in order to help her friends who have suffered deformities due to 
leprosy. Sr. Monica and Bea continued to travel to different hospitals in Ghana providing 
this therapy to patients and making a positive impact on their lives. Bea now works in 
Ahotokurom at the Padre Pio Rehabilitation centre, providing endorphin release therapy 
to leprosy survivors and disabled children, while also working at the centres childcare   
facility. Bea is extremely proud of Daughters of Mary and Joseph, and is forever grateful 
for all they have done for her in her lifetime. 

 

Auntie Bea and her Grandchildren 
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UGANDA 

Reflections of Mary Moran 

Anyone who knows Helen Lane, knows that she will never ask you to do something          
beyond what you want to or are able to do and when she asks once, she will not pick on 
you to get on with it!  That being so, when Helen asked me to write some part of my 
memoir as a DMJ, I did not know what to write that would interest any readers.  After 
some discussion, we came up with the idea of my writing something about the Amin 
years in Uganda.  When I used to ask my mother to talk about her childhood years, she 
thought mainly about the    hardships, and responded with “why would anybody want to 
talk about the past?” or “why would you want to hear that ‘stuff’?” I have some sort of 
similar reaction.  “Why would    anyone want to know about that stuff?” Another teacher 
of mine used to say of life’s events, “do not let go, until the event has taught you one of 
life’s lessons”.  This, therefore is our task—yours and mine—to see what we can learn 
from stories of war, murder, injustice, oppression,  intimidation and the FEAR that leads 
to such behaviours or the FEAR caused by these behaviours.  

I was not in Uganda for the whole period of Amin 
so the stories of Eileen Maher are much more hair-
raising.  I will therefore tell you about a few            
happenings. When Amin took over from Obote, the 
first thing he did was go around all the good schools 
and main universities to try and win popularity for 
himself.  Therefore on one such day a contingent of 
Amin’s soldiers, ministers and he himself came to visit 
Maryhill High School.  He met the Board and the      
Headmistress –Cathleen McCarthy—and afterwards, 
they all dined in the school dining room, where we 
served, smiled a toothpaste smile, and said “Welcome” 
many times over.  I do not know if at any time the     
student body was addressed, or whether the visitors 
simply walked around the classrooms.  Eventually they 
departed with everyone feeling satisfied with the way 

the day had gone. However, soon after their departure, a board member, Mr. Tibayungwa, 
who was later taken from his government office and murdered on the orders of Amin,   
remembered that we had breached protocol, in forgetting to ask Amin and his people, to 
sign the visitor’s book.  Tibayungwa informed Cathleen that she would have to attend the     
formal dinner, to be held that evening at the presidential lodge (one in every district of the 
country as far as I know). Cathleen, who was often very shy in public, asked me if I 
would go in her place. I agreed and drove myself to the lodge.  I explained the purpose of 
my visit to the various security personnel and was eventually taken to the waiting room of 
the lodge.  After a short wait, Amin sent someone to ask me if I wanted him to come to 
where I was, or go to his bedroom where he was! What is the tactful answer in such a 
moment?  I answered by saying I would do whatever the president suggested!  Soon 
Amin himself appeared and then came up with an idea “Come with us to table, and I will 
get all the ministers to sign!”  

At table, I was placed two seats down from the President and was very ill at ease and 
a bit silly in my talk—far too acquiescent and polite for me! I refused the wine and beer, 
got a soda, and when it was obvious that no food would be served for a long time, and 
that it was going to be a long “do”, I informed the minister next to me that I feared        
driving in the dark, and requested his cooperation in having the book signed by the     



DMJ 
 

57 
 

president and the ministers, so that I could excuse myself from the other formalities.  My 
only fear was that he would suggest sending an escort with me if I waited for dinner.  
Thank goodness, no such chivalry, so after the required signing I shook hands with the 
president thanked him for his hospitality and left for home! 

Is this the only time I dined with a murderer and smiled graciously—some would say 
treacherously?  Actually no!  

A few years later when we knew of all the daily and nightly assassinations, when all 
of us had adjusted our life styles to live and work in a very violent milieu, I received a 
visitor to the convent in Nyamitanga.  She, the Indian wife, of the African governor, came 
to ask me, Sr. Mary, to be her friend, as her husband did not allow her to mix with the   
local population. No wonder, as there were nightly raids and murders going on in the 
town and as I came to learn, the governor’s duties were to make sure that the wishes of 
his immediate boss, Amin, be followed, without question.  I asked this woman how she 
got my name and I think what  happened is that she had given birth to a child in Nsambya 
hospital, Kampala, run by Franciscan nuns.  As she was a Muslim, she thought that her 
“Sr. Mary” was the one and only in Uganda, when in fact the majority of the nuns were 
named Sr. Mary something or other.  In any event I told her I would get in touch with her 
a few days later.  I then went to see the Bishop and asked him what I should do. He said it 
might be wiser to acquiesce and simply to choose my moments!  This woman invited me 
to a number of their celebrations—often the governor was absent—and there I used to 
meet some of the local politicians, people like me, playing a diplomatic game. I liked this 
woman but never felt at ease in these gatherings.  One evening, in her house, on my way 
back from the toilet, I met the governor arriving back from one of his forays into the 
community.  He was wearing guns around his waist, I commented that he was still wear-
ing his “jewelry” -probably a very inappropriate remark-, which heimmediately 
proceeded to take off, and I felt sure he had just come back from an ordered killing.  

One day he asked me to accompany him to a Catholic primary school about 60 miles 
away, as he wanted to place his son there.  In the Mercedes car, he asked me to drive, just 
for the experience.  I did so but was very slow, over cautious and changed after a few 
miles.  The school in question, run by Christian Brothers, was very popular at this time in 
Uganda.  As an educationalist, I was very curious to know what these brothers did to keep 
people coming to this school and to keep his teachers in the classroom.  Owing to very 
high inflation, the majority of teachers in Uganda, had adopted the habit of taking on 
three or more “full time” teaching posts, getting three or four salaries and teaching only a 
quarter of classes in each school! They also had to make time for travelling between one 
school and another. Brother answered my question with the simple statement “I make 
sure the teachers have sugar and salt”. 

At that time, sugar, soap and salt were sold in government depots and headmistresses 
had to get special forms allowing them to purchase a limited, assigned amount for their 
schools. I have never forgotten his response, which any personnel manager, after years of 
training, would affirm as the key to success in any “people” organization. If you want 
staff to work to the best of their capacity, put their needs high on the priority list. 

The day that government soldiers raided all the missionary and religious institutions 
on the “Hill”—what we called our location—, when the Bishop ran into the “bush”, when 
many priests and brothers were made to lie down on the ground outside the Cathedral, 
when doors were broken down in one convent, we were lucky, as they arrived in our 
compound at 6.45 am.  It was bright as the sun was rising. I remember the time very 
clearly as Anatolia was on her way to 7am Mass in the Cathedral. As she walked out on 
the path, suddenly some armed soldiers, “appeared” and told her to go back or they would 
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shoot.  What I was told, was that Anatolia reversed back into the convent—not wishing to 
be shot in the back— and informed the rest of us about what was going on.   

If you were to see a video clip of the next 60 minutes or less, you might be excused 
for thinking it was a comedy strip revealing the differences in individual personalities.  
Each one behaved and spoke as if we were all on 
trial and doing what we would do to save our lives.  
Was it Josephine Beebwa (I think so), who as 
headmistress said “we have to keep the girls in their 
dormitories and not allow them to class”.  Eileen 
Maher either volunteered or was asked to go to 
school. Quite calmly, as Eileen always is, she went 
out the back door, facing the school dormitories.  
The rest of us went into the dining room as there 
were soldiers looking in theindows and we wanted 
to “act normally”.  Someone would begin a story in 
a low voice. Another would remark, “do not speak 
so low or they will think we are talking about 
them”. Someone laughed and then “do not laugh, 
they will think we are laughing at them”.  After   
another few failed attempts at normality (I think 
someone suggested inviting the soldiers for      
breakfast, but decided this was not normal), we left 
the dining room and then went about our own normal lives (except go to school where we 
were supposed to be teaching). 

I went into my bedroom and began to hide all my valuables (a radio cum tape          
recorder) under my folded clothes.  When I had finished, I rethought, and decided it is not 
normal to hide one’s things from gunmen.  I therefore proceeded to take them out again! I 
left my room, walking confidently and happily (normally) back towards nowhere. I met a 
group of soldiers coming in my direction, put out my hand, welcomed each one into our 
cloister! and a soldier remarked “you are very happy” to which I agreed and kept on 
walking in the opposite direction!  I heard that Liz Mc Carthy, when she met them, asked 
them if they would like to go to the Chapel! So far you are seeing a few of us carrying out 
“what to do when your house is invaded by soldiers, who kill when asked, without much 
discussion”.  They were not looking for my valuables as I found out.  They were looking 
for hidden weaponry. They looked in our bedrooms, showers and toilets and then asked to 
go to school. Josephine Beebwa accompanied them to the dormitory, but could not get in, 
as the head girl had locked it from the inside.  There was complete silence and she could 
not get anyone to respond to her appeal to have the door opened. The father of the head 
girl had been killed by Amin’s soldiers, so eventually, after much pleading from           
Josephine, when she, Angelina, emerged she was shaking so violently, she was unable to 
put the key into the keyhole. Josephine then asked her to put the key out through an    
opening in a honeycombed wall and the soldiers entered the dormitory.  I went down to 
inform teachers of what was going on.  The first teacher I met, a man named Jackson, was 
on his way to class.  We greeted with a “good morning” and then I told him the soldiers 
were on the compound.  He did not ask a single question, he made a 180 degree turn,   
saying “Oh! My God! My children!” and proceeded back to his staff house. 

On two occasions I had guns pointed at me.  The first time when I did not drive fast 
enough for the military vehicle behind me, they passed me, with open windows and guns 
pointing directly at my face. As soon as they passed, I crossed the main street of Kampala 
and then pulled the car over to the side of the road and parked as my knees were shaking 

Sr. Josephine now with her 
award for services to Education 
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Bishop Bob Gay 

so badly I was unable to accelerate. I was alone so I walked over to a hotel for a cup of 
coffee and told my story to a waiter.  Of course every waiter had his or her own story of 
dealings with the soldiers and also nobody ever knew the mindset of the one you might be 
addressing and fear kept us all very reserved. 

The other occasion of being apprehended was in an evening where I was driving 
back to Nsambya convent with a friend.  The friend got sick and asked me to stop the car 
and pull over to the golf course for a few moments.  Neither of us was aware that the golf 
club had been taken over by soldiers.  When I parked the car, within minutes the car was 
surrounded by     soldiers, who questioned us about our comings and goings and then one 
of them shot a gun into the air beside me and told me to move!  Again driving away was a 
mix of fear and gratitude, fear of anything happening, gratitude that so far nothing had 
happened.  

My longest and most personal meeting with   
soldiers was after I had made an international call 
to Israel in the International hotel in Kampala, 
having first verified with the manager that this 
was an okay thing to do.  When I went to pay for 
the call, I was told to step into the manager’s    
office and he informed me that the lines were 
tapped and I was to wait in his office for         
questioning by military personnel.  This was in 
the aftermath of the Entebbe raid and relations 
between Uganda and Israel were at all all-time 
low.   

I will not recount the whole episode which lasted a few hours, most of which took 
place in another building in Kampala, where I was taken by soldiers, in their vehicle, with 
four armed men, guns out!  While waiting in the manager’s office in Kampala I asked 
him to allow me make just one call to the provincial of the White Fathers, as I wanted 
someone to know what was happening.  I phoned, said, “I am at the  international hotel in 
Kampala, can you come”. A sign of the times, not of our relationship, was that he did not 
ask a single question, he just came.  He was not allowed to come into the vehicle with me, 
but he was allowed to drive behind, and this made me feel safe.  If you have ever read 
“One Day in the Life of Ivan Ivanovich” by Alexander Solzhenitsyn then you will have a 
good idea of the procedure of questioning an innocent person, while insinuating that the 
person is guilty.  I was questioned by at least four different people groups.  It felt a bit   
silly telling them everything they asked, wondering how many times I was going to be 
asked the same questions, and wondering what the outcome would be. Eventually a plain 
clothes man, a tall man in a white suit, questioned me about my relationship with Israel, 
and then let me go.  When I left the building (and to this day I do not know which      
building I was in, what direction we took in Kampala, and I could never have directed 
anyone in future to that location) Bob Gay, later Bishop Bob Gay, now deceased Bob 
Gay, was waiting for me.  He did not ask me any questions, just asked me what I needed 
in order to feel calm and ready for the return journey to Mbarara.  He took me to a meal 
in the Fairway hotel and eventually took me to the bus park to get a bus home. 

What is worth remembering about many of these episodes, is the feeling of personal 
guilt, at being harassed by soldiers. Perhaps there was a belief that if we did everything 
properly, nothing would happen to us, we would avoid these scenarios. Yet so many of 
our friends and others were killed for no reason whatsoever, other than that in the mind of 
the leaders of the country, they posed a threat of one kind or another. Living in a regime 
of such political autocratic power has an effect on so many of the decisions we make on a 
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daily basis.  This time strengthened our relationships with Ugandans as they no longer 
saw us as “Imperialists” left over “Colonials” but as people who would not betray them, 
as people to whom they could entrust their thoughts, experiences and lives, as people who 
could not be bought, not because we were better than others but we did not have our     
families to worry about. Ugandans were more easily scared with threats about what could 
happen to their families if they did not do this, that or the other. 

A big lesson for me from this time of Amin’s regime was the awareness that when 
our lives are in danger it is not easy to be brave and to stand for justice. We made rules 
for our safety.  Never go out in the dark.  Do not leave Kampala for Mbarara in the    
evening.  If soldiers stop you and ask for your car, your clothing, your money, give it to 
them. Do not question. Do not intimidate. Do not act tough. Keep away from places 
where it is known that soldiers will be around. Do not say what you think in class or in 
the staff room. Don’t get   involved with politics.  Elisabeth McCarthy was forever trying 
to be a voice for standing up for right and challenging the status quo as a coordinated 
Church, with priests, religious, lay Christians speaking out together.  Of course the tactic 
of Amin’s government was to prevent any mass gathering of Christians or Catholics or 
Religious or of any group that could pose a threat.  For whatever reason we justified the 
wisdom of our Silence. It is so easy to ask questions about other situations in history—
why did the people not stand up for right?  Why did Germans allow the Jews to be      
demonized and killed?  Why did the South Africans allow such evil as existed in        
apartheid? Why did the world allow the Rwandan genocide, the Bosnian genocide?  

Why, now at this present time in Ireland, is the nation blaming priests and nuns for 
the abuse of pregnant girls and their illegitimate children, for the sexual abuse of children 
and for all the other crimes perpetrated against the children of Ireland in the past?  When 
are we    going to admit that it was the families of Ireland who gave birth to these boys 
and girls who one day would become nuns and priests or fathers and mothers? Where do 
we think they learned deviant sexuality and condemnation of young girls who got     
pregnant, possibly without even knowing how such a thing happened? The Church in   
Ireland had more power than in most countries, because of the historical political role 
they played in our fight against “heathen” England! Power corrupts and a lot of power 
corrupts a lot!  

It is amazing and shocking to me, how much money we are spending in looking into 
the past, and trying to find out what happened back then.  Yet today in our homes, as well 
as in our public systems of education and health there is bullying of adults as well as of 
children.  In our homes in the past and in our homes today there is violence, sexual       
deviance, incest, cruelty and there is still cover up.  We need to spend time listening to 
those who are suffering today. As Thich Nhat Hanh says, if there is a rapist out there, I 
am the rapist. If there is sexual deviance going on in our country, I am guilty. If children 
are being abused, I am guilty of abuse.  I really hate the fact that we are not spending 
more money in education and health of the living in Ireland.  I might be stoned if I spoke 
my thoughts in public. I regret our past   history.  I regret the fact that we grew up in a 
very judgmental Church. I regret the fact that although Jesus proclaimed only messages of 
love, compassion, non judgement and forgiveness, and although St. Paul taught us 2000 
years ago that love, not the law should be our guide, yet we placed so much store on   
obedience to the law and were never trained to speak of our weaknesses simply because 
we feared the judgment of others. 

I feel grateful for the path of my life.  I have not a single day of regret for the five 
years I spent with Louis nuns in my secondary school, for the three years I spent with the 
Dominican nuns in my training college, and for the many years of spiritual training I             
received as a Daughter of Mary and Joseph. I spent 34 years as a DMJ, made lifelong 
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Sr. Eileen Maher 

friends, received countless opportunities of further education,   
travelled to many countries, and If there is any good in what I do, 
think and say today, it is because of these many years of grace in 
my past. 

 I am grateful for all the wonderful experiences I have had in 
my years as a lay missionary. Just as soon as I returned to Uganda, 
many gifts have come my way. Two of these are very special. One 
is the training in mindfulness and compassion which I got from the 
monks and nuns of Plum Village in France.  The other is that St. 
Francis Family Helper Programme has again gone into the hands 
of a DMJ. 

 

A running-away bag – Sr. Helen Lane  
 

Some people are more practical than others and Eileen  
Maher is one such practical woman.  Sarah Durkan, Eileen and 
I opted to remain in Mbarara in February 1979 on the Sunday 

that the Bishop in panic told us that an invading army was only 
miles away and that we all should vacate the house, the area and 
flee.  I have no idea what we thought we might achieve by     
staying but stay we did.   Never having been in a war situation 
before and anxious to offer something positive to the situation I 
suggested that we fill containers- bath included- with water and 
lock wardrobes.  The first proposal proved useful and the latter 
foolish as all doors were subsequently hacked open.  

 That began a two –month period on Nyamitanga hill most of which was spent as        
refugees in the Diocesan Administration building.  We spent the first couple of days in 
our own house in trepidation as shells and bullets fell around us.  We prayed.  One        
particular afternoon the noise of the shells was deafening and we rushed to the pantry 
which had a solid stone shelf and we crouched on the floor with our heads under the shelf 
to protect our brains and we must have looked a bit like ducks in a pond.  We were in that 
undignified and embarrassing pose when the now Archbishop Paul Bakyenga, Brother 
Francis and Fr Peter Kelly arrived to say that Bishop Kakubi insisted that we come and 
stay at the Administration.  By then we were happy to go anywhere that might be a bit 
safer.  As we left we wondered if we should drive our VW up the hill to keep it from    
being stolen.  Unsure of whether that might be a target for a shell, we left it behind.  Next 
day it was taken by the soldiers along with our fridge and anything else that could be 
transported.   

Thus began the two months in the Admin building where we shared an office which 
had been fitted with three beds.  There was a rat in the room which scurried around at 
night bumping noisily into things.  Shelling and counter-shelling went on daily and the 
noise was terrifying.  We watched the shells streak overhead.  We watched the blue sky 
and the beautiful vegetation and it seemed a desecration to have such violation of nature 
and beauty.  As the days and weeks went by we were aware that the time might come 
when the best option would be to ‘run for it’.  Brother Francis had a sense of the route 
that we would take through the bush and he estimated about 20 or 25 miles to the Rwanda 
border as the crow flies.   

This is where practicality came into the question.  Eileen suggested that we pack a      
running-away bag.  We conferred as to what would be included.  We certainly would not 
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want to be encumbered by baggage if we had to walk in the heat of the African sun to the 
Rwanda border.  Minimalism was the name of the game.  Of course, we would need 
drinking water.  And there were some things we would need like a change of clothing.  
My memory is that we were allowed one comb between the three of us.  Yes, a change of 
clothing and underwear.  We could have our own toothbrush but one tube of toothpaste 
would be shared.  The running-away bag (as we named it) was meticulously packed and a 
list made of the items.  If anyone removed something from the running away bag, they 
had to indicate it on the list to ensure that it would be replaced and that all we would have 
to do at the crucial hour was grab the bag, confident that the necessities were contained 
therein.  Of course, we didn’t follow the rules.  Sometimes Sarah and I would remove 
something from the running-away bag and later Eileen would ask: ‘Did one of you       
remove x from the running-away bag?’  ... and shamefacedly we would have to own up 
and replace it.   

A moment came during those months when officers of the Liberating army came to 
the Administration, took our particulars and offered to give us safe-passage to Tanzania.  
Having considered the offer, we declined- fearing that the last state might be worse than 
the first.  Our liberation came at Easter when Brigid Stokes, 
Anatolia and Maria Marti got a laisser-passez from the army to 
come to Mbarara from Ibanda.  They found all three of us with 
various ailments- colds and boils, etc.  Some days later we got 
permission to travel to Ibanda.  The sight of the car travelling 
along the Ibanda road was such an unexpected one to the local 
population that they stood and waved and cheered. It was like 
Palm Sunday.   Maybe it was a sign of normality returning.  
We stopped at Rubindi Parish where the local people and the 
sisters rushed out to greet us.    They had heard rumours that 
the Cathedral in Nyamitanga had been bombed and the sisters 
and priests killed.  They asked how things were in Mbarara.  
Sarah struggled to say in Runyankole that our house had been badly damaged- all true.  
The closest she could come to saying it was: ‘Enju yaitu yagwa ahansi.’  ‘Our house fell 
down’.  This, of course, was an unintended exaggeration.  My Runyankole was much 
more limited than Sarah’s but I knew enough to know that the house was still standing so 
I said: ‘Sarah, that’s how rumours start.’  When I visit her now in the Nursing Home, I 
like to recount that story and despite her memory loss she always laughs.   

Happily, we didn’t need to use the running away bag but sometimes in subsequent 
years I have felt that situations can be such that it’s no harm to have a running away bag 
at the ready and no better woman that Eileen Maher to advise you on what to pack in it. 

 
 
PS.  Eileen Maher swears that there was no rat – that, in fact, it was an ill-sealed 

flask that hissed.  However, I adhere to my memory of a noisy rat.  It just shows how sub-
jective our memories are.   

 

  

Sr. Sarah Durkan 
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Memories from Sr Elizabeth McCarthy. 

“A people who forget their history are a people 
with no future” Pope Francis at Sarajevo May 8/05/2015 

 
This is a tiny fragment of a few episodes that I lived through in Uganda.                

Unfortunately, I am unable to date it exactly, but I recall the events now as if they only 
happened only yesterday. It happened when the "President-for-Life" Idi Amin Dada was 
reigning in Uganda.  

One memory I have is of a Sunday morning in 1979 when I was at Mass at the    
Convent of the Poor Clare Sisters in Nyamitanga. The small chapel was full of people 
when suddenly and without warning Bishop Kakubi came in and said in no uncertain 
terms: “I want everyone off the hill immediately". Did we continue until Mass was       
finished?  I have no recollection. I do remember that we scurried off, each one to his/her 
place.  Sr. Katie was busy preparing the dinner and had no idea of the state of emergency.  
Gradually we got her round to the urgency of the situation.  Nor were we fully cognisant 
of the fact that an invasion from Tanzania was imminent.  A getaway was all that         
mattered. 

I remember hurrying down to the school chapel.  The Blessed Sacrament had to be 
saved. So we consumed the hosts, and packed up the car and were ready for the road.  
What to take? What to leave behind? Where to go? There were two choices: Ibanda and 
Fort Portal. I would drive the Toyota, a small one at that, to Fort Portal. Dona was there 
and a lady called Jeanne, who by chance, was visiting and wanted to come with us. Eileen         
Maher, Helen and Sarah opted to travel in another 
car. They would stay behind to lock up as much as 
could be salvaged. They were to follow us later. 
Perhaps Katie came with us but I don't remember. I 
don't know if we had any money, Eileen Maher 
usually took care of that side of things.  As we 
crossed over the bridge, below the school we broke 
into "Across the bridge, there's no more sorrow, 
across the bridge is no more tears, The sun will 
shine on us tomorrow and we'll never be   unhappy 
again".  Meanwhile, the Amin army in disarray, was coming towards us.  

Naturally they wanted the car, but we explained that we were on the way to Fort   
Portal and needed the car.  That was too obvious, wasn’t it!   Amazingly they ushered us 
on.  With a sense of relief, we took to the road again and had made a quick decision to 
call into Mushanga Parish where Fr. Steve Collins, a good friend of ours, was the parish 
priest.  More than a little traumatised, I suppose, we were only too delighted to accept an 
invitation to a cup of tea (with bread and marmalade!). They didn’t know anything about 
the invasion.  So, it was breaking news for them. Refreshed for the journey, we continued 
towards Fort Portal, some 3 hours journey away. 

Eventually we reached Fort Portal, and headed for Kinyamasaka.  At that stage the         
community had left the old grandiose house that went with the Teacher training College,    
under our direction at that time.  The Sisters had gone to live in three or four small staff   
houses. Sr. Margaret Mary Ascott was delighted to see us.  Gradually we broke the news 
that we were refugees. The Holy Cross sisters extended to us the best of hospitality as did 
the Banyteresa, a local congregation.  We got rooms in our place, and were happy to have 
our hunger appeased and a bed for the night.  It was a question of one day at a time with 
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no future in sight for the present. It was an experience of living in the NOW, in practice! I 
remember a little boy who sat on the doorstep of our house.  His little feet were eaten 
away by "jiggers"- a kind of worm which burrows into the skin. Dona was well practiced 
in removing them and did her utmost in this case and I am sure succeeded. 

 
A few memorable events: 

One day (in Fort Portal) I was driving somewhere, and was flagged by a passing car. 
An army man was driving and wanted to take our car.  Cheekily I said "You have taken 
our house and we so badly need our car".   Amazingly he let me pass on.   It seemed that 
the   Tanzanian army was bit by bit taking over in Uganda.  "Liberating" was the term 
used.  One night there was a loud knocking at our fragile door.  We switched off the lights 
and betook ourselves to the corridor armed with our rosaries!  ... They went away - little 
or big miracle! That night I remember shaking all over.  My way of continuing was to go 
to the room of Margaret O' and just got in bed beside her until the shivering ceased.  I 
seemed to fall to   pieces, and it took me a little while to settle down as Margaret absorbed 
my shivers and I was on the road again. 

As St. Patrick's Day approached, we decided that the moment was appropriate to pay 
a visit by taking a back route to Ibanda.  We packed up whatever we could manage and 
made some home-made cards. I no longer remember who the brave envoys were but we 
sent them off with a blessing.  All went well until they came across a road block.  The St. 
Patrick's Day cards created a problem. It was suspected that they contained secret        
messages!  In a war situation everything is suspect! We were so happy to see them safely 
back.  We also learned after weeks that Helen, Sara and Eileen were taking refuge at the 
Administration in Mbarara.  An account of their escape from near capture is another     
story.  God was taking care of us all. 

As the country was becoming liberated news was getting through that the liberators 
had crossed the bridge of Katanga which meant that Kampala was in sight.  In Fort Portal 
we were still in unliberated Uganda. I remember that on Good Friday news came that the       
Tanzanian army was on the way.  I remember sallying forth with a bunch of daffodils to 
wave in our liberators. There was a general feeling of resurrection. As is the case with                
Resurrection, it has Passion and Death as a prelude.  In this case too liberation did not 
come without a cross.  The liberators were demanding and robbed, pillaged and raped the 
local population. We saw that the time of our being refugees had happily come to an end.  
I remember how we made a brief visit to our house in Nyamitanga.  Many spools of film 
were scattered everywhere!  My room was bleakly empty except for a small earthenware 
pot on the floor.  That would be my souvenir I thought.  Setting off in the car were Diane 
driving and Mona Maher, Bernadette McLaughlin and I. Mona and I were leaving for   
Ireland - we thought.  Bernadette was accompanying Diane to Mbarara.  However         
"Ni mar siltear bitear” as they say in Irish.  "Things are not always as they are thought to 
be". I remember calling in on the Medical Missionaries of Mary in Kitovu.  There was a 
huge crater in front of the house where a grenade had fallen, very near the convent.  We 
moved on to Kampala. 

The town of Masaka was badly shelled but we managed to get through and we safely 
reached Nsambya where we would stay overnight.  However another saga was waiting to         
unfold. 

 
The Entebbe Road: 

We set off early for the airport. As we rounded a bend, not far from Kevina House            
(Kevina being Mother Kevin, founder of the Franciscan sisters).  A vehicle drove up    
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parallel with us and waving us down. A gun pointed from the window of the car in our 
direction.  I remember saying "The keys Diane".  Dutifully Diane handed over the keys. 
We were there confronted by four army men.  A man facing me was wearing a redshirt, 
and repeated "I could shoot you, you know".  I didn’t say anything but thought and 
prayed all the more: "If my time has come so be it Lord".  I was amazingly calm and 
didn’t have the least fear of    dying.  Then from nowhere a thought came to me. One of 
the priests, Fr. Peter Kanyandago called me into his office before we left, and said "I have 
a message for you", "Freely you have received, freely give".  Just that! There was some-
thing prophetic there, I thought.  It came to me suddenly, quickly on the Entebbe Road.   I 
wondered if there was something I was holding back! 

Yes, my Dannimac coat for Ireland!  Quickly I took it off and rather ungraciously 
threw it at him and off he went joining the others as all four drove off with screeching 
brakes.  We stood there all four, shaken but unscathed.  Our car, a brand-new Toyota with 
all our belongings, was gone! Fortunately for us a minibus came on the scene and     
guessing our plight stopped and offered us a lift to Kampala and to the police station. One 
of the police officers proffered a pair of spectacles at me. They were indeed mine. After 
that he gave me a telephone number, which was in my coat pocket and was that of the 
father of Dr. Veronica Cotter who lived in Cork and was supposed to be contacted by me. 
Without further ado we set about cancelling and        
renewing our tickets. There was no Irish embassy    
nearer than Nairobi so they furnished me with a scrap of 
paper,representing a passport.  Mona's ticket allowed 
her to leave for Ireland a day before me.  Eventually I 
got on a plane bound for Brussels.  There was no one 
there to meet me: I had no addresses of our houses in 
Brussels and felt lost on the planet for a while.        
Eventually either upstairs or downstairs, I found      
Bernadette Lecluyse. It was still dark when we reached 
Rue de Lindthout. The sisters were gracious and       
welcoming and it was relief to find a room for the night 
and a bed to fall on. I remember that some time later I 
was with my sister in Patricks Street in Cork and gave 
vent to tears.  Delayed shock! 

Later I returned to Maryhill. 
We lived to tell the tale. 
 
 

 

A Whimsical Memory- Sr. Helen Lane 

In 1979 when Uganda was invaded by the Liberators- a combination of Tanzanian      
soldiers, Ugandans who had fled the country to escape the terrors of Idi Amin and        
possibly mercenaries- our house in Mbarara was ravaged, pillaged, looted.  What          
remained after the looting – beds, some tables and chairs and a rickety cooker – we      
carried up the hill and stored in a room at the administration building.  Several months 
later we began to re-equip the house so that it would be habitable once again.  The       
Liberators remained in Uganda for two years. 

Towards the end of that two years news reached us that a date had been set for this              
occupying force to vacate the country.  We heard the news with alarm.  Memories of a               
marauding armed force surfaced along with the fear that on the way out they would once 
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again pass our door and be unable to resist emptying the house.  The prospect of another 
looting set our teeth on edge.   

This called for a community meeting.  And so we sat together in the community 
room to consider the issue and see if there was any advance preparation we could do.  
There was no way that we could hide the essential furnishings and equipment but the 
question arose:  if the house was looted once again and we had to start from scratch, what 
were the essentials we would need, where could we hide them?  In our minds the question 
was a bit like:  what essentials would we need if the world was destroyed by a nuclear 
disaster and we had survived?  It was a tough question.  And how would we manage to 
hold on to those essentials even if we knew what they were?   One suggestion was that we 
fill a trunk with the essentials, dig a hole and bury the trunk in a hole in the garden.  All 
agreed that that sounded like a good idea.  Not wanting to arouse curiosity, we would 
bury it near our rubbish pit.  However, it would have to be a superior kind of hole to that 
usually dug to take our rubbish.  Who would dig the pit and what reason would we give 

for commissioning a large, regular, 
quality-type hole – a designer hole, 
so to speak??   

Dona had an idea.  There was 
an    elderly man (possibly 45-50) 
who worked at St Helen’s school 
across the road.  He was a com-
pound man, general operative, 
trustworthy and not too nosey and 
she would discuss the issue of    
digging a pit without disclosing the 
intended purpose.   All agreed and 

Dona set off on her mission.  The deal was made and we kept tight-lipped about the      
motive while watching the hole grow deeper.  It had to be the size of the trunk with a bit 
to spare and enough space on top to cover the trunk with soil and therefore camouflage 
the burial site.   

The next challenge was to discern what would go into the trunk.  That took several        
meetings and much hysterical laughter.  Well, we could do with a paraffin lamp or two.  
That would help us in the dark of night.  Of course, that would be no use without oil.  
That made several items.  Lamps, containers of oil.  Then we would need something to 
light it with matches.  Would they survive the damp of the underground and how long 
might the trunk be buried anyway without the ants eating the contents? Of course, a torch 
or two would be invaluable.  Then we would need batteries.   Having light would be no 
good if we didn’t have a blanket or two to cover ourselves with.  Okay, some blankets.  
Then what about food?  There was no question of burying food – well, maybe we could 
bury a few tins of food?  We could buy some food locally but we would need something 
to cook it in.  Saucepans, sufurias (cooking pots with no handles) were added to the list.   
Maybe we should think of a few plates, cups, cutlery.    
The discussion went on.  The list of survival items    
multiplied. And multiplied.    

A large black trunk was identified and taken to a 
small spare bedroom.  It lay open in the bedroom as we 
packed in the goods.  Many trips were paid to the         
bedroom adding bits to the trunk- taking some out,          
re-arranging for more compact packing.   The heavier 
items at the bottom; smaller bits tucked in at the sides.  
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Blankets and soft items were wrapped around the jagged and breakable Items.  Economy 
of space and good packing were crucial.  Were there papers, documents that it would be 
important to safeguard?  What about passports?  Item after item was added, tucked in, 
pressed down, overflowing.  Would the lid close on it now?     

By now the hole was dug and lay empty as passers- by looked at it in bewilderment.  
It was a fine substantial, regular hole.  The digger had followed the specifications and it 
was a finer hole than had been seen in the hill for a long time.  Empty.   

Then a major question arose.  When exactly would we bury the trunk?  We didn’t 
want to bury it sooner than necessary and have our good contents mouldering under the 
ground invaded by worms and ants.   Neither did we want to be caught unawares.          
Diane’s suggestion was that we wait till we hear the army marching up the hill and then 
rush to the bedroom, grab the trunk and drag it up the hill to the waiting hole.  Hilarity.  
We tested that proposal.  Several of us grasping the trunk from different angles and trying 
to heave it off the floor.  No Joy.  It was immovable.   

And so it rested there.  The army in due course vacated the country without passing 
our door or invading our space.  Bit by bit we emptied the trunk putting everything back 
in its previous home.  Gradually the designer hole became a rubbish pit and that item was 
deleted from the agenda of our community meetings.   

However, the fun and laughter that we had lifted our spirits during those strange 
times and the memory of our innocent plans and fun lingers all these years later. 

 
PS.  Although Dona was a key player in this tale, she has no memory of it.  It just 

shows how subjective memories are and how some of us delete the non-essentials from 
our brain while others hold on to the quirky.   

 

An Unexpected Raid -Srs Eileen Maher and Anatolia Kabereeberaho 
 
The following took place in 

1978 in Nyamitanga, Mbarara, 
Uganda during the years that Idi 
Amin was President. 

On 6th March after morning 
prayer in Emmaus Community, we 
set out for Mass in Nyamitanga    
Cathedral.  First to go out the front 
door were Srs Anatolia         
Kabereeberaho and Eileen Maher 
about 6.50 am.  As soon as we were 
a few steps outside the front door we 

were startled by shouts of ‘Go back!  Go back!’  Only then did we notice the soldiers in 
uniform    between our house and the road and army buses on the road side.  We retreated 
and told those following us not to go out.  Sr. Josephine Beebwa phoned the Bishop’s 
house to report.  Fr Hilary Tibanyenda answered the phone and simply said: ‘They are 
also here’ and put down the phone.  We were all a bit scared and wondered what we 
should do or not do knowing the reputation of the soldiers.  Our first concern was for our 
boarders (approx. 500).  Eileen volunteered to go to the dormitories and tell the girls to 
remain inside.  Sr. Donatilla Nyirarwanga answered wisely; ‘You with your white legs 
will be too easily seen going across the compound to the dorms’, so Josephine, who was 
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Headmistress of Maryhill High School went instead.  She warned the girls not to open the 
doors for anybody. 

The doorbell rang and two soldiers entered our Convent.  All they would say was that 
they wanted to search our house but would not tell us for what.  We were all trembling a 
bit inside, Sr. Elizabeth (Liz) McCarthy offered to take them to the Chapel which they 
declined.  When they reached the showers by the exit door to Maryhill School, they found 
one locked.  They demanded that it be opened but in our panic none of us could find the 
key.  Liz offered to make a cup of tea for them.  They were not interested.  Fortunately, 
the soldiers went down the corridor to search our bedrooms and forgot about the missing 
key of the shower.  When they entered Sr. Katie (Matthias) O’Farrell’s bedroom, she was 
there and they told her to take down her suitcase from over the wardrobe.  She answered: 
‘me, omukaikuru (old lady), get it down yourself.’  He did so and found it almost empty.  
After checking in suitcases and cupboards of about 4 bedrooms, they got tired and gave 
up.  

Josephine had returned from the dormitories.  They asked her to see the school,     
saying to her: ‘aren’t you afraid of us?’.  Although trembling inside she replied, ‘No.  I 
am not if you are working for peace.’  When they reached the dorms the girls refused to 
open, as they could see the soldiers through the open brickwork.   Josephine had to plead 
with the girls and finally they opened.  The soldiers searched a few boxes (metal         
suitcases), moved to the second dorm and did the same.  Then they gave up their search 
and left the school.   
The story we heard afterwards: 

A few days before the above incident, a lorry carrying food and a big wooden crate 
passed Makenke Barracks, Mbarara.  It was seen by the soldiers and traced to 
Nyamitanga.  Presuming it was carrying ammunition, they sent for reinforcements to 
Kampala, hence the two buses.  The crate which reached Nyamitanga was dismantled as 
it contained laboratory equipment e.g. microscopes, for Ibanda Hospital and some clinics.  
This equipment was taken by small pick-ups to where it was destined for.  The crate itself 
was probably used for firewood.  Hence the soldiers found nothing.   

 

 

Hospitality in the Holy Monastery - Sr. Teresa Bateta  

After a long time away from Emmaus community, in Nyamitanga, southern Uganda 
in 1979, Anatolia Kabareberaho, Goretti Nkiko and Theresa Bateta left Ibanda          
Community and went there, thus joining other religious and local people who had        
returned to clean and clear up the mess left in their houses by the soldiers who occupied 
them during most of the war months. Little did any DMJs know what was waiting for us 
in our house.  Little property was taken at the time we left our house after Mass that      
unforgettable Sunday when finally we all felt the war getting dangerously close.       
Whatever vehicle was around was well packed with people and little ‘belongings.’ The 
sisters who were left behind locked all the rooms to protect valuable goods in the house. 
The locks were cut by the soldiers only to leave the place for looters to take what they 
wanted, which was everything in every room. What was left was what was too heavy for 
soldiers or civilians to carry: huge tables. 

The three mentioned above who returned to clean the house were warmly welcomed 
by the sisters of St Clare who never left Nyamitanga but stayed caring for all who took 
refuge in their convent throughout the war.  Be Blessed dear sisters for through your 
prayers PEACE came to our country. The sisters of St. Clare, known as POOR CLARES 
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looked after us very well. I have no idea how they got three rooms to give us and food to 
feed us all the time we spent clearing and cleaning our house. 

 
Treasures turned into a rubbish heap. 

A gift of photos upon photos; important documents in the house were all heaped in 
one room, I guess to provide room for all to sleep.  Amazingly I still have not solved the 
mystery of how they entered and left the rooms but sure they did; whoever they were!!!! 
 We spent very many days cleaning walls first with water and soap plus good will which 
resulted in clean and neat rooms for all our sisters to live in---- praise God. Next was the 
‘BOX ROOM’, a place where all papers, books, Photos which did not start fire were 
heaped. What a sight it was!!!!!! We managed to save a few of the documents and photos 
and got rid of the rest.  Three stones for making a cup of tea to cheer us up were an        
important tool later used to welcome the rest of the community as we were assured of   
security on Nyamitanga hill.   Good Bishop John Baptist Kakubi who never left the hill; 
and other priests and religious had come back.   As our house is at the bottom of the hill 
surrounded by empty school buildings of St.Helen’s and Maryhill, any noise made us 
alert but surely security was good and we soon settled to doing our normal work around. 

 
Big Welcome. 

The many friends left behind tried to keep whatever was left around and brought it 
back as they came to see us, my Good News bible was given to me and few medals were 
brought back by our friends. All signs of hospitality were seen in the many friends from 
the village who brought us food and came to help us clear our grown bush around our 
house. 

Our students returned, noise and laughter surrounded us once again and DMJ spirit 
up, to lift us up in all we tried to do. The Lord organized our activities and we lacked 
nothing because what we did not have we improvised and we managed.  Many thanks go 
to the Poor Clares Sisters for opening their doors to us in time of need, which three of us 
still treasure. I was a novice at that time in second year and I enjoyed listening to psalms 
sung morning, evening and at night. The hospitality of our dear sisters touched me     
greatly. 
 
THE PROTECTION OF THE HOLY FAMILY OVER OUR HOUSE 
WITNESSED. 

On the stage of what used to be our chapel was put 
our LADY and St. JOSEPH neatly; no dirt or paper 
around them. The place was swept and respected,      
hopefully some Christian soldiers and those who passed 
by said a prayer. To our surprise all windows except one 
which was hit by a flying object were left untouched. All 
the doors were patched, painted and opened because the 
keys were well kept, marked per door by SARAH 
DURKAN, EILEEN MAHER and HELEN LANE who 
lived it all until they too joined the rest in Ibanda DMJ 
community. Places of refuge were KINYAMASIKA and 
IBANDA communities.  

 
WE PRAISE GOD FOR HIS GOODNESS ALL THE TIME.  
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Karamoja, June 1986 - Sr. Helen Lane 

(Written before we were sensitized to politically correct and gender-sensitive language.)   

Karamoja is an elemental place 
Where sun and wind have whittled 
away all superfluities 
No veneer, no polish, 
The sun glares mercilessly out of a 
too-blue sky.    
Hot sandy river beds with water 
deep below… to be scratched for… 
Heaven and earth stand naked; 
man stands proud and free 
There is a stark assertion of BEING 
In Karamoja there is nowhere to 

hide, nothing to hide behind… 
No foliage … thorn bushes spring out of the sand 
A skeletal tree arched against of the skyline 
A tiny tender flower exquisite in the barren soil 
In Karamoja what IS IS 
And the Word was made flesh 
Et incarnatus est. 
The warm evening breeze comforts, refreshes and wafts away the memories of    
searing sun 
Warriors stroll by erect and proud, 
feathers adorning the plaited hair. 
Men reflect the place… defiant,       
daring, scorning other ways.  
Let me too know what I am, be 
what I am 
And I think God will laugh with        
delight as He does when he peeps 
at Karamoja… through a squint in 
the sky.   
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Journeys. – Sr. Helen Lane  

I have a vivid memory of a journey from Lorengedwat, Karamoja to Kampala.  It 
was sometime between 1986-1991.  In travelling upwards to Karamoja I left the car in 
Mbale at a Mission/Parish house and went to Karamoja with the sisters in their             
Landrover.  The car which I left behind was a Toyota and didn’t have a four-wheel drive 
and thus was very dodgy on muddy roads as another tale will testify.  Following the visit 
to the sisters in Lorengedwat, I needed to make my way back south and that was the   
challenge.   

I left the Lorengedwat 
house as dawn was    
breaking accompanied by 
the sisters of the       
community - Brigid 
Stokes, Francis Burke 
and Anastazia.  I          
remember the walk along 
the dusty path to the main 
road.  People emerged 
from their houses -     
shadowy figures against 
the faint light of the rising 
sun.  My thought was:  
This is like Eden- the   

beginning of time.  There was something so primordial, beautiful and unforgettable about 
that moment.  I still see it in my mind.  In my bag I had the picnic they had prepared for 
me for the journey.   

We wended our way to the road and looked hopefully in the direction of Moroto to 
see if any vehicle was coming our way that we could flag down and ask for a lift.  All was 
still and no vehicle moved.  We waited and waited.  Eventually there was a suggestion of 
dust rising on the horizon and our spirits lifted.  The dust continued to swirl and come 
closer and eventually a rickety landrover came into sight.  We waved and flagged and it 
stopped close to us.  Inside was a certain Fr Francis, a Muganda priest who ministered in 
Karamoja, a nurse called Catherine and one or two others.  I was welcomed and sat in 
front beside Fr Francis and Catherine and the 
ancient Landrover cranked to life and off we 
went waving goodbye to the sisters who had   
accompanied me.  We passed several river beds 
that were swollen with flooding and having   
navigated the Irish bridges the bottom of the   
vehicle was wet and needed some time to dry 
out before we could continue.  Thus several    
delays.  Then at one point on the road we were 
flagged down by some soldiers wielding guns.  
We stopped and they clambered in sitting awkwardly in the back and on top of goods, 
their guns lying beside them.  The journey continued with several more stops.   

Several hours later the hunger pangs began to rumble in my stomach.  No one      
mentioned food but it began to loom large in my mind with the awareness that I had in 
my bag a small picnic designed for one.  I certainly couldn’t sink my teeth into it – much 
as I longed to- while ignoring the multitude that sat and sprawled in the vehicle with me- 
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and yet it was so small and inadequate to feed all.  I fought an internal and silent battle… 
could I be simple enough to take out the small lunch and see how far it would go?     
Hunger rather than humility prevailed.  I slipped my hand into the bag and withdrew the 
package.  Obviously Fr Francis as the driver (and the priest!) had to get the lion’s share.  
The sandwich was divided.  The tomato cut up and the mango sliced and everyone has 
something to eat.  It was all passed around and the morsels welcomed.  A touch of the 
Loaves and Fishes.   

Arriving in Mbale, I bade farewell to my fellow travellers, collected the car and set 
off for the south.  I aimed at reaching Namagunga that night and spending the night with 
the Franciscan sisters as well as visiting Teresa Bateta who was studying there.  I stopped 
at Jinja to purchase a few supplies to bring to Teresa and then headed to the outskirts of 
the town and the road to Namagunga.  Very shortly there was an unexpected                 
development- a barrier across the road.   People came to the car window and said that an 
accident had happened further along the road.  They mentioned an overturned lorry. The 
road was blocked, they said and I could take a detour through the bush that would circle 
around the accident site and reconnect me with the road further along.  Dusk was falling 
and I pulled in to the side of the road to consider this development.  I sat in the car        
undecided and wondering what I should do.  The road named as the detour was a small 
mud road to my left- unknown and unexplored and dark was falling.  Should I risk it or 
not?  I really wanted to reach Namagunga that night.  As I sat there wondering what to do 
a small green battered car pulled up alongside me.  A man- a stranger- rolled down his 
window and said:  ‘You shouldn’t be driving on your own at this hour and in this place.’  
I explained that I was aiming at reaching Namagunga and that I had been told that the 
road ahead was blocked.  Ignoring that he repeated:  ‘You should not be driving here on 
your own at this hour.  Turn back and stay in Jinja tonight.’  I mumbled on: ‘If I can reach 
Namagunga, I have a place to stay for the night.  Do you think it is safe to take the        
detour?’  He repeated: ‘Turn back.  Follow me.  If you haven’t a place to stay, I will find 
a safe place for you for the night.’  Finally in exasperation he said: ‘Suit yourself.  But 
that is my advice.’  Startled and influenced by his vehemence, I turned the car around and 
followed him.  Someplace along the road, he stopped, I overtook him but made my way 
to a local hotel and looked for a room for the night.  My memory is of having something 
to eat in the hotel, getting a room which had a bath but no running water.  In the bath was 
a jerrycan of water with a banana for a stopper.  When it came to washing, I removed the 
banana and attempted to heave the jerrycan over my naked body for a shower.   

Next morning, I retraced my steps and headed on the road to Namagunga, expecting 
to find the same roadblock.  Nothing.  Tentatively I continued expecting to arrive at the 
site of the accident.  Nothing.  I arrived at Namagunga and asked:  ‘Was there an accident 
on the road last evening?  Was the road blocked?’  No –one knew. 

All these years later I still wonder was it a scam.  Did I meet an Angel in disguise 
who averted danger from my path?  Who intervened to keep a stranger safe?  I will never 
know but over the years I have often prayed in thanksgiving for the stranger in the green 
battered car (an earth angel) who took the trouble to advise a foolish woman travelling on 
her own at dusk on a Ugandan road.    

 

My impressions of my time in Uganda - A Former DMJ 

I went to Uganda on the 4th of May 1976 with Sr. Frances Burke from Kilrush, Co. 
Clare.  I met Frances in Brussels; she traveled from England and I had come from Ireland. 
I did not know Frances nor did she know me. She had my plane ticket with her for us to 
travel to Uganda. Luck was in it and we recognized each other. Neither of us knew then 
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that there was a time difference of one hour in Brussels, so we thought that we had plenty 
of time to get the plane. While sitting in the restaurant, we heard the last call for Sr. 
Frances Burke and myself from Sabena for our flight.  Lucky we heard it.  It was quite a 
walk to the gate. Neither of us had seen a travelator (moving walkway) before and we got 
in on it.  It was like magic. 

After settling ourselves on the plane and enjoying the meal, it was then 11:55pm.  I            
announced to Frances that it was my birthday today. Her reply was that it would be her   
birthday in five minutes time (4th & 5th of May 1976). We stopped in Sudan at some small 
airport to refuel. We were allowed to get off the plane. Both of us were dying for a cup of 
coffee, but we had no local money. There was a priest on the flight (Mill Hill?). He said 
that he would get cup of coffee for us – and he did. When we drank the coffee, he then 
announced that he did not have any local money either. He put some Sterling or Dollars 
on the counter and off we went. They were not happy with us. 

Back on the plane to Uganda (this bit sticks in my mind to this very day), the plane              
descended over Lake Victoria. I held on to my seat as we skimmed over the lake. My 
heart was in my mouth - couldn’t think, just went numb. Anyhow, we hit the runway, to 
my relief. That last part took all the good out of the journey. I suppose if I had to look at a 
map before leaving, I would have had an idea that the lake was near the runway. 

The next amazing thing that I saw was on the road from the airport to Kampala:      
fellows on bicycles going to the market had three chickens hanging down on either side 
of the back of the bike. The poor chickens were trying to twist their heads up to get some 
air. On the way down to Mbarara, on the side of the road, people were cooking meat and 
corn on the cob. It was great to pull in for food. 

I thought that the house in Ibanda was amazing, better than what I left behind in     
Ireland – things looked good. On the other hand, when I got working in the hospital, 
things were different. People were so sick. I worked with the children and men, while 
Frances worked with the women and maternity patients across in the other building. She 
often shouted across to me. I have a vivid vision of all the women at the hospital busy 
washing themselves and their clothes every morning. I must say, the hospital was well 
laid out and Sr. Brigid Stokes had the grounds full of roses, it was an amazing sight with 
the colour. 

I enjoyed learning Runyankole, it was a bit of fun and it all made good sense. I was 
not good at it but I had enough get by. I could understand it, but my replies were short. 

Things got tough as time wore on in the country in the build up to the war. Medical    
supplies got scarce. Trips to Kampala to get supplies became fewer and fewer due to the 
lack of fuel and it got dangerous on the road with soldiers’ road blocks stopping and 
searching the traffic going to Kampala. Our food was quite scarce during the war, not 
helped by the dry weather. 

Breakfast consisted of soapy tea which was bought in the local duka (shop) as it sat 
on the shelf beside the soap. I was grateful for it, anyhow. We also had one slice of    
pineapple - not two. 

The dinner menu consisted of potatoes which tasted of petrol or paraffin oil as they 
were bought on the side of the road and put loosely in the boot of the car with the jerry 
cans. The lids on the cans were not great so the petrol splashed out. We had cow that was 
killed in the local area for meat which we went with the bucket to collect. That too, tasted 
good in my book. 

We did have a bag of flour during the war for bread, since we were the richest in the     
locality! The bad thing about it was that it was full of ‘cotton wool’, (a result of weevil                 
infestation). Since Sr. Sarah Durkan was one of our war guests, Sr. Bridget Stokes had a 
plan to keep everyone busy and not to be pondering on the war, the missiles overhead and 
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Fr. Largo, Srs Margaret O’Rourke and Adeo 
(& 2 others) 

the comings and goings of the Tanzanian soldiers. It was Sarah’s job to sieve the flour 
and to peel the kabaragaara (small bananas), slit them in two and put them out to dry in 
the sun on a wire tray. We called them Kerry Creams. 

Since it was busy in the hospital during the war, I would come up late in the night 
and quite hungry. By then Sr. Helen Lane had arrived. Helen would be sitting there in 
candle light “hoping not to burn too much candle.” Now I must fill you in - Sr. Eileen 
Hanrahan was in charge of the daily food rationing. The bread came under that. At night, 
Helen and I would carefully lift the lid off the enamelled bread bin without making a 
noise. It had a very distinctive sound that everyone knew. The pantry window opened  
onto the courtyard which carried the sound of the bread bin as it echoed down the        
bedroom corridor. For anyone who knows the layout of the Ibanda house, they will       
understand. Two decent slides of bread were silently liberated and we both enjoyed every 
bite. All this was done in a whisper. We were hoping that Eileen would not notice the size 
of the loaf the following morning. 

After the war, I went home on holidays. The BBC workers in Kampala asked me to 
bring a reel of film all about the war to London where a BBC person was waiting for me 
in Heathrow. I had to be careful with the reel that it did not get x-rayed. I duly handed it 
over at the airport. 

I returned to Karamoja which was a different world - a new language to learn. Again, 
I got the hang of some of it. It was fun and some of the locals were interested in teaching 
me. I had lessons from the Italians, so it was a mixture of Italian and Karamojong. I was 
glad that they had their own fruit trees and plenty of Italian food. It was brought in by 
plane by a wealthy volunteer from Italy called Don Vittorio.   Karamoja was very dry and 
barren. I was six months there before anyone else arrived. I lived with the Sacred Heart 
Sisters and the Italian Verona sisters. During that time I heard that the Concern staff were 
withdrawing. They had been very active during the famine in Karamoja but when the 
worst was over it was time for them to move on.   I went and asked what they planned to 
do with their furniture, fridge etc.  They were happy to donate it to us.  I got it stored till 
the others came and we had a house of our own.   

 
Frances Burke, Margaret 
O’Rourke and Adeodata 
joined me in our new      
mission in Lorengedwat.  
Frances and I started a  
clinic in the back of the 
church. Later we got a 
lovely    building. We also 
went out to out-stations 
(e.g. under a tree and      
locally built churches). We 
had folding tables and 
chairs and everything was 
transported, set up from 
scratch and folded up at the 
end of the day.  People got 
used to us and each day 
more and more came to the 
clinic. There were a lot of 

cattle raids going on between the different tribes, Matheniko, Turkana, Pokot and many 
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more. The raids were ongoing the whole time. ‘The enemy is    coming’ was a constant 
refrain.   

Water was very scare there so when they could get it, it was amazing. The women 
had to walk miles to the bore hole to get water and then it tasted of sulphur. The women 
built the huts and appeared to do most of the work. The men and the chiefs held meetings 
under big trees.  

At one stage I got hepatitis – I was yellow as an egg. I even looked worse as my best 
nightdress was yellow. I went from Matany hospital to Nsambya hospital. When I was 
admitted to Nsambya hospital the nurse told me that a prisoner died in my bed the night 
before and that Sr. Marie Marti died in the room opposite, the week before. 

These are some of my impressions of my time in Uganda; they were good, tough and 
frightening at times. Many thanks to all the people I lived with and met. 

 

 

A not-so-funny experience-Sr. Eileen Maher  

Many of you will now be tired of reading different versions of ‘The War’… the events 
leading up to the over-throw of Idi Amin.  During our two-months of ‘incarceration’ in 
the Diocesan Administration we kept a small diary of daily events.  It survived and re-
cently I read what Eileen Maher had written of the incident of 6th March 1979- a year to 
the day since the raid of the Convent on Nyamitanga Hill.  I quote from Eileen’s writing: 

 
Monday March 5th 1979 

Normal daily routine i.e. we three (Sarah, Helen, Eileen) left the Admin building at 
approx. 8am, cooked breakfast in the convent.  Helen cooked lunch, Sarah went to 11.30 
Mass at Poor Clare’s celebrated by Peter Kelly; Eileen patrolled the school compound 
about every hour.  Swarms of young boys trying to loot from the school especially from 
the office block.  One woman had packed a sack full of PE uniforms when we caught her.  
She left it and went.  Among the looters an old, old lady walking with a stick.  Sheeba and 
Tintin (dogs) were hopeless to chase the looters.  Doreen with her big stick patrolled from 
10-12 noon approx.  Afternoon was relatively quiet.  Word must have got around that 
Maryhill was not deserted.  Peter came for tea around 4.30.  Eileen and Helen went to 
Mass in the Admin chapel.  Peter and Sarah stayed in the house until 6.30 approx. and 
then came to Admin.  Peaceful night- relatively.   
 

Tuesday March 6th. 
Memories of the same date the previous year were recalled.  (Anatolia and I have 

jointly written about that in a small article called ‘An Unexpected Raid’.)  A year later to 
the day the three of us set out as usual.  On arrival at our convent we saw a man in our 
bedroom end.  He locked himself in immediately he saw he was discovered.  We debated 
what to do.  We were afraid to confront him ourselves.  Sarah went for help.  Helen and I 
ate breakfast in the kitchen with frequent glances towards the community side of the 
house.   Sarah returned with Brother Francis and two soldiers, unlocked the door and   
discovered the ‘thief’ had taken our key and let himself out the school door, taking a    
carton of washing soap.  Had our first good game of Scrabble on the verandah after lunch.  
No looters around the house or school.  Peter and Francis collected ground nuts and beans 
from the school dining room for the Poor Clare’s and Admin.  In the afternoon I went 
with a hammer and nails and tried to repair the sick bay, dorms, needlework room doors- 
I did a poor job.   
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About 5.30 three soldiers came.  One took the lead in questioning us and Peter about 
‘who was in the house the night before making so much noise?’  Obviously a cooked – up   
story.  At the bedroom end tried to separate Sarah and me.  We were aware of their intent 
and so we stuck together.  They continued to search the house with the four of us standing 
near the dining room door, would not let us move, continued to torment us with irrelevant 
and nonsensical questions.  The leader called Peter to interrogate him at the double door 
by the chapel and one of the other soldiers told us to go.  We picked up our baskets and 
had got as far as the annex when Peter appeared on the verandah and I thought he          
indicated to us not to go.  The bully shouted at us to come back, lined us up on the        
verandah and called Sarah for interrogation- outside the double door at the front of the 
house.  Next called Helen and quizzed and quizzed her.  We three prayed and prayed.  As 
long as I could hear Helen’s voice I felt she was alright.  Then I was called.  Helen was 
not dismissed, TG.  I was questioned a little and then he turned to Helen again, while the 
smaller soldier began to maul me.  Helen pleaded that we be let go and began to retreat.  
He took out his pistol and told Helen three times to come nearer and nearer.  We were 
terrified, said we wanted to go up the hill to join the others for prayer and supper.  He told 
us he prays with his gun and had not had supper for three days.  For some reason they laid 
off and walked towards the quadrangle and we took to the heels along the front of the 
house, out to the road, took off the shoes in order to run faster.  When I looked across   
towards the annex there was the leader with his rifle pointed towards us and shouting.  I 
did not hear what he said but just kept running.  Their land-rover was parked outside 
Doreen Drake’s.  I felt they might jump into it and follow us up the hill.  Helen was as 
white as a sheet; we were both panting and out of breath.  No soldiers in front of St       
Lawrence’s.  We ran to the kitchen entrance of Admin- panting and crying.  Gasped our 
story to Oswald, then we got Kobusheshe and Francis to go rescue Sarah and Peter Kelly.  
Helen and I collapsed on our beds.  Very shortly Sarah and Peter arrived.  When the three 
soldiers ran towards Doreen’s- seemingly after Helen and me- Sarah and Peter ran out the 
double door to the classrooms, on to the dining room of the school to staff houses- to the 
Poor Clare’s and home to the Administration.  They zigzagged in and out of buildings and 
food stores.  A second group of rescuers went down to inform the first group that we were 
all here and they locked our house.  Decision taken immediately that we would not stay 
down there during the day.  The whole intimidation lasted just over an hour.   

 

 

Lovely DMJs Mums - Thaddeus Bwesigye   

I want to thank God for all the DMJs and your humble service, God appreciates and 
we appreciate. I was lucky that the DMJs came into my life at the time I needed them 
most and I benefitted fully from their presence. As you all know forming a child is never 
an easy task and that child is me. I have great memories of sisters Mary-Rose, Hedwig, 
Annonciata, Grace and Martina forming, modeling and remodeling me at St. Maria    
Goretti school. Of course, Sisters Maureen, Leonidas and many other continuously       
admonished me to be a good boy, and as a young man Sisters Christine, Dona, Theresa 
and others keep a close loving eye.   

I strongly felt an enabling DMJ presence between 1996-1998, the time my dad was          
bed-ridden. Somehow, I knew that all the lovely DMJs everywhere were with me and I 
was right. In particular your two kind sisters Mary-Rose and Hedwig (Bob) took it upon         
themselves to visit, encourage and journey with my dad and family. Despite, their busy      
religious life, they checked on dad almost every day and always with a smile. I was in a 
boarding school and once in a while these two women of faith took me along with them 
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to see dad and continued to encourage me.  That for me was a humbling and enabling             
experience. Sisters you got a special place in my heart for sure. I honestly and dearly love 
all the DMJs. You are all sweet mums; but the two; Mary-Rose and Hedwig are my love. 
I am proudly attached to them for sure, but do not tell anyone.   

Finally it was necessary that my dad would go home and spend some days with his     
parents before he rests. However, people, God’s ways are not like ours, my dad would 
instead spend a whole year with us. During that time once again all the DMJs everywhere 
and in    particular those of Bisheshe and Ibanda showed us great un-measureable love.   
Sisters Mona, Paskazia, Josephine, Sarah, Caritas, Ann-Maria, Adeo and many others 
constantly checked, helped and encouraged us at home.  Sr. Anastasia in Mbarara would 
even donate her own wheel chair to allow my bed-ridden dad move out and share         
sunshine. That same wheel chair would again be used by granddad at 104 years, many 
years after to see the sun.  

God chose that Dad would be with him in 1998 when I was in primary seven. All the 
DMJs in Uganda were at home to console us and participated fully in the celebration of 
my dad’s life. I lost a loving dad, people I must agree, but the steadfast love of the DMJs 
made my heart jump and with joy that day. I felt strength looking at the lovely DMJs 
mums around me.  

Thereafter, all the DMJs took me on and loved me 
dearly as their own son. I am proud and honored to be a 
son with many loving mothers.  All the DMJs have       
selflessly enabled me receive the best in life. I am forever 
grateful. Today am able to smile, to walk straight, to 
dance, to serve and to love because of your love. May God 
reward you abundantly as you serve as His/her love and 
mercy instruments.  

   
 
 
 
 

 
AN APOSTOLATE WITH A DIFFERENCE  

By Sr. Pascazia Kinkuhaire 
  

During my days in Bisheshe, the community I lived in the longest during my time as 
a DMJ, I worked as a Catechist and a Pastoral Worker. The year 2000 became a special 
year when all that I am going to write about happened and my involvement in it not for-
getting the role of the community in trying to save lives.  

 Most of you will remember or will recall reading about The Movement for the           
Restoration of the Ten Commandments of God. I would say that this was a breakaway        
religious movement from the Roman Catholic Church founded by Credonia Mwerinde,      
Joseph Kibwetere and possibly with some others.  Kibwetere was from my home Parish – 
Kagamba.  I remember attending mass at my home Parish and the Parish Priest warning 
people not to join Kibwetere’s cult. It was formed in the late 1980s after Mwerinde and 
Kibwetere claimed that they had visions of the Virgin Mary. The five primary leaders 
were Joseph Kibwetere, Fr. Joseph Kasapurari, John Kamagara, Fr. Dominic Kataribabo, 
Fr. Paul Ikazire (later left them) and Credonia Mwerinde. It was believed that the cult 



Gathering the Fruits of the years 

78 
 

grew in importance when the priests joined them especially Fr. Dominic Kataribabo, a 
respected and popular priest with a PHD from a University in the United States.  

 While in Bisheshe, I encountered followers for Kibwetere who would come to stay 
at one of our good 
Catholic’s home. The 
reason of their stay was 
to recruit members to 
their cult and indeed 
some followed them.  
The Catechist I was 
working with told me 
about the story of those 
women and men that 
were seriously          
recruiting members to 
their cult.  I decided I 
would visit with them 
and know what they 
were up to.  I am sure 
someone told them I 

was to go there and they disappeared so, I never met with them.  However, people came 
asking me about the legitimacy of that cult as they claimed to still be Catholics.  I did   
discourage many but some did not heed to my voice.    

 On a certain weekend, they sent me a message that they were coming to the Service 
on Sunday and they would throw me out of the Church. I went to the Parish and briefed 
the  Parish Priest who was aware of those people’s activities in that part of his Parish. The 
Parish Priest, there and then decided he would come there for Mass that very Sunday they 
had planned to throw me out of the church.  In his homily that lasted more than an hour, 
he let the Christians know that the Kibwetere people who were with us at Mass all 
dressed in white were following a false sect that does not have anything to do with the 
Catholic Church.  I remember him telling them that the Bishop received my vows and 
many people even from Bisheshe witnessed my vows’ ceremony. He asked the Kibwetere 
ladies who were calling themselves sisters who witnessed them making vows? One by 
one, they left the church but sent me threatening words.  Adeo and I were actually scared 
and did not know what to do.  We told our watchmen to be on the alert and make sure no 
stranger was allowed on our compound. Amidst the fear, I made sure I visited all the   
families in that out station warning them about the dangers of Kibwetere Cult.    

 Their doctrine revolved around a belief that some people were talking to God 
through visions and had received warnings from the Blessed Virgin Mary about the end 
of the world by the year 2000.  The followers were not supposed to go to hell if they 
strictly followed the cult.  For the devout Christians the whole concept of getting       
heavenly visions was very appealing.  The cult talked of doomsday and preached of three 
days of consecutive darkness that will engulf the whole world and how only their camps 
were supposed to be safe havens, something reminiscent of the Noah’s Ark. They      
promised their followers that when all this happened, everybody would perish except 
their followers and whatever remained on earth would be theirs alone and that they would 
then start communicating directly with Jesus.  Apart from the leaders, other members of 
the cult were not allowed to talk. They used signs to communicate among themselves and 
their cult leaders. The leaders created detachment between their followers and the society 
around them. They had a tight day’s schedule that kept the followers extremely busy so 
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that there was virtually no time to discuss, not even in signs. A lot of fear was instilled 
among the members to the extent that whoever joined the cult would never talk about 
what was happening there. They always traveled in the night.  No one ever saw those who 
came to Bisheshe except when they would come to the Service on Sunday.  

 Members of that cult were to sell 
all their property and give the proceeds 
to the cult leaders. Their children were 
not supposed to go to school and the 
whole family would have to go to 
Kanungu or other places in the country 
where they had centres. The year 2000 
came and as many people were warned, 
everyone knew that the world was   
coming to an end.  Well, some people 
from our neighbourhood went to 

Kanungu as they were summoned by the cult leaders that the world was coming to an end 
and they would have to die together.  At least 6 people came to consult with me if they 
should go and I told them not to go and they survived while those who went perished in 
the Kanungu inferno.  From what we heard, followers of that cult perished in a           
devastating fire and a series of poisonings and killings that were either a group suicide or 
an orchestrated mass murder by group leaders after their predictions of the apocalypse 
failed to come about. At least five from our neighbourhood were among them.  

 Of course, 1st January, 2000 came and the world did not come to an end so, March 
17 was set as the "new" doomsday and people arrived to pray. They were locked in a 
church and burned to death on the pretext that the   Virgin Mary would deliver them from 
the end of the world clothed in flames. About 1000 people perished in that fire. In         
addition to the bodies in the church, investigators found bodies of followers buried all 
over the country. However, none were found in our neighborhood where recruitment was 
taking place.   

In all this, I remember praying as I never prayed before.  
Adeo and I prayed morning and evening for the return of the 
people whom we knew and had joined the Kibwetere cult.     
After the inferno of Kanungu, many people in our             
neighbourhood came to our house and all they could say was, 
‘Sister, you told them and they did not listen to you.” At one 
stage I felt I did not do much. Maybe I could have saved our 
neighbours that perished but I remember Adeo telling me, 
“Passy you did what you could.”  And Indeed, I did what I 
could.    
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BELGIUM 

Témoignage:  Etre une élève, puis un professeur aux Dames de Marie – 
Jacquline Thuin 

  
Mon premier contact avec les Dames de Marie remonte à mes 5 1/2 ans. Catapultée 

du jour au lendemain à l'école gardienne des Dames de Marie de la Cquinie, suite à une 
fausse couche de Maman, je me suis retrouvée entourée de religieuses toutes au plus      
gentilles et bienveillantes envers moi. Elles m'ont de suite aidée à m'intégrer et me plaire 
dans ce groupe de bambins. Ah, la maison de poupées et les spectacles de marionnettes de 
Sœur Marie Dominique, et les bananes rôties de Sœur Marie Augusta!   

Ont suivi les six années de primaire à l'institut rue Léopold, puis les six années                   
d'humanités, en section Gréco-Latine.   

Etre élève aux Dames de Marie, c'est avant tout se sentir reconnue comme un être à 
part entière, avec ses qualités, ses défauts, ses rêves, son expérience familiale et bien sûr 
aussi en tant qu’apprenant.  

Quand on parle de "l'esprit Dames de Marie" le premier mot qui nous vient en tête est 
le RESPECT. Respect de la personne, autant celle du professeur que celle de l'élève,    
respect de l'autorité, respect de la hiérarchie, respect du règlement.   

Quand ce respect est réciproque, il engendre forcément la confiance.   
L'esprit Dames de Marie, c'est aussi le dialogue, la bienveillance, la qualité d'écoute, 

un réel intérêt pour chacune des élèves, tout ceci reposant bien sûr sur nos valeurs       
Chrétiennes.   

Ce qui était typique aussi, c'était la responsabilisation des aînées envers les plus 
jeunes. Quelle fierté de passer de la cour des plus jeunes à la cour des grandes!   

Une fois arrivées au cycle supérieur, chaque classe devait par exemple préparer à tour 
de rôle la messe hebdomadaire pour les classes plus jeunes. C'étaient nos chants, nos 
textes...pas ceux des "vieux".   

Nous participions ou organisions aussi des actions charitables et humanitaires         
diverses. En Poésie et en Rheto ma classe a par exemple monté une chorale de variété 
pour aller divertir les personnes âgées du home.    

Etre élève au DDM, c'était recevoir une formation de qualité.   
Ma collègue vous a parlé d'enseignement d'avant-garde et c'est plus que vrai.  Je vous 

parle des années 60.   
Le terme HUMANITE y avait tout son sens, visant à développer chez nous l'esprit de 

synthèse, l'esprit critique, une pensée bien structurée, un esprit ouvert.   
Sœur Marie Sophie (Sœur Madeleine) était notre professeur de latin, Grec et Fran-

çais. Elle avait l'art de mettre en rapport un texte Latin ou Grec avec un roman ou un film 
de l'époque. Les langues "mortes" étaient donc on ne peut plus vivantes à nos yeux et 
nous      repérions très bien la pensée des anciens dans les écrits actuels.  Elle savait aussi 
si bien     découper les romans pour nous en faire des "lectures vivantes" avec fond musi-
cal etc...  

 Aucune branche n'était négligée et la grille incluait aussi un cours de musique,    
d'histoire de l'art et de couture.  Un cours de danse facultatif nous était proposé après 16h, 
car les sœurs estimaient que cela pouvait nous servir.  Nous avons appris ainsi la valse, le 
tango, le cha cha cha et même le rock 'n roll!   

Dès la construction de la salle des fêtes, les sœurs ont voulu doter l'institut d'un 
énorme écran de cinéma. Elles proposaient régulièrement des soirées ciné-club aux       
familles et organisaient une à deux fois par an un ciné-forum pour les élèves. Projection, 
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discussions sur le thème et la technique cinématographique ont développé chez nous un 
gout réel pour les films de qualité et les connaissances nécessaires pour en apprécier tous 
les aspects. Merci mes sœurs.  

Il n'était pas rare non plus, lors des beaux jours, de trouver une classe installée avec 
son professeur sur la pelouse du parc pour suivre un cours.   

Etre élève au DDM c'était aussi porter un uniforme. J'ai connu le brun, accompagné 
de son calot; puis le bleu marine. D'aucuns, à l'extérieur, ont pu le qualifier de forme de          
snobisme, mais c'est une erreur.  

Le sens réel en était UNI FORME : nous étions toutes pareilles, sans différence.  
Etre élève aux DDM c'était aussi avoir une attitude correcte et digne en dehors de 

l'école.   
Lorsque après ses études supérieures on passe du statut d'élève à celui de professeur à 

l'Institut des Dames de Marie on découvre les coulisses de tout ce qui a fait notre          
formation.  

Débuter comme jeune professeur au DDM, c'est recevoir conseils, aide et soutien de 
la part de la directrice , mais aussi de ses collègues.  

L'esprit Dames de Marie régnait envers les élèves, mais aussi entre nous et entre la              
directrice et ses professeurs.  Respect, confiance, dialogue, intérêt  en sont les bases.   

Sœur Marie Philippe encourageait nos expériences pédagogiques, mais nous invitait       
toujours à les partager avec nos collègues lors des réunions de professeurs. Nous savions         
toujours ce qui était tenté par l'un ou l'autre, dans quelles branches et avec quel groupe 
d'élèves.  Nous nous intéressions aux résultats, en parlions aussi avec les élèves           
concernés. Cela développe bien sur un sentiment de reconnaissance, d'estime du travail et 
de fierté et de confiance en soi. C'est ainsi que, suite à une expérience tentée par Madame 
Borgers, professeurs de Mathématique, nous avons tous inséré dans nos techniques     
d'apprentissage le travail de groupe. Cela donnait de très bons résultats apprenait à nos 
élèves le travail d'équipe, la répartition des tâches, le respect de la compétence de chacune 
tout en développant chez elles des qualités nécessaires à leur vie future dans la société.   

Le respect de l'élève et de l'adolescent en pleine évolution ressort aussi de la         
demande qui nous était faite de ne jamais mettre de remarque négative dans les bulletins. 
Il est trop facile de pointer un défaut ou une faiblesse, plus important est d'y proposer un 
remède.   

Pas de "manque de réflexion ..." mais plutôt " en étudiant, tu aurais intérêt à …"  
Nous avions tous une petite liste sous la main quand nous rédigions les bulletins, car il est 
tellement plus facile de pointer un défaut que d'y trouver un remède.  

 Le même esprit animait bien sur les conseils de classe. Nous prenions le temps      
d'examiner chaque élève dans son ensemble, les faibles, comme les moyens ou les très 
bons. Nous cherchions pour chacun ce qui pouvait l'aider à s'améliorer ou devenir encore 
meilleur. Cela nous prenait beaucoup de temps mais nous le faisions très volontiers. Il 
était normal que chacun ait droit à notre attention. Service, disponibilité, gratuitesse font 
aussi partie de l'esprit DDM.   

Accomplir ce travail nous rendait fiers et        
heureux d'être professeurs.   

Quand lors de la fusion avec le Collège Saint   
Joseph nous avons quitté les Dames, ce n'est pas avec 
nostalgie, mais avec la fierté du travail accompli et 
l'espoir de faire vivre l'esprit DDM dans un autre   
environnement, au milieu d'autres traditions et avec 
d'autres collègues. Ce ne fut pas toujours chose      
facile...Mais cet esprit vit toujours et il en a touché 
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d'autres.  
 Personnellement, il m'a portée pendant ma belle carrière de 43ans au service des 

jeunes et cela conserve !!!  
***** 

Testimony of Jacqueline Thuin  

 Being a student, then a teacher with the Dames de Marie  
My first contact with the Dames de Marie goes back to when I was 5½ years old.                

Catapulted overnight into the nursery school of the Ladies of Marie de la Coquinie,       
following a miscarriage of Mother, I found myself surrounded by nuns all very kind and 
caring towards me. They helped me integrate and enjoy myself in this group of toddlers. 
Ah, the dolls’ house and the puppet shows of Sister Marie Dominique, and the roasted 
bananas of Sister Marie Augusta!  

 There followed the six years of primary education at the Institut Léopold, then the 
six years of humanities, in the Greco-Latin section.  

 To be a pupil of the Dames de Marie is above all to feel recognized as a being in 
one’s own right, with one’s qualities, defects, dreams, family experience and of course 
also as a learner.   

When one speaks of "the spirit of the Dames de Marie" the first word that comes to 
mind is the RESPECT. Respect for the person, both the teacher and the student, respect 
for authority, respect for the hierarchy, respect for the rules. When this respect is           
reciprocal, it necessarily engenders trust.  

 The Dames de Marie spirit is also dialogue, caring, a quality of listening, a real       
interest in each of the students, all of it based of course on our Christian values.   

What was also typical was older pupils taking responsibility for the younger ones.  
What pride there was in moving from the Junior playground to the senior!  

Once in the senior school, each class had to prepare, in turn, weekly mass for the     
younger classes. It was our songs, our texts ... not those of the "old".  We also participated 
or organized various charitable and humanitarian actions. In Poetry and Rhetoric my 
class, for example, put together a choir to go and entertain the elderly in a care home.   

Being a student with the Dames de Marie meant receiving quality training. My       
colleague talked about cutting-edge teaching and that is more than true. I'm talking about 
the 1960s. The term HUMANITY carried its full meaning, aiming at developing in us the 
spirit of synthesis, the critical spirit, a well-structured thought, an open mind.   

Sister Marie Sophie (Sister Madeleine) was our Latin, Greek and French teacher. She 
had the art of relating a Latin or Greek text to a novel or a film of the time. The "dead" 
languages were therefore very much alive to our eyes and we spotted very well the 
thought of the ancients in the present writings. She also knew so well how to take extracts 
from the   novels to create "live readings” for us with background music etc ...   

No area was neglected and the timetable also included courses in Music, Art History 
and Needlework. An optional dance course was offered after 4:00 pm, as the sisters felt 
that it could be of use to us.  We learned the waltz, tango, cha cha cha and even rock 'n 
roll!   

As soon as the Salle des Fêtes was built, the sisters wanted to equip the Institute with 
an enormous cinema screen. They regularly offered family film evenings and organized a           
cine-forum for pupils once or twice a year.  Projection, discussions on the subject and                
cinematographic technique developed in us a real taste for quality films and the 
knowledge necessary to appreciate all aspects.  Thank you, my sisters. 

It was not uncommon, in fine weather, to find a class installed with his teacher on the 
lawn of the park to take a course.   
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Being a student with the Dames de Marie also meant wearing a uniform. I knew the 
brown, accompanied by its cap; Then navy blue. Some people, outside, may have         
described it as a form of snobbery, but that is a mistake.  The real meaning was UNI 
FORM: we were all equal, without difference. Being a Dames de Marie student also 
meant having a correct and dignified attitude outside the school.  

After graduating from the status of pupil to that of Teacher at the Institute of the 
Dames de Marie we discovered all that was behind the scenes of our formation.            
Beginning as a young teacher at the Dames de Marie meant receiving advice, help and 
support from the Headmistress, but also from her colleagues.  The Dames de Marie spirit 
reigned towards the students, but also between us and between the Head and her teachers. 
Respect, trust, dialogue, interest are the foundations.   

Sister Marie Philippe encouraged our educational experiences, but always invited us 
to share them with our colleagues during the teachers' meetings. We always knew what 
was tried out by one or the other, in which branches and with what group of students. We 
were interested in the results, and also in the students involved. This, of course, develops 
a feeling of recognition, esteem for work pride and self-confidence.  Thus, following an 
experiment attempted by Mrs. Borgers, professors of Mathematics, we have all included 
group work in our learning techniques. This had a very good learning outcome, teaching 
our students teamwork, assigning tasks, respecting each other's skills while developing in 
them the qualities necessary for their future life in society.   

Respect for the evolving student and teen was also reflected in our request to never 
put negative remarks in the reports. It is too easy to point a defect or a weakness, more 
important is to propose a remedy. No "lack of reflection ..." but rather " You might be    
interested in studying ...."  

We all had a small list on hand when we were writing the reports, because it is so 
much easier to point a fault than to find a cure.   

The same spirit prevailed in class councils. We took the time to examine each student 
as a whole, the weak as much as the average or the very good. We were looking at       
everyone to help them improve themselves or 
get better. It took us a lot of time, but we did it 
very willingly. It was normal for everyone to 
be entitled to our attention. Service,           
availability, giving freely are also part of the 
Dames de Marie spirit.  To accomplish this 
work made us proud and happy to be teachers.   

When we merged with St Joseph's        
College, we left the Sisters it was not with   
nostalgia, but with the pride of the work done 
and the hope of bringing the Dames de Marie 
spirit to life in another environment, amidst 
other traditions and with other colleagues. It was not always easy. But this spirit is still 
alive and has touched many.  Personally, it carried me through my beautiful career of 43 
years in the service of the young and it keeps!  
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Memories from Nicole Bijl (Past Pupil and Co Worker -Belgium)  

I was a student in the secondary school (college: humaniora) in the institute of 
Dames van Maria in Aalst (Belgium- Flanders) from 1956 till 1962. 

Mere Henriette was the superior at that time and Mere Pia, the headmistress.  Mere            
Antoinette was our French teacher in 1961.  She was very modern and dynamic.  The year 
after she became director in DVM htb on the other side of the street but our class kept 
contact with her.  Up until now some classmates and myself meet with Sr. Antoinette 
each year.   

Later on, when I had the opportunity to read the constitutions and the exhortations of 
Canon Van Crombrugghe, I understood that they had been applied by the Ladies of Mary 
(Dames van Maria in our Flemish language) and that this made us happy as youngsters      
during our studies in the school- DVM in Aalst- humaniora. 

We felt a positive approach to education- a sense of freedom of mind and spirit.  
When I meet others from that time who were educated by other congregations, it seems to 
me that they had a more negative and ‘blame-centred’ education.   

Even during the holidays, we went together with Sr. Antoinette, Sr. Marie Alberte 
and Sr. Lamberta on a camping trip in the neighbourhood of Brugge. 

Later on, when I became a teacher, I started in the school of DVM htb where Sr.          
Antoinette was the director.  We as a staff, were really involved in the running of the 
school.  We explored together how to base our educational project on the Gospel of Jesus 
Christ who was the inspiration for our role as educators.  For me it was a demanding but a 
fulfilling life project which continues up to today.  When Sr Antoinette left the school, I 
myself became the deputy headmistress and we continued in the same spirit first with 
Lydie Penne-De Visscher and later with Hilde Verniers (Van Cauwenberghe).  Now it is 
with Kristine Impens and Kristof De Coninck who are continuing in the same spirit and 
with an enthusiastic team.   

During the period working with Sr. Antoinette we had to work hard but we also had a 
lot of fun and a deep feeling of joy and confidence in the Lord.  That energized us.       
Nowadays I am still in the Board of Governors and I try with others to stress the           
importance of Gospel values.   

Every year we organise a meeting on this subject with all the directors of ECOV         
(because DVM htb belongs to this umbrella organisation).  Now the diversity and               
inter-religious dialogue is a very important topic.   

Yes, I can say that the spirit of Chanoine Van Crombrugghe and the Congregation 
Dames van Maria is still an inspiration for the educational project in Aalst. 

And still now, Sr. Antoinette and Sr. Emma (who was a teacher in the primary school 
of DVM htb) are giving a testimony of joy, inspired by the image of a loving God. 

This is a memory from a grateful former student and co-worker of the Dames v      
Maria in Aalst. 

 

 

Mon lien avec les Dames de Marie-Micheline Dusart 

Mon parcours avec les Dames de Marie a commencé en septembre 1960, quand,     
rentrent du Congo après les évènements de l’indépendance il fallait trouver une école qui 
reprenait le régime de l’école normale que j’avais commencé là-bas.  Une adaptation un 
peu difficile au début va assez vite se transformer en vrai bonheur et je garde un          
merveilleux souvenir de mes années d’école normale. 
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Je ne le savais pas encore, mais les deux dernières        
années vont petit à petit me donner une orientation pour ma 
vie future. 

Notre professeur de français, Mère Marie Berchmanns, 
dont le nom va encore évoluer par après, est partie en pleine 
année scolaire faire un voyage de prospection en Amérique 
Latine pour étudier sur place les possibilités d’une              
collaboration de la congrégation avec l’église locale.  Le 
temps de tout    organiser elle partira quelques mois plus tard 
dans le « Nordeste » brésilien, avec trois autres Dames de       
Marie, non pas pour fonder une maison belge mais pour se 
mettre au service de’ l’évêque et des communautés             

ecclésiales. 
En dernière année, nous avons comme rhétoricienne, étudié les grands discours de 

l’époque.  Deux m’avaient fortement émue : un discours du Roi Baudouin et un autre de 
Raoul Follereau adresse à la jeunesse heureuse du monde.  Tout cela me touchait, de 
même que tout ce que l’école offrait comme spiritualité. 

C’est comme cela que lorsque les Dames de Marie ont décidé d’associer des laïques 
a l’expérience de vie communautaire, j’étais prête a répondre a leur appel. 

Pour la vie là-bas, au Brésil, je ne vais pas la décrire car cela ferait double emploi 
avec le témoignage de Marie Jeanne Mevisse qui a décrit notre vie dans le « Rio Grand 
do Norte » 

L’expérience faite sur place était hors de commun : des religieuses, des laïques, des         
postulantes, des brésiliennes, des africaines, des européennes et des américaines vivant en   
communauté a part entière, partageant soucis, taches et argent, et adoptant le portugais 
comme langue officielle, c’était déjà un grand bouleversement inspire par le concile, et 
très               avant-gardiste pour les communautés brésiliennes. 

Mais l’aventure avec les Dames de 
Marie ne s’est pas terminées après notre 
retour, car rentrées au pays, Marie 
Jeanne a repris son poste Uccle et pour 
ma part avoir avant enseigné deux ans 
j’ai rejoint la rue Vergote ou j’avais fait 
mes études, non plus comme éleve, mais 
comme Marie Jeanne, dans la poste de 
gestionnaire. 

Je remercie les Dames de Marie de 
la grande confiance qu’elles en misent en 

nous pour accepter et, ce partage de vie en Amérique Latine, et par après, dans notre rôle 
de gestionnaire ou nous étions un peu les pionnières pour occuper ce poste dans 
l’enseignement catholique que nous avons quitté a l’âge de la retraite. 

Voilà en un survol très succinct, mon parcours avec les Dames de Marie. 
 

***** 
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My relationship with the Dames de Marie- Micheline Dusart 

My journey with the Dames de Marie began in           
September 1960, when, returning from the Congo after the 
events of the independence, I needed to find a school that 
resumed the regime of the teacher training college that I had 
started there. A somewhat difficult adaptation at the           
beginning would quickly turn into true happiness and I have 
wonderful memories of my years of teacher training. 

I did not know it yet, but the last two years would, little 
by little, give me the direction for my future life. 

Our French teacher, Mother Marie Berchmanns, whose 
name would change later, left in the middle of the school 
year to make a scouting trip to Latin America to study on the spot the possibilities of a 
collaboration of the congregation with the local church. Due to the time needed to         
organize everything, she would leave a few months later for the Brazilian "Nordeste", 
with three other Dames de Marie, not to found a Belgian house, but to serve the bishop 
and the church communities. 

In the last year, studying rhetoric, we studied the great discourses of the time. Two 
moved me greatly: a speech by King Baudouin and another by Raoul Follereau addressed 
to the happy youth of the world. All this touched me, as did all that the school offered in 
the way of spirituality. 

This is how, when the Dames de Marie, decided to associate lay people with the           
experience of community life, I was ready to answer their call. 

As for life in Brazil I will not describe it here because it would duplicate the           
testimony of Marie Jeanne Mevisse who described our life in the Rio Grande do Norte 

The experience on the spot was extraordinary: nuns, laywomen, postulants,           
Brazilians, Africans, Europeans and Americans living fully in community, sharing      
concerns, tasks and money, and adopting Portuguese as official language, it was already a 

great change inspired by the Council, 
and very avant-garde for the Brazilian 
communities. 

But the adventure with the Dames 
de Marie did not end after our return, 
for back in our own country, Marie 
Jeanne resumed her post at Uccle and 
I, for my part, having taught two years 
joined Rue Vergote where I had     
studied, not as a pupil, but like Marie 
Jeanne, in the post of bursar. 

I thank the Dames de Marie for 
the great trust they placed in us in accepting us to share their life in Latin America, and 
later, in our role as bursars where we were a little pioneer to occupy this position in Cath-
olic education that we only left at the age of retirement. 

This is a very brief overview of my journey with the Ladies of Mary. 
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Experience chez et avec la communauté de DAMES de MARIE 

-Mercedes Garmendia 

 
Cette expérience commence dans mon village basque cote espagnol. A l’intérieur de 

moi-même, j’ai un désir de prier et d’aider les autres. 
Le 26 Avril 1964 je quitte ma famille, mes amies et mon village.  J'avais 17 ans. Je 

ne suis pas Seule. La maitresse des novices Sr Madeleine D. est venue nous chercher, 
nous étions deux à vouloir entrer dans la Congrégation de Dames de Marie pour réaliser 
un rêve intérieur. Mon rêve était d'aimer Dieu et partir dans un pays d'Afrique.  Le 
voyage jusqu’en Belgique se fit en train. Au village nous avions entendu parler de « 
Dames de Marie » grâce a un missionnaire de notre village qui travaillait au Burundi.  
L’accueil à Bruxelles et concrètement au noviciat fut très chaleureux. Nous avions parlé 
en espagnol avec les 6 compatriotes qui avaient discrètement ouvert le chemin jusqu’aux   
« Dames de Marie ». 

 Tout va très vite, j'apprends qu'il y a différents horaires à respecter de la vie             
communautaire : la célébration de la messe, les différents moments de prière, les cours à 
suivre à l'Institut des Science Religieuses, préparations et courses pour les repas à tour de 
rôle, visites aux familles ou personnes isolées etc.  Aujourd’hui encore j'ai I 'impression 
que tout cela se passait en douceur et avec une grande pédagogie humaine et spirituelle.  

J'ai Vite appris à faire des tableaux pour mon programme de la semaine et à           
souligner selon l’importance avec du rouge du vert... Mon premier devoir (entre autres) 
fut d’apprendre le français, car j’ignorais cette langue, j'ignorais l‘histoire de la Belgique 
et même l’histoire de la Congrégation des Dames de Marie.  

Mon plus bonheur, furent les quelques cours que je suivais comme élevé libre a                
I 'Institut des Sciences Religieuses. Il devait y avoir un accord très discret entre le                  
directeur de l’institut et la maitresse des novices, car j'avais quitté bancs de l'école à 14 
ans. Là aussi j’étais libre et heureuse. J'étais loin de tout comprendre, mais au noviciat, la 
maitresse des novices veillait à ce que nous puissions être heureuses dans Notre vie       
communautaire et spirituelle. Il y avait entraide une grande entre nous.  Dans là de lecture 
ou le silence était respecté, je copiais les notes des cours prises par l’une ou l'autre du   
noviciat et de nationalité belge. Je me souviens d'avoir suivi les cours de Morale, de 
l’Ancien et du Nouveau Testament, I ‘Histoire de l’Eglise, et de Psychologie. Les cours 
n’étaient pas toujours compréhensibles pour moi. C'était un mystère de vivre ces heures 
avec tant de joie.  De ce temps de noviciat, je garde essentiellement cette liberté que nous 
avions d’aller aux cours et la joie que nous avions de retrouver autour de la table, aux 
heures des prières ou en recréation. Mais c'est en écoutant ces professeurs religieux qui 
avec passion enseignaient simplement et avec conviction ce qu'ils découvraient dans la 
Bible, au niveau de la foi … . C'est là, que j'ai fait ma première crise de « la fois en 
Dieu ». Le Dieu de mon enfance et adolescence n'était pas le même que le Dieu que ces 
hommes essayaient de nous transmettre.  J’ai fait I ‘expérience de grandir en liberté     
intérieure. C’est au noviciat, que j'ai appris à gouter le silence, à lire la Bible et à prier 
autrement. Et, tout cela, dans un climat de respect, d'attention aux autres et dans la paix. 

Le deuxième événement qui a marqué ma vie à Louvain, c’est le cadeau d'avoir pu 
faire la retraite ignacienne de 30 jours. Qu’est-ce que j'avais compris ? Je suis incapable 
de le décrire, mais, ce que j’ai vécu durant ces 30 jours, c'était un ajustement de ma vie 
avec le Dieu de Jésus-Christ  

A l’intérieur de moi-même, je gardais toujours le désir de partir pour aider les autres 
avec et dans la communauté des Dames de Marie. J’étais encore trop jeune. La maitresse 
des novices doit bien sentir que je ne suis pas mure pour faire des longues études et me 
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propose de faire une courte formation d’« aide familiale » Je réussi l’année et avec ce   
diplôme je pars en 1968 pour le Brésil pour y rejoindre une petite communauté de deux 
religieuses et une enseignante laïque. 

De ces ‘presque trois ans’ vécus à Santa Cruz je garde en moi l’expérience d’une      
communion, ou la souffrance humaine était parfois insoutenable et aussi la joie humaine 
et spirituelle avec ce peuple ou je pouvais entendre les paroles de Jésus-Christ :        
« Heureux les pauvres, le Royaume des Cieux est à eux » 

Aujourd’hui, je rends grâce à Dieu de m’avoir donné des parents, des frères et sœurs 
et d’avoir pu cheminer pendant quelques années avec et dans la communauté des Dames 
de Marie.  J’aimerais par ces lignes vous dire : « MERCI chères sœurs des Dames de   
Marie pour les années de bienveillance et de votre discrète gratuité envers moi et envers 
bien d’autres.  Que Dieu vous bénisse toutes.  Je vous souhaite une belle fête 
d’anniversaire et une heureuse et longue route encore, vers ce Royaume promis par Jesus-
Christ. » 

 
***** 

Experience with the community of the DAMES de MARIE 

-Mercedes Garmedia 

 
This experience begins in my Basque village on the Spanish coast. Within myself, I 

have a desire to pray and help others. 
On 26 April 1964 I left my family, my friends and my village. I was 17 years old. I 

was not alone. The mistress of the novices Sr. Madeleine D. came to fetch us.  We were 
two who wanted to enter the Congregation of the Ladies of Mary to realize an inner 
dream. My dream was to love God and go to an African country. The journey as far as 
Belgium was made by train. In the village we heard about the "Dames de Marie" thanks 
to a missionary from our village who worked in Burundi. The reception in Brussels and in 
the novitiate was very warm. We spoke in Spanish with our 6 compatriots who had        
quietly opened the way to the "Ladies of Mary".  

Everything goes very fast, I learn that there are different schedules to respect in        
community life: the celebration of the Mass, the different moments of prayer, the courses 
to be followed at the Institute of Religious Science, preparations and shopping for Meals 
in our turn, visits to families or lonely people etc. Today I still feel that all this went 
smoothly and with a great human and spiritual pedagogy. 

I quickly learned to make diagrams for my program of the week and to underline          
according to importance in red or green ... My first duty (among others) was to learn 
French, because I did not know this language, I did not know the history of Belgium and 
even the    history of the Congregation of the Ladies of Mary. 

My happiness was the few courses which I audited at the Institute of Religious      
Sciences. There must have been a very discrete agreement between the director of the    
institute and the mistress of the novices, for I had left school at the age of 14. Here too I 
was free and happy. I far from understood everything, but in the novitiate, the novice   
mistress ensured that we could be happy in our community and spiritual life. There was a 
mutual understanding and help between us. In the reading room where silence was kept, I 
copied the course notes taken by one or the other of the novices of Belgian origin. I     
remember following the courses in Morality, the Old and New Testaments, the History of 
the Church, and Psychology. The classes were not always comprehensible to me. It was a 
mystery to live these hours with such joy. From this time of novitiate, I essentially retain 
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that freedom we had to go to courses and the joy we found around the table, at times of 
prayer or recreation. But it was in listening to those religious professors who with        
passion, simply and convincingly taught what they discovered in the Bible, at the level of 
faith.... It was there that I had my first crisis of "faith in God". The God of my childhood 
and adolescence was not the same as the God these men were trying to convey to us. I 
experienced growing in inner freedom. It was in the novitiate that I learned to listen to the 
silence, read the Bible and pray differently. And all this, in a climate of respect, attention 
to others and in peace. 

The second event that marked my life in Leuven is the gift of being able to make the 
30-day Ignatian retreat. What did I understand? I am unable to describe it, but what I                
experienced during those 30 days was an adjustment of my life with the God of Jesus 
Christ. 

Within myself, I always wanted to go to help others with and in the community of the 
Ladies of Mary. I was still too young. The mistress of novices must have felt that I was 
not mature enough for a long course of study and proposed that I do a short training as a 
“family helper". I passed the year and with this diploma I left in 1968 for Brazil to Join a 
small community of two religious and a secular teacher. 

From these "almost three years" lived in Santa Cruz I retain in myself the experience 
of a communion, where human suffering was sometimes unbearable and there was also 
human and spiritual joy with these people where I could hear the words of Jesus Christ: 
"Blessed are the poor, the kingdom of heaven is theirs". 

Today I thank God for giving me parents, brothers and sisters and for being able to 
walk for some years with and in the community of the Ladies of Mary. I would like to say 
to you, "THANK YOU dear sisters of the Ladies of Mary for the years of kindness and 
your discreet and freely given generosity towards me and many others. May God bless 
you all. I wish you a beautiful birthday celebration and a long and happy journey still,    
towards this Kingdom promised by Jesus Christ. 

 

 
This document was typed and made available in French by Sr Agnès Charles.  Sr Felicé        

translated it into English.  Thanks to them both for honouring this historical record- personal 
to our DMJ history. 

 

Coloma pendant la guerre de 1914 ! 

 J.M.J. 
 
1914 ! Année mémorable qui sera écrite en lettres d’or dans l’histoire de notre chère        

Belgique, année lugubre qui sera écrite par le sang et les larmes dans le cœur des mères, 
des femmes et des enfants ! 

L’histoire dira que devant la proposition de trahir lâchement l’honneur et le devoir, 
notre noble Roi s’est dressé fier et grand ; que le Gouvernement lui donna un prompt et 
unanime appui ; elle dira, comme notre Souverain le dit dans son discours à la nation que 
« les huit millions de fois ‘non’ sont sortis comme d’une seule bouche, que la Belgique 
tout entière a frémi et qu’elle bondit vers la frontière pour opposer une héroïque            
résistance à l’envahisseur ». L’histoire dira que, vainqueur ou vaincu, le Belge sortira   
glorieux de cette lutte parce qu’il a combattu sur le champ de l’honneur et du bon droit. 
Peut-être dira-t-elle aussi, que dans ces luttes inégales, le petit Belge a retrouvé toute la 
bravoure, l’héroïsme, toute la foi vive de ses ancêtres. Mais ce que l’histoire ne dira pas 
c’est la manière dont notre cher Institut, dont la Maison de la Reine des Anges, reçut cette 
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sombre et alarmante nouvelle. Aucune de nous, certes, ne connaissait la dose énorme de 
vrai et pur patriotisme qui dormait paisiblement au fond de son cœur. Toutes, nous avions 
des sacrifices à faire, des frères, des proches qui allaient se trouver dans un danger       
imminent ; mais chacune fit taire ses préoccupations personnelles pour ne pas aviver 
celles de ses sœurs. Fières de la noble conduite de leur Souverain, entrainées par la      
vaillance héroïque de leurs braves défenseurs, calmes, courageuses et résignées, les filles 
de Marie et de Joseph se sont groupées étroitement autour de leurs Mères et ont formé un 
bataillon sacré luttant pour Dieu, pour la Patrie et pour la Charité !  

Dès le début des hostilités, dans tout notre cher Institut, ce fut une véritable          
campagne de prières et de pénitences. De toutes les maisons, notre chère Révérende Mère 
Générale reçut des lettres demandant l’approbation des exercices pieux que les religieuses 
désiraient faire, des mortifications qu’elles voulaient s’imposer. Toutes protestaient de 
leur désir de se rendre utiles, de souffrir et d’attirer par leur conduite édifiante la           
miséricorde et les bénédictions de Dieu sur la chère Patrie menacée. Les Révérendes 
Mères d’Angleterre nous assuraient du bienveillant accueil qui nous attendait, si les tristes 
événements devaient être néfastes à nos Maisons de Belgique. C’était l’union la plus 
étroite dans le danger commun ! La Révérende Mère Générale ne tarda pas à donner une 
réponse aux demandes qu’elle avait d’ailleurs prévues et prévenues dans notre chère   
Maison. 

Le 15 août, elle envoya dans toutes les Maisons une circulaire indiquant les        
exercices particuliers qu’elle nous autorisait à pratiquer pour apaiser le ciel. 

Dans chaque Maison aussi on fit des préparatifs pour recevoir et soulager les blessés. 
La Providence avait voulu que pendant les années précédentes plusieurs religieuses de             
différentes maisons, suivissent des cours de Croix-Rouge et d’infirmières. Les locaux  
furent donc disposés. A Coloma à partir du 4 août, c’est-à-dire deux jours après la        
mobilisation des armées, nos salles de l’école primaire furent occupées, non pas par des 
blessés, mais par des soldats, que la faim et l’espoir d’un bon gîte, avaient amenés ici. 
Que fallait-il faire ? Un dépôt étant établi à Malines, la ville était bondée de soldats que le 
gouvernement, dans cette levée imprévue, ne pouvait ni loger, ni nourrir tous. Le premier 
jour, deux d’entre eux se présentaient ici ; on leur donna un copieux souper, on leur      
assigna un lit dans le bâtiment de l’école primaire, après leur avoir procuré le nécessaire 
pour écrire à leur famille. (Un de ces braves avait répondu à l’appel sans revoir sa femme 
et ses trois enfants et avait peine à cacher ses larmes.) Un de nos ouvriers passa la nuit 
avec eux et les amena tous le lendemain à la chapelle pour entendre la Sainte Messe. 
C’étaient les premiers auxquels nous avons offert le pain de la charité, mais ce n’étaient 
pas les derniers. Tous les jours le nombre augmentait. Beaucoup de volontaires recevaient 
à Malines leur formation et plusieurs fois par jour, des groupes nombreux nous arrivaient 
pour prendre un repas. Le 21 août, le chiffre s’élevait à 2.114. Comment décrire le       
dévouement de notre bonne économe Madame Eugénie, celui de nos chères Sœurs, celui 
de toute la communauté, pendant cette période de surcroît de besogne et de nuits          
souvent troublées. C’était une époque d’abnégation, d’oubli de soi, plusieurs fois la soupe 
était mise sur la table, lorsqu’on vint annoncer que le nombre des soldats grandissait     
toujours. La R.M.G. demandait si quelqu’un désirait du potage, sur un non unanime la 
soupe était envoyée à notre caserne improvisée. Tout n’était pas sacrifice, cependant à 
côté des scènes pénibles, il y en eut quelquefois de très touchantes. 

Un soir, deux jeunes gens exprimèrent le désir de se confesser ; il était tard ; on      
appela M. le vicaire qui les reçut dans une classe de l’ancien pavillon ; le lendemain à 4 
heures, ce bon prêtre vint les chercher pour leur donner, à l’église, la Sainte Communion. 
A cinq heures nos braves volontaires étaient à la caserne. 
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En ville, on avait organisé des processions ; à N.D. d’Hanswyck, lorsque la Vierge 
quitta  l’église, les soldats l’enlevèrent des épaules des porteurs et au milieu de l’émotion 
générale, la portèrent en triomphe par les rues de la cité. Les mêmes scènes se               
reproduirent à la cathédrale où l’on fit, le 15 août, une procession de pénitence.  La châsse 
de St Rombaut y était portée solennellement, précédée des représentants des différentes 
paroisses, suivie du chœur des Chanoines escortant le Saint Sacrement. Une foule         
recueillie et suppliante implorait la protection divine et mariale pour notre ville            
archiépiscopale. A la paroisse de   Coloma, on fit plusieurs jours de suite la procession 
avec la statue de St Joseph précédée des drapeaux Belge, Anglais et Français. Nos braves 
volontaires, après une rude journée d’exercices faisaient un brin de toilette, puis en ordre 
et au commandement, allaient à la   rencontre de la procession, s’emparaient de la statue 
et participaient à ce pieux exercice. Un soir, Mr le Curé fit arrêter le cortège au perron, il 
adressa à la foule un discours religieux et patriotique qui émut l’assistance et puis on    
entonna une vigoureuse brabançonne. Plus de respect humain pour ces braves qui 
s’offraient si généreusement à la Patrie. Ils acceptaient et demandaient des scapulaires et 
des médailles du Sacré-Cœur et de  la Ste Vierge avec plus d’avidité que le pain matériel. 
Dieu sait pourtant quelle faim dévorante souvent les pressait et de quel cœur ils faisaient 
honneur à leur table. Notre chère Rde M. G. voyant un universitaire prendre son repas 
sans distraction, nous dit en passant : « Je voudrais pouvoir prier de cette façon. » 

C’était un mélange de gens de toutes conditions, de toutes opinions : des garçons de 
café aidant à faire le service et lavant la vaisselle ; des cochers, des professeurs, des     
étudiants, des prêtres et des religieux ; des catholiques et des socialistes ; tous étaient 
animés du plus vif élan de patriotisme, tous étaient profondément reconnaissants de la 
généreuse hospitalité que nous leur offrions. 

Le 18 août, pendant que nous étions à la réunion de 9 heures, la Sœur Portière vint              
annoncer que plusieurs centaines d’hommes avaient pris place devant la maison ; qu’ils 
étaient éreintés, affamés ; c’était la colonne d’ambulances de la division qui avait soutenu 
l’héroïque résistance de Liège. Rendus libres, au moins momentanément, ces braves 
étaient renvoyés vers Anvers, faisant de longues étapes, malgré la fatigue et les           
souffrances provenant de leurs pieds meurtris. 

Tout le monde se mit à faire des tartines, à servir du café, un peu de viande et de       
fromage ; tout cela vint à manquer et lorsqu’aux derniers venus, il fallait donner du pain 
tout chaud, sortant directement du four du boulanger, et qu’une des religieuses exprima 
son regret de ne pas pouvoir donner mieux, un brave Wallon, qui ne connaissait sans 
doute les nonnettes que d’après les caricatures, répondit : «  C’est très bien, ma sœur, 
quand cela est donné de si bon cœur et avec un sourire sur les lèvres, cela fait tant de    
plaisir ». 

Un autre, beau monsieur, celui-là, appela une religieuse, s’informa du nom de notre 
ordre et ajouta : « vous faites œuvre très méritoire en nous recevant d’une si bonne façon. 
Il y a ici des gens de toutes les opinions à qui cela fera grand bien de voir des religieuses 
telles qu’elles sont. » Un troisième, appréciant notre dévouement dit : «  J’ai plusieurs 
filles, toutes peuvent se faire religieuses. » 

Après s’être réconfortés, lavés, après que la bonne sœur Suzanne ait rempli sa      
fonction d’infirmière en soignant un grand nombre de pieds malades, les 386 brancardiers 
s’en allèrent pour faire place à d’autres… C’étaient des malheureux qui avaient soutenu 
pendant plusieurs heures l‘attaque de Tirlemont, ils étaient une trentaine, sans chef,     
abattus, noirs, grisés par la poudre. La veille, dans l’après-midi, cachés dans leurs       
tranchées, ils attendaient sans frémir l’ennemi, combien de fois plus nombreux. Un       
aéroplane les avait survolés et peu après, l’attaque, au lieu d’être dirigée du côté prévu, 
leur vint de différentes directions ; ils luttèrent cependant longtemps, beaucoup tombèrent 
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et enfin, écrasés par le nombre, ils se dispersèrent, courant sous les balles de l’ennemi 
pendant une heure encore. C’était navrant, leurs yeux brillaient quoique hagards ; leur 
physionomie avait quelque chose d’indéfinissable, elle conservait malgré l’épuisement 
physique une mâle énergie. Un d’entre eux avait sa gamelle traversée par une balle 
d’outre en outre ; un autre, un bouton arraché en partie, un troisième, les vêtements     
couverts de sang ; il avait entraîné hors de l’atteinte de l’ennemi un camarade blessé ; tous 
avaient échappé à la mort comme par miracle. Quand l’une d’entre nous leur demanda 
quel ange gardien avait veillé sur eux d’une façon si particulière, un jeune homme         
répondit « St Benoît peut-être, j’ai sa médaille » puis, se ravisant, il saisit sur sa poitrine 
un scapulaire auquel était cousu solidement un crucifix et ajouta : « A travers cela, tenez, 
ma sœur, il n’y a pas moyen de tirer. » Que le bon Dieu les bénisse et leur garde leur   
confiance ! Le même soir, un autre groupe au nombre de deux cents se présenta pour    
obtenir nourriture et logement. Ils se croyaient les seuls survivants d’une brigade de mille 
fantassins surpris par une artillerie ennemie. Que pouvaient ces hommes avec leurs fusils 
à courte portée sous une pluie d’obus ? Ils se retirèrent au plus vite, ayant leurs rangs    
lamentablement décimés. Ils arrivaient consternés, silencieux, à chaque pas, leurs genoux 
fléchissaient. Et dire qu’il a fallu les renvoyer sans secours, nous n’avions plus de pain 
pour une si grande foule. C’était la première fois qu’il fallait donner un refus. Leur chef 
l’accepta en disant : « S’il n’y a pas moyen, il n’y a pas moyen. » Et tous de se retirer 
sans mot dire. La soirée fut plus sombre pour nous et plus agitée. Cependant quelques-uns 
qui suivaient le groupe de loin reçurent le peu de pain qui nous restait. On passa le plat, 
tous n’étaient pas servis. Un brave garçon   rompit sa tartine, en donna une grande moitié 
à son voisin en disant : « Tiens, camarade, tu as faim. » Un autre donne à une religieuse 
20 centimes en la priant de mettre cette obole dans un tronc. Il avait, disait-il, promis de 
donner cela avant d’aller au feu et n’en avait pas eu l’occasion. Le bon Dieu, ajoutait-il 
l’avait gardé d’une façon si spéciale ; tous étaient tombés autour de lui et il ne comprenait 
pas comment il avait échappé. 

Le jeudi 20, tous étaient rappelés vers les forts. L’ordre survint pendant que          
plusieurs prenaient leur repas ici ; ils ne l’achevèrent pas. 

C’était fini, au moins momentanément de nous dévouer dans cette sphère ; mais nous     
n’oublierons pas aisément les leçons de courage, de générosité, d’abnégation et de                       
reconnaissance dont ces braves cœurs nous ont donné l’exemple pendant leur passage ici. 
Après leur départ, nous avons reçu les remerciements de plusieurs. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
A partir de ce moment notre principale préoccupation était plutôt la présence de 

l’ennemi aux environs de Malines. Les troupes allemandes campaient dans les villages de 
Perck, Elewyt, Hofstade… les habitants pris de panique quittaient leurs maisons,          
emportant à la hâte ce qu’ils avaient de plus précieux et fuyaient vers la ville. C’était un 
triste cortège de personnes (parmi lesquelles des religieuses) de charrettes, de brouettes, 
de chiens… L’inquiétude avait gagné même la ville, d’où beaucoup de familles étaient 
parties pour la mer. Malgré toutes les fausses alertes, Coloma resta dans un calme relatif, 
sous la protection de la Reine des Anges. Nous étions fortes de l’inébranlable confiance 
que « Ce que Dieu garde est bien gardé. » 

24 août. Cette pieuse maxime devait recevoir de la part du bon Maître une touchante       
confirmation. Cet acte de foi était à peine écrit sur le papier que nous entendions devant la 
maison une fusillade effrayante. C’était pendant la visite des vacances qui précède le    
dîner. Les unes courent à la chambre de notre bonne R.M.G. qui était un peu souffrante 
depuis quelques jours. Les autres vont rassurer notre chère Sœur Béatrix dont l’âge et la 
faiblesse réclamaient des soins particuliers. Quelques minutes plus tard, on vint nous    
appeler pour aller soigner trois blessés allemands, qui s’étaient traînés du pont jusqu’à la 
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porte. Quel triste   spectacle, quelle frayeur chez ces malheureux ! Comme à cette vue, 
tout sentiment d’aversion tombe pour faire face à la pitié, je dirais bien à la sympathie. 
Nous les accueillons, nous les soignons ; l’un avait le pied cassé, l’autre une entorse et 
une balle lui avait rasé l’épaule ; le troisième était plus fortement atteint. L’un d’eux était 
polonais, dès qu’il se fut traîné jusqu’à la marquise, il tira de sa poche une médaille      
miraculeuse de la Sainte Vierge et la serra dans ses mains ; nous l’avons consolé par la 
perspective d’être bien soigné et bien traité jusqu’à la fin de la guerre. Tous les trois 
étaient sous l‘empire d’une crainte épouvantable. Est-elle l’indice des mauvais               
traitements qu’on promet aux soldats allemands lorsqu’ils tombent aux mains des 
Belges ou bien faut-il y voir une preuve des atrocités commises sur nos blessés              
prisonniers ? Nous ne déciderons pas de cette question. Bien des histoires révoltantes sont 
inventées sans doute par des imaginations exaltées. Plût à Dieu qu’elles le fussent toutes ! 

Ce qui est certain, c’est que, un quart d’heure après l’événement, un de nos quatre 
petits soldats qui avaient dispersé la patrouille des douze uhlans, se présenta chez les 
blessés en disant : «  La main, camarade, vous avez fait votre devoir, j’ai fait le mien ; 
après cela, soyez sans crainte, on vous soignera bien, les Belges sont de braves gens ! »  
Puis après avoir fait un effort pour contenir sa colère, il ajouta : « ils ne font pas ainsi, 
eux, ils ont pris mes deux meilleurs amis et les ont fusillés. » Après quoi, il se retira   
brusquement. 

Bientôt, une voiture de la Croix-Rouge vint  chercher les blessés qui furent amenés 
sous bonne escorte. Dans cette petite lutte d’avant-poste, déjà, nous avons éprouvé la   
protection spéciale de la bonne Providence, qui allait nous garder si paternellement     
pendant les tristes jours qui devaient suivre. 

Six balles avaient pénétré à travers les vitres sans atteindre personne. Une d’elle, 
dans la cuisine, a effleuré la Sœur cuisinière, traversé une porte, le mur extérieur et 
s’arrêta contre le mur opposé du réfectoire.  

Mardi 25. Jour d’horreur et d’angoisse ! Nous sommes éveillées au bruit d’une       
fusillade nourrie et rapide dans la direction d’Hofstade, bientôt suivie d’une canonnade 
non interrompue dirigée sur la ville de Malines. Nous étions à la chapelle, nous y sommes 
restées, priant comme on prie sous la pression d’un danger éminent. Tous les obus        
sifflaient au-dessus de nos têtes, un des premiers traversa la tour de St Rombaut d’outre 
en outre et endommagea fortement les maisons avoisinantes et un des plus beaux vitraux 
de l’église ; un autre tomba sur la gare, quelques personnes en ville furent blessées. Dès 
que Mr l’Aumônier arriva à la chapelle, il annonça qu’il dirait la messe immédiatement. 
Nous avions à peine communié qu’on vint nous chercher pour le premier blessé, amené 
d’Hofstade, où une lutte sérieuse s’était engagée entre Belges et Allemands. Notre           
ambulance constituait le premier poste de secours et pendant la journée entière jusqu’à 
minuit, deux médecins, à certains moments trois, donnèrent, assistés de nos religieuses, 
les premiers soins à un nombre considérable de blessés que les ambulanciers de la région 
amenaient en civière, en auto, en brouette ou en les soutenant. Combien en avons-nous 
eu ? Personne ne pourrait le dire exactement. Nous évaluons que pendant  les deux jours 
de carnage qui se sont suivis, le nombre s’élevait à plus de 300. Quoi qu’il en soit, nous 
avons été témoins du spectacle le plus triste, le plus émouvant et quelquefois le plus noble 
que l’on puisse imaginer. Pauvres frères ! comme ils étaient meurtris. Ces engins de 
guerre qu’on appelle le produit de la civilisation sont bien plus une invention de la plus 
honteuse barbarie. 

Il faut avoir vu ces plaies horribles produites par des éclats d’obus, ces membres, ces 
corps percés d’outre en outre par des balles meurtrières, pour se faire une faible idée des     
horreurs de la guerre. Malgré leurs cruelles blessures, nos braves combattants étaient 
calmes et courageux. Ils supportaient les pansements les plus douloureux sans mot dire. 
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Quand l’un ou l’autre posait une question pour s’informer de la gravité de son état, il 
ajoutait presqu’aussitôt : « Quand donc serai-je capable de retourner au combat ? » Un 
commandant fortement blessé se tordait sur son lit de douleur, on lui dit : « Cela fait donc 
bien mal,   Commandant ? » et lui de répondre : «  C’est si épouvantable d’être frappé 
ainsi au début de la guerre. Que sont devenus mes hommes ? » Un lieutenant entra avec le 
poignet meurtri. On veut le soigner tout de suite. Mais lui, d’une voix décidée : « Pardon, 
Docteur, un moment, je veux d’abord voir mes hommes. » Il parcourut les trois locaux, 
s’arrêta au lit de chacun des siens, leur dit une bonne parole, puis revint simplement      
recevoir les soins du médecin et    repartit pour le champ de bataille. 

La foi de ces héros égalait leur énergie : beaucoup demandaient le secours du prêtre 
avant celui du médecin. Plusieurs furent administrés ici. Un jeune homme de Minderhout, 
près de la frontière hollandaise, frappé d’hémorragies internes, est mort au bout de 
quelques heures dans les sentiments les plus chrétiens. Un autre de Wichelen près de 
Termonde, qui ne pourra probablement pas survivre à son mal, et qui est le fils unique 
d’une veuve de 72 ans, répétait de temps en temps : « Ach myn moeder, myn moeder ! » 
Puis, vaincu par la douleur, il demandait au bon Dieu de venir le chercher, qu’il serait 
près de son père, il ajoutait aussitôt : « Que fera ma mère sans moi ? Elle devra mendier 
son pain ! » Nous lui demandions son nom, il le dit en ajoutant : « N’écrivez pas à ma 
mère que je suis blessé, elle en mourrait. » 

Dans la soirée, un des médecins eut l’idée de retourner vers le champ de bataille       
abandonné, plusieurs brancardiers l’accompagnaient. Ils explorèrent un petit bois et     
eurent le bonheur de découvrir un malheureux qui s’était traîné jusque là ; on l’amena sur 
une brouette ; ses blessures étaient graves, mais son excitation nerveuse était plus grave 
encore. La terrible perspective d’être abandonné là, près du campement de l’ennemi 
l’avait mis dans cet état. Tous ceux, d’ailleurs, qui arrivaient dans la soirée, étaient moins 
calmes que ceux du matin. Deux d’entre eux étaient atteints d’ébranlement cérébral. L’un 
voyait des Allemands partout, l’autre au contraire, voulait aller vers eux, devait les       
rencontrer, se mesurer avec eux. Un médecin de la ville qui s’était dévoué généreusement 
toute la journée, nous quitta dans la soirée, il se rendit à la clinique, où il aida toute la nuit 
à faire des opérations ; il nous dit le lendemain qu’en rentrant chez lui, il avait pleuré 
comme un enfant. Il s’était pourtant montré homme courageux, il n’ignorait pas les     
dangers que nous courions ici. A plusieurs reprises, il avait, comme les autres médecins 
d’ailleurs, insisté pour qu’on arborât le drapeau de la Croix-Rouge ; malheureusement 
celui-ci avait été envoyé en ville pour être estampillé et ne nous avait pas été renvoyé. A 
la hâte on en fabriqua de nouveaux, ce qui ne rassura cependant pas beaucoup vu la 
proximité du champ de bataille ; aussi nos docteurs ne cessaient-ils de répéter : « Il faut 
faire emporter les blessés au plus vite ; quant à nous, malgré le danger, nous devons rester 
au poste. » 

Tout ce mouvement de blessés s’opéra à travers les rangs d’armée, qui, depuis la nuit   
précédente, descendaient la chaussée de Tervueren vers Hofstade. A partir de l’après-
midi, le mouvement devenait double : les uns remontaient tandis que les autres             
continuaient à descendre. Le Roi lui-même, vers 4 heures, avait parcouru la chaussée en 
auto, en revenant, il s’arrêta près du pont, s’entretint avec les soldats et les quitta au      
milieu de l’enthousiasme général en disant : « Courage, mes braves, s’il le faut, je      
prendrai un fusil avec vous. » En effet, il ne se ménageait pas, notre souverain. Le        
lendemain, un des premiers blessés qui nous fut amené entra en s’écriant : « C’est un 
homme, notre Roi ! depuis une heure et demie, il est sur la ligne de feu ! » Son auto ne 
repassa qu’à dix heures et demie. 

Dans la nuit du mardi au mercredi, un bon nombre de religieuses ne se sont pas    
couchées. Après minuit, quand la plupart des blessés furent transportés, quatre médecins 
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et un aumônier militaire se présentèrent pour recevoir l’hospitalité ; deux autres qui ne 
firent que passer par ici, s’informèrent du nombre de blessés que nous avions soignés et 
ajoutèrent : « Vous avez bien travaillé aujourd’hui, notre général en a fait la réflexion. » 
Nos hôtes soupèrent, prirent deux heures de repos, déjeunèrent à 2 1/2 heures et                  
repartirent pour le champ de bataille. 

De grand matin, Mr l’Aumônier dit la Sainte Messe, nous avons pu communier, et 
comme la veille, reprendre immédiatement notre rôle d’infirmière auprès de nos chers      
blessés. On nous en amena moins cependant, tous ceux qui pouvaient supporter le trajet     
furent directement dirigés sur la ville et sur Anvers. Les autorités pressentaient sans doute 
une retraite de nos troupes car, de grand matin, on construisit devant notre maison deux 
ponts supplémentaires. Vers 11 h. un nouveau bombardement plus terrible peut-être que 
la veille ! Après le dîner, nous reçûmes encore des blessés et pendant que nous étions 
avec eux, survint tout-à-coup une retraite précipitée de nos troupes. Beaucoup de          
personne avaient déjà quitté le hameau ; beaucoup avaient dormi ici, dans le corridor de la 
cuisine et à la petite cuisine, tous les autres accouraient maintenant vers Coloma. Tout-à-
coup, on fit sauter un des ponts nouvellement construits. La plupart des vitres de la façade 
tombèrent. Tout le monde se précipita dans les caves voûtées ; et là, tous ces malheureux 
réfugiés imploraient avec nous la protection du Ciel ! C’était sans doute une image de la 
ferveur avec laquelle les premiers chrétiens priaient dans les catacombes. Notre            
confiance, la confiance de nos Mères surtout était toute puissante sur le cœur du bon 
Maître. Les troupes continuèrent à remonter plus doucement maintenant ; nous profitâmes 
de ce moment d’accalmie pour aller voir nos blessés que nous avions dû abandonner un 
instant en leur donnant l’assurance que si les Allemands venaient, ils ne leur feraient pas 
de mal puisqu’ils étaient des blessés. Ils étaient néanmoins visiblement inquiets ; et quand 
nous avons pu les faire emporter, ils avaient une force surhumaine pour s’aider à fuir.  

Au moment de ce départ précipité, on voulait introduire une charrette délabrée 
n’ayant plus qu’un seul brancard et tirée par des hommes hors d’haleine et sur laquelle 
gisaient de pauvres blessés. L’un d’eux agonisait, tous avaient le plus pressant besoin de 
secours et    malgré cela, les soldats criaient : « Plus loin en ville ! » On les fit boire à la 
hâte et ces malheureux poursuivirent leur course douloureuse avec les victimes, tandis 
que les soldats nous criaient : « Fuyez, mes sœurs, vous avez les Prussiens sur le dos. » 

Dans la soirée, on fit sauter le 2e pont, mais cette fois, nous étions prévenues.     
Beaucoup d’autres vitres tombèrent, en tout, 286. On ouvrait le grand pont qui était miné 
aussi et dont la rupture, si elle devait se produire serait beaucoup plus terrible pour nous. 
C’est dans cette appréhension et dans celle de l’arrivée possible des Allemands, dont les 
éclaireurs venaient à chaque instant devant le pont, que nous allions nous coucher. Pour 
comble, arrivées au dortoir, nous apercevons des lueurs d’incendie dans quatre directions 
différentes : occupées par des Allemands. La plupart d’entre nous prirent leur domicile 
dans la cave ; presque personne si ce n’est nos deux Révérendes Mères, dont la confiance 
était à toute épreuve, ne se déshabilla. Les installations durèrent bien tard dans la nuit. 
C’était un tableau certes peu    poétique, mais du moins pittoresque que cet alignement de 
religieuses, de femmes, d’hommes et d’enfants ; les scènes étaient si originales, que    
malgré la douleur et la crainte, les rires n’ont pas fait défaut. Le lendemain matin, jeudi 
27, tout était relativement calme. Nos braves paroissiens et nous assistâmes à la Ste 
Messe dite en actions de grâce, pour la protection dont le Bon Dieu nous favorisait, car 
tous les dangers possibles pesaient sur nous et aucun ne nous atteignait ; que dis-je, le bon 
Dieu avait pour nous de ces attentions qui faisaient dire : « Vous n’êtes pas seulement, 
Seigneur, un bon Père, mais vous êtes aussi une tendre Mère. ». Le fait suivant en est une 
preuve : le laitier était ici avec sa famille ; ils n’avaient pas osé retourner à la maison pour 
soigner leurs vaches et chercher du lait ; plus une goutte dans la maison et voilà qu’une 
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vache effrayée, égarée, vient se promener dans nos parages ; on l’arrête, on vient nous 
demander de la prendre, on la traite et elle nous donne huit litres d’excellent lait. Le reste 
de cette journée se passa dans des alternatives de calme et de crainte causées par des                      
bombardements répétés de la ville de Malines. Dans l’après-midi, pendant un moment de   
répit, nous avons eu la bénédiction du St Sacrement, après quoi, Mr l’Aumônier Van 
Cutsem, qui se montrait pour nous d’un dévouement sans pareil et qui employait tous les 
moyens pour nous tranquilliser, partit pour la ville afin de pouvoir rassurer notre bonne 
R.M.G. au sujet de nos sœurs de la rue St Jean. Nous n’en avions plus de nouvelles de-
puis plusieurs jours. Quand il arriva aux Bailles de Fer, les obus commençaient à pleuvoir 
sur la ville ; il rentra précipitamment, en se sauvant par des chemins détournés et revint 
sain et sauf. 

La nuit, comme la précédente, fut calme, mais comme notre bonne R.M.G. laissa à     
chacune le choix de son domicile nocturne, beaucoup restèrent encore dans les             
souterrains. 

Vendredi 28, nous eûmes encore le bonheur d’avoir la Ste Messe et de recevoir le 
Pain des Forts. Le Saint Sacrifice fut offert cette fois afin que le bon Dieu ne permît pas 
que l’on dût faire sauter le grand pont, ce qui nous causait une grande frayeur. Déjà notre 
déjeuner fut troublé par un nouveau bombardement, dans la matinée, il y eut un peu de 
calme dont nous profitâmes pour une bonne réunion au réfectoire des élèves. Monsieur 
l’Aumônier venait constamment nous surprendre, soit pour nous donner quelques        
nouvelles, soit pour fortifier notre confiance. 

Ce jour-là, il nous propose d’aller voir à la tour les dégâts causés en ville ;     
quelques-unes l’accompagnent munies de longues-vues. Nous n’y étions que de quelques 
minutes lorsque le canon reprit de plus belle, les obus sifflaient au-dessus de nos têtes, 
d’un bond nous étions en bas auprès de nos Mères et Sœurs, qui oubliaient le danger 
qu’elles couraient, pour ne s’inquiéter de celui, plus grand, auquel nous étions exposés. A 
partir de ce moment, les ascensions à la tour furent interdites. Toute l’après-midi fut 
calme ; Mr l’Aumônier en profita pour confesser les religieuses qui le désiraient (dans 
l’impossibilité de demander l’autorisation, il était sûr de pouvoir prendre cette               
juridiction). Il confessa les paroissiens et les petits enfants qui habitaient avec nous. 

A 3 ½ h. on se rendit à la chapelle pour la bénédiction du Saint Sacrement,          
lorsqu’une sœur vint prévenir la R.M.G. qu’un fugitif venait d’annoncer que le lendemain 
toute la ville serait en feu. Nouvelle panique, la première et la seule (espérons-le), qui 
nous fit perdre un exercice de piété. Le bruit s’en répandit comme une traînée de poudre. 
Le courage de quelques-unes s’ébranla ; si nos bonnes Mères n’avaient pas été si fortes 
dans leur foi et leur confiance, deux ou trois de nos religieuses auraient voulu quitter la 
maison pour chercher abri ailleurs. C’est alors qu’une de nous, sachant que la sœur    
chargée d’épousseter la chapelle était fortement impressionnée, s’offrit à la remplacer. 
Elle reçut cette réponse tragique : « Non, merci, c’est demain le jour du grand carnage. » 

Ce jour, samedi 29, arriva. Il réunit avec nous à la Sainte Table, dans une           
communion générale, hommes, femmes, vieillards, enfants. Après cela, Mr l’Aumônier 
partit pour la ville sans rien dire. Peu de temps après, pendant notre réunion, la porte 
s’ouvrit, et nos chères sœurs de la rue St Jean entrèrent. Alors l’émotion gagna tous les 
cœurs. Mr l’Aumônier les avait trouvées réfugiées dans leurs caves, dans une ville     
abandonnée. Leur maison avait été atteinte en plusieurs endroits. Elles n’avaient eu ni 
Messe, ni Communion depuis deux jours. Sans attendre les décisions de N.R.M.G. dont il 
devinait les intentions, il leur dit de venir bien vite chez nous, emportant tout ce qu’elles 
pouvaient en fait de nourriture, car les bouches étaient nombreuses à la maison-mère. 
Tous les fournisseurs étaient partis et les provisions avaient depuis un mois été attaquées 
sans compter en faveur de tous les nécessiteux. Les religieuses arrivaient par petits 
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groupes, agitées, épuisées par les veilles et les inquiétudes. Monsieur l’Aumônier arriva 
l’un des derniers, apportant le Saint Sacrement. Lorsqu’il pénétra dans la salle de      
communauté où il nous trouva toutes réunies, lui aussi était ému ; ému sans doute à la 
pensée des dangers qu’avaient courus nos chères Sœurs, ému à l’idée du soulagement que 
devaient éprouver nos chères Révérendes Mères en voyant leurs filles réunies autour 
d’elles. Nous étions touchées du vrai et solide dévouement de ce bon prêtre, dévouement 
qui se manifestait dans toutes les formes. Notre digne et cher Aumônier se prodiguait 
vraiment pendant ces jours de détresse.  Toutes, nous en conserverons le plus touchant 
souvenir. Dans ce cercle de famille agrandi, la journée se passa sans événement            
important, mais comme le Bon Dieu voulait que notre souffrance principale pendant cette   
période d’expiation universelle fût la peur, il fallut pour le soir une nouvelle alarmante. 
Un messager de la ville vint nous dire que le bourgmestre n’obligeait personne à partir 
mais qu’il avait porté à la connaissance du public que Malines serait encore bombardé 
pendant deux jours consécutifs. 

Malgré cette inquiétude, nous allions presque toutes dormir au dortoir ; on s’habitue 
aux mauvaises nouvelles comme aux bombes, surtout quand on a éprouvé pendant       
plusieurs jours, quelle résistance le Bon Dieu leur offre. 

Pour nous donner l’occasion d’opposer à ce nouveau danger un nouvel acte de         
charité, le Divin Maître nous envoya dans la soirée deux vieilles femmes qui se collaient 
de frayeur contre la grand ’porte. Nos Mères les accueillirent comme un nouveau          
parafoudre. Voici leur histoire : l’une était d’Elewÿt ; elle avait été retenue prisonnière 
par les Allemands pendant quatre jours dans l’église, avec beaucoup d’autres personnes ; 
elles n’avaient eu ni à boire, ni à manger ; les hommes avaient été pris pour travailler, et 
au moindre mouvement qui inspirait la méfiance, ils avaient été noircis et désignés pour 
être fusillés. C’est là, ce que raconta la femme. Après les 4 jours de prison, femmes et   
enfants avaient été conduits par des soldats jusqu’au pont d’Hofstade et mis en liberté 
avec l’obligation de prendre le chemin de Malines. Ils allèrent jusqu’à Wavre St               
Augustin ; de là, la femme revint le samedi avec l’espoir de trouver sa vache qui n’avait 
plus eu à manger depuis 5 jours. Arrivée à l’église de Coloma, les soldats belges 
l’empêchèrent d’aller plus loin mais l’appelèrent pour lui demander ce qu’ils feraient 
d’une malheureuse créature qui n’avait qu’un bras et gisait là, à terre ; c’était la sœur de la 
fugitive ! Toutes deux furent nourries, dormirent dans la cave ; le lendemain, l’une d’elles 
partit de bonne heure ; la malheureuse infirme resta parmi nous ; et grossit le nombre de 
nos hôtes. Nous étions à la fin de la semaine destinée à notre retraite. Jamais nous n’en 
avions eu de semblable ; jamais nous n’avons eu de prédications aussi éloquentes. Le bon 
Dieu parla par la voix du canon. Nous avons touché la mort de si près dans les pauvres       
victimes de la guerre ; nous avons éténous-mêmes fréquemment dans un danger           
imminent ; nous avons prié, nous avons souffert avec et pour Dieu ; nous avons marché 
constamment sous le regard du Maître, dont la justice purifie et dont la bonté soutient. 
Nous pouvons avoir la douce confiance que nous serons sorties de cette semaine 
d’épreuves plus attachées à Dieu et à notre chère vocation. Quant à celles qui devaient en 
ce jour du 29 août offrir leur sacrifice à l’Epoux divins, il est hors de doute que la       
souffrance si courageusement endurée est le meilleur holocauste, en attendant que le bon 
Dieu veuille agréer leur consécration religieuse. 

Dimanche 30. Comme la veille, communion générale à la Messe d’obligation. Détail       
touchant, les tout petits étaient là, un peu troublants peut-être, mais honorant le bon 
Maître à leur façon. A la communion, le père tenait l’enfant pendant que la mère 
s’approchait de la Ste Table et au retour de celle-ci, le père lui tendait l’enfant pour    
communier à son tour. C’est dans cette matinée de dimanche que les braves pères de     
famille se décidèrent à nous quitter pour chercher un abri plus sûr dans des localités non 
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visitées par l’ennemi.  Leur présence ici, si les allemands envahissaient notre maison, 
n’aurait certes pas été bonne pour nous, et elle aurait été très désastreuse pour eux-
mêmes. 

Ce jour-là, pas de canonnade : tout se borna à quelques fusillades échangées entre les    
éclaireurs allemands et nos gardiens de pont. 

Dans le courant de l’après-midi, Mr le Vicaire qui avait quitté la cure le mercredi 26,    
revint et nous conta dans un langage très imagé toutes les aventures. 

Au moment de la fuite générale, il était monté à sa chambre, quand il en descendit, 
Mr le Curé et sa servante étaient partis ; il court chez Mr l’Aumônier qui lui dit qu’il 
reste. De là, il vient à Coloma, où on lui fait comprendre qu’il serait beaucoup mieux chez 
Mr l’Aumônier ; après quoi, les soldats lui disent qu’on va faire sauter le pont et qu’il doit 
se hâter de partir ; Il se rend à la gare où il y a foule de fugitifs, et encore un grand 
nombre de blessés ; il va jusqu’à Duffel, et de là, sur Turnhout. Dans son village natal, il 
raconte au curé les faits sinistres dont il a été témoin pendant deux jours. Le bon prêtre 
ému à ce récit, rassemble, comme tous les jours, ses paroissiens pour la prière, leur       
raconte en chaise les événements tragiques et au lieu d’un rosaire, ces braves gens récitent 
six chapelets consécutifs pour échapper à ces abominations. Mr le Vicaire partit ensuite 
pour Anvers chez le frère de Mr le Curé Moeremans ; il est introduit, entend que dans la 
place voisine, on discute, on se méfie de lui ; enfin se présente un petit bourgeois en     
veston, c’est son curé qui, au moment du danger, s’est rendu à Wavre-Notre-Dame chez 
sa sœur où on l’a transformé en civil ; c’est de là qu’il était parti pour Anvers. Mr le Curé 
avait quitté la cure un quart d’heure avant son vicaire ; il revint quelques jours après lui. 

Le lundi 31, nous avons donc eu le plaisir d’assister à trois messes. La R.M.G.     
demanda qu’elles fussent dites pour obtenir que la maison de la Reine des Anges fût    
préservée de tout accident. Notre bonne Mère était visiblement inspirée ; pas une heure 
après la dernière Messe, nos ennemis enragés commencèrent non plus le bombardement 
de la ville, mais celui du hameau, visant surtout l’usine à gaz située à quelques minutes 
d’ici ; c’est à cet endroit que nos canonniers s’étaient cantonnés. Cette attaque dura deux 
heures, pendant lesquelles les obus éclatèrent tout autour de nous ; la maison tremblait, 
les vitres restantes vibraient, nos cœurs battaient, et nos caves résonnaient de nos          
supplications répétées. C’est alors qu’on dit à une petite fille qui communie tous les jours 
avec nous, qu’il fallait bien prier la Sainte Vierge, elle répondit de la manière la plus 
naïve : « Je l’ai déjà tant fait, et elle m’a dit qu’il n’arrivera rien à Coloma ! ». En effet, 
des éclats d’obus furent trouvés dans la cour, tout près de la maison, dans le jardin de Mr 
l’Aumônier, dans une rue qui aboutit à la chaussée, quatre maisons étaient endommagées. 
Ni Coloma, ni la nouvelle et l’ancienne églises, ni les maisons de Mr l’Aumônier et de Mr 
le Curé n’avaient été atteintes. Ce dernier qui était parti pour la ville, en nous promettant 
de nous apporter de la viande, ne reparut plus. Monsieur le Vicaire au contraire, ne       
déserta plus le camp. 

Pour le récompenser, le bon Dieu lui envoya comme il nous avait envoyé quelques 
jours plus tôt « une vache » !... ce qui n’est pas à dédaigner dans ces temps menacés de 
disette. Dans le courant de l’après-midi, nos soldats vinrent poser les mitrailleuses à la 
barrière, dans des maisons abandonnées, un peu partout !.... encore une fois dans notre 
entourage ! On craignait donc toujours une invasion de ce côté ! Notre bonne R.M.G.   
résolut de lui opposer une barrière infranchissable en faisant dire la Sainte Messe le    
lendemain pour que le bon Dieu éloigne de nous ce fléau d’Allemands qui troublaient 
notre paix. 

Mardi 1er septembre. Après nos deux Messes, nous eûmes en effet une journée très            
paisible. Quelques coups de canon dans la matinée mais peu inquiétants. Nous espérions 
que notre neuvaine de frayeurs allait finir. Hélas, non ! Dans la soirée du mardi, un de nos         
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officiers de génie se présente et nous dit : « Il ne faut pas vous effrayer si vous voyez des     
soldats dans votre propriété, ce sont mes hommes, nous devons placer un poste              
téléphonique sur la tour de l’église St Joseph. ». Cette nouvelle nous impressionna, nous 
comprenions que si l’ennemi s’apercevait de la présence de cet  observatoire, l’artillerie 
en ferait son point de mire. 

Mr l’Aumônier qui jusqu’à présent  nous avait toujours encouragées, dit aux          
personnes qui lui communiquaient ce nouveau détail « Oui, mais cela n’est pas possible ! 
Alors nous ne pouvons plus rester ! » Il partit brusquement avec la R.M.G. Il lui exprima 
toutes ses craintes sans aucun ménagement, les dangers auxquels lui et nous étions        
exposés ; il trouvait que  c’était d’une impossibilité absolue de continuer à vivre ainsi au 
centre d’opérations militaires, isolés, pour ainsi dire, du reste de l’humanité, il lui dit bien 
d’autres choses encore, dont notre chère R.M.G. garda le secret. Si notre bonne Mère 
avait cédé à cette heure-là, à la crainte qui cherchait à envahir son âme, elle aurait éveillé 
ses religieuses pour essayer de fuir encore pendant la nuit. Elle ne dit rien à personne si ce 
n’est quelques mots à la Révérende Sœur Anne-Marie, économe générale, et se mit au lit. 
Elle nous avoua le lendemain que cette nuit avait été la plus angoissante qu’elle eût      
jamais passée. Le mercredi 2 septembre, avant notre lever, M. ’Aumônier était déjà dans 
la cour, et la Dame économe dans son cabinet de travail. Tout de suite après la prière du 
matin, nous avons assisté à deux Messes consécutives suivies immédiatement du           
déjeuner. 

Nous commencions ce jour-là une neuvaine de Messes pour les défunts de la guerre. 
Nos chères Révérendes Mères étaient visiblement préoccupées. Tout le monde était      
inquiet et silencieux. A la fin du déjeuner, les membres du conseil se retirèrent et eurent 
un long entretien avec M. l’Aumônier qui, sans doute sous l’action de la grâce et de la 
sainte Messe qu’il venait de célébrer, était redevenu tout confiant. Notre chère Révérende 
Mère Générale avait l’intention de faire fuir le plus de religieuses possibles vers       
Mouscron et l’Angleterre, elle comptait rester ici avec les personnes âgées qui n’auraient 
pas pu faire le voyage. Quelle perspective ! Sans Messe ! Sans Eucharistie ! Le bon Dieu 
pouvait-il accepter pareil sacrifice ? Pouvait-il nous faire abandonner nos Mères, par 
l’entremise desquelles Il nous avait  communiqué si abondamment ses grâces et sa force ! 
Sans trop savoir de  quelle cruelle épreuve nous étions menacées, nous en avions           
cependant le sinistre pressentiment.  

Heureusement, Mr l’Aumônier avait déclaré de grand matin qu’il était déterminé à 
rester. Notre chère Révérende Mère Emilienne et les membres du conseil protestèrent 
contre les       propositions de notre bonne R.M.G. 

Il fut décidé que nous resterions toutes ensemble à Coloma. D’ailleurs, fuir était, à ce     
moment-là, chose impossible, toute circulation dans le quartier étant interdite. Quand 
notre chère R.M.G. arriva à la réunion de 9 heures elle nous dit que nous devions, plus 
que jamais, nous abandonner à la Divine Providence, qu’on n’avait aucune mauvaise 
nouvelle certaine, mais que notre situation restait très inquiétante ; elle nous dit aussi que 
l’on venait de transporter le Saint Sacrement à  la cave. Nos catacombes étaient          
complètes !... Le Bon Dieu que nous invoquions si ardemment et sous les noms divers de 
« Dieu des armées », « Dieu de force », « Dieu de paix » se faisait plus que jamais le 
« Dieu avec nous » ! 

Toutes celles qui connaissent un peu les caves de Coloma s’imaginent facilement, 
sous l’escalier devant le réfectoire des religieuses, un angle obscur. C’est là que, sur une 
petite table, on plaça le tabernacle doré de l’oratoire de St Jean Berchmans. Nous       
pourrons, par groupes de trois, aller faire une demi-heure d’adoration. 

Quels moments suaves que ce colloque intime avec le Divin Maître. Nous lui         
exprimions nos craintes et nos désirs, sans doute, mais bien plus l’effusion de notre tendre 
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reconnaissance pour la paternelle sollicitude avec laquelle Il veillait sur ses enfants. Le 
réduit était bien pauvre pour y établir la demeure du Roi des rois, mais nos cœurs étaient 
brûlants d’amour. Si dans ce nouveau Bethleem, l’Hôte divin voulut fixer sur nous ses 
regards complaisants, comme sur les bergers de l’étable, les anges y chantaient sans doute 
leur cantique de gloire. Le soir, à 8 h., on reportait le St Sacrement à la chapelle ; celle-ci 
n’était éclairée que par quelques bougies car, depuis quelques jours, nous étions sans gaz, 
et partant, sans électricité ; après un impressionnant Tantum Ergo, dans le silence et 
l’obscurité du soir, nous pûmes recevoir la bénédiction du St Sacrement avant d’aller 
prendre notre repos.  

Le Bon Dieu attendait-il de la part de Monsieur l‘Aumônier et de nos chères           
Révérendes Mères cet acte suprême d’abandon entre ses mains divines avant d’envoyer 
un peu de calme autour de nous ? Il faut le croire car la journée et les suivantes furent très 
bonnes, parsemées de petits événements qui nous faisaient sentir que nous n’étions pas les 
serviteurs de Dieu mais ses amis. 

On se demande sans doute comment nous pouvions nourrir notre nombreuse             
communauté, celle de la rue St Jean et tous les fugitifs que nous avions accueillis. Jamais 
nous n’avons eu une table aussi variée ; un jour y figuraient deux sortes de poissons et 
quatre sortes de viande, c’est ici que se vérifièrent à la lettre les paroles de l’Evangile : Le 
Père céleste qui nourrit les oiseaux du ciel ne permettra pas que ses enfants manquent de 
pain. Nous étions l’objet d’une succession de petits miracles un peu matériels peut-être, 
mais toujours très réels . 

Dans les moments où la circulation était possible, les personnes hébergées,               
retournaient chez elles pour nous apporter toutes leurs petites provisions ; elles allaient 
chercher chez les voisins absents tout ce qui pourrait se gâter. Monsieur l’Aumônier était 
on ne peut plus adroit pour ces sortes d’expéditions ; il trouva de la levure pour cuire du 
pain. Il pénétra au moyen d’une échelle dans la boutique d’un de nos ouvriers et nous 
procura du sucre… Il rencontra des gens qui allaient chercher des pommes de terre au 
champ et en commanda pour nous. Il découvrit dans une maison abandonnée des lapins 
qui auraient dû y mourir de faim et nous les apporta. Nos Sœurs de la rue St Jean         
retournèrent de temps en temps pour rassembler le plus de vivres possible. Le trajet à   
travers la ville devint une mine abondante de ressources. Quelques magasins se            
rouvraient, nos sœurs pouvaient y faire des achats. D’autres restaient abandonnés mais 
avaient à leur étalage des vivres qui allaient se perdre, les agents de ville se faisaient    
serveurs. Là, on achetait gratis, s’il vous plaît ! 

Le premier vendredi 4 septembre, nos bonnes Sœurs arrivaient chargées comme des     
mulets. Elles eurent même la bonne fortune de commander pour nous un demi-porc qui 
nous fut apporté dans la soirée. On le mit en conserve, c’était une garantie pour le        
lendemain ; nous ne devions d’ailleurs pas nous inquiéter car les chiens même nous      
apportaient de la nourriture. 

Le boulanger et son chien étaient ici les premiers jours. Surpris par un bombardement 
pendant qu’il était en ville, le boulanger ne revint plus. Quelques jours après, nous        
détachons le chien, espérant qu’il rejoindrait son maître et que nous serions dispensées de 
le nourrir ; la bonne bête part et revient quelques minutes plus tard avec une poule qu’elle 
avait été tuer dans le voisinage. A partir de ce moment, nous avons gardé le chien, nous 
réservant ses services pour les cas extrêmes. 

Le samedi, nos chères Sœurs de la rue St Jean allèrent même au marché (qui ne           
ressemblait en rien au marché ordinaire). Elles eurent une série d’aventures des plus           
extraordinaires qui nous auraient amusées beaucoup si les temps n’étaient pas si pénibles. 
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Nous terminons ainsi cette nouvelle semaine dans une paix relative, appelant avec la      
meilleure ferveur de notre âme, sur le monde entier cette paix si précieuse et si                  
universellement troublée, cette paix que Dieu seul peut apporter à la terre ! 

5 septembre. Hélas ! L’heureux moment de notre pleine assurance devait tarder      
encore. Le Bon Maître se complut sans doute dans notre abandon tout filial il nous portait                 
visiblement dans ses mains divines, sur son cœur paternel et il semblait prendre plaisir à      
laisser subsister les dangers autour de nous pour nous donner l’occasion de recourir à Lui 
avec une confiance absolue ! Il devenait tous les jours plus évident que la position 
d’Elewyt où les Allemands s’étaient fortement retranchés était parfaitement choisie par 
l’ennemi. De là, il pouvait couvrir la retraite de toutes les armées de France et de celles 
répandues en     Belgique.  En même temps ce retranchement immobilisait pour ainsi dire 
les armées belges du côté des forts d’Anvers et les empêchait de coopérer à l’action des 
Alliés ; tout au plus pouvaient-elles, par des sorties fréquentes, retenir dans le Nord des 
forces considérables, ce qui constituait déjà pour les armées anglo-françaises un secours 
important. Il fallait donc faire son sacrifice et accepter la probabilité qu’Elewyt serait 
l’endroit de Belgique que les Allemands quitteraient en dernier lieu. D’ailleurs si 
l’inquiétude persistait, elle n’était plus ni aussi continue, ni aussi angoissante. 

Le dimanche 6 septembre, il n’y eut que quelques coups de canon, juste assez pour 
nous faire prendre la précaution de transporter à la cave le St Sacrement qui était exposé à 
la chapelle. 

Après deux jours de calme, une nouvelle période s’ouvrit, période de dévouement 
dans une autre sphère d’activité. 

Le mardi soir dans une obscurité complète arrive un bataillon de 300 hommes, 200          
chevaux, conduit par le commandant Nyssens (oncle d’une ancienne élève). Ils revenaient 
d’Aerschoot, ville qu’ils avaient reprise aux Allemands ; ils demandaient logement pour 
hommes et bêtes ; on commence les installations à l’école primaire, à la basse-cour ; mais 
à peine étaient-ils ici d’un quart d’heure qu’un obus éclata tout près de la maison ; le                   
commandant déclara que l’ennemi devait avoir connaissance de leur campement, qu’ils         
pouvaient, par leur présence, nous mettre en danger de bombardement et qu’il valait 
mieux aller plus loin. En un clin d’œil, tous disparurent. Inquiétées par la bombe, presque 
toutes les religieuses restèrent en bas, nos chères Révérendes Mères et quelques braves 
remontèrent. A peine étions-nous au lit qu’une détonation épouvantable fit trembler toute 
la maison. Tout le monde descendit à la hâte… c’est la seule fois que nous avons réussi à 
installer nos chères Mères au rez-de-chaussée… et encore ! Après une heure de calme 
elles remontèrent bravement avec une faible escorte. Comme toujours, notre chère maison 
était épargnée. Le lendemain matin nous trouvâmes de petits éclats d’obus devant le     
perron, un grand morceau long de 33 cm fut ramassé plus tard au fond du jardin. 

Le mercredi 9, ce groupe revint reprendre le cantonnement ici, il fallait servir les      
autorités, faire la soupe et le café pour les soldats. 

Dans le courant de l’après-midi, le fort de Waelhem commença le bombardement du         
village d’Hofstade. C’était le début d’une nouvelle attaque dirigée par nos troupes contre     
l’ennemi campé à Elewyt ; ces luttes durèrent quatre jours, pendant lesquels le bruit du       
canon, des mitrailleuses, des fusillades, des troupes qui passaient et repassaient avec de 
lourdes pièces d’artillerie, des autos de la Croix-Rouge, nous causa à toutes mais surtout 
aux plus impressionnables, de nouvelles souffrances et inquiétudes. 

Pendant ces jours aussi nous reçûmes les visites les plus inattendues : tantôt c’est un 
chef qui vient d’acheter quelques œufs, il demande une bouteille de vin, bat les œufs, fait 
le mélange en disant : j’ai là des hommes qui sont exténués, quand ils auront pris cela, ils      
dormiront bien et seront vite refaits. Puis ce sont deux petits jeunes gens de bonne famille 
qui depuis plusieurs semaines seulement ont fait connaissance avec les privations de 
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toutes sortes. Ils viennent demander timidement s’ils ne peuvent avoir un petit verre de 
porto, ils en ont une si grande envie. Notre bonne Mère Générale comprenant qu’en temps 
de guerre on accorde bien des choses extraordinaires nous disait : « Ils paraissaient si 
bons et étaient si comme il faut, qu’on n’aurait pas pu le leur refuser ». 

Le jeudi 10 pendant notre réunion de l’après-midi, on vint appeler les R.M. pour se 
rendre au salon auprès de Mr Woeste, ministre d’état, accompagné de Mr Gibson,         
secrétaire de la légation des Etats-Unis et d’un marquis espagnol. Demandez-vous quelle 
était notre surprise et toutes les suppositions qui nous furent suggérées par notre imagina-
tion au sujet de cette visite.  

En réalité, elle n’avait aucune portée politique, au moins à notre point de vue. Ces                
messieurs communiquaient peu leurs impressions au sujet de la guerre et semblaient                 
s’intéresser aux événements qui s’étaient passés et se passaient à nos portes. Ils avaient            
l’intention de se rendre à Bruxelles dans une auto sur laquelle on lisait en grands          
caractères : Cette auto appartient à la légation des Etats-Unis à Bruxelles. Arrivés près 
d’Hofstade, ils devaient attendre la fin du combat avant de pouvoir poursuivre leur route 
et le commandant leur avait désigné notre maison come une agréable et hospitalière 
« salle d’attente ». La présence du secrétaire de la légation des Etats-Unis nous fait      
supposer que cette visite avait pour but de constater les effets du bombardement de       
Malines, ce qui, au dire des autorités compétentes, est tout à fait contraire aux lois de la 
guerre. 

Le même soir, nous eûmes la visite du général Scheer qui vint tout simplement           
demander : « Un petit souper, sans dérangement, comme pour un simple soldat ». Le         
commandant Nyssens revint camper, il y eut des chevaux attachés à la grille devant la 
maison, il y en eut tout du long dans la cour. Mais avant neuf heures et demie, tout avait 
brusquement disparu. 

Le vendredi 11, il semblait qu’on nous laisserait dormir en paix, à l’heure du        
coucher, comme personne ne s’était présenté, tout le monde se mit au lit, mais comme la 
sonnerie de la grande porte avait été dérangée par les lanciers de l’avant-veille, la sœur 
portière, inquiète, ne se déshabilla pas. Beaucoup de bruit persistait  dans la rue, des 
troupes continuaient  à passer, le temps était épouvantable. Tout à coup, nous entendons 
dans la maison un bruit de portes forcées, des pas, des voix d’hommes… on se lève. Sœur 
Vincent seule et brave descend la première, les autres s’habillent et courent la rejoindre. 
Cette fois, on croyait se trouver en face des Allemands ! C’était un régiment de Belges 
qui avait reçu l’ordre de venir cantonner ici. Se trouvant devant une porte fermée, une 
sonnette qui ne fonctionnait pas, ils avaient cru la maison abandonnée et venaient s’y    
installer. Ils avaient fait sauter les portes à la baïonnette, étaient entrés par celle du       
déballage, avaient visité les salles du rez-de-chaussée et étaient prêts à monter par 
l’escalier du pensionnat lorsque la Sœur se trouva en face d’eux. C’est alors que nous 
avons compris mieux que jamais combien nous avions été bien inspirées en 
n’abandonnant pas notre cher Coloma. Dans quel état l’aurions-nous retrouvé ? Nos hôtes 
étaient passablement de mauvaise humeur d’avoir sonné pendant une demi-heure sans 
qu’on leur ouvrît, mais quand on leur eût expliqué que la sonnerie ne fonctionnait pas, 
que nous n’étions pas prévenues de leur arrivée, quand on eût mis à la disposition des 
chefs les salles de l’ambulance et à celle des soldats les classes de l’école primaire ; 
quand on leur eut offert à souper et présenté de faire le café pour le lendemain, ils se     
confondirent en excuses et se trouvaient comblés ; le lendemain matin, avant de partir, le 
commandant offrit un billet de 20 frs. Comme la Dame économe refusait en disant que 
ces petits services étaient notre       hommage à la Patrie, il insista en disant, acceptez–le 
pour vos œuvres, vous me ferez grand plaisir. Nous avons fait ici une invasion nocturne 
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avec effraction, il n’est que juste que nous vous dédommagions quelque peu des dégâts 
que nous avons causés. 

Le samedi 12. Nouvelle visite du secrétaire de la légation. Cette fois, il était           
accompagné de deux colonels anglais et d’un belge. Ils revenaient du champ de bataille, 
où ils s’étaient rendus pour expliquer le fonctionnement de nouveaux canons de grand 
calibre qui continuaient à fonctionner autour de nous et à nous étourdir. Le nouveau 
groupe demandait l’autorisation de faire un pique-nique dans le jardin devant la maison. 
Ils avaient apporté le nécessaire pour faire un repas « confortable » et ne demandaient de 
notre charité que la beauté du site, la table, les chaises et le couvert. On y joignit           
cependant quelques fruits du jardin.  

Le dimanche 13, dans la matinée on amena un cheval blessé avec promesse 
d’envoyer un vétérinaire. Comme celui-ci ne vint pas, un officier acheva l’animal d’un 
coup de revolver et les soldats s’en firent un régal et distribuèrent le reste aux pauvres. 

A midi, nous comptions parmi nos hôtes un brave soldat motocycliste qui avait     
capturé une cuisine allemande dont il montrait avec fierté les clefs à qui voulait les voir. 
Dans la soirée un major et un commandant vinrent faire le relevé des plans dont nous    
disposions. On amena des charrettes de foin pour le logement des soldats et notre école 
primaire, depuis les classes du rez-de-chaussée jusqu’au grenier, devint une vraie caserne 
pour militaires de tout grade. 

A partir de ce jour on organisa dans la communauté le service de nuit, c !est-à-dire 
que deux dames, deux sœurs et un ouvrier se dévouèrent à garder la maison, à préparer 
café et tartines pour prêtres, religieux, officiers, soldats qui pouvaient recevoir à toute 
heure l’ordre de départ. La première nuit l’appel se fit à 1 heure ; le 2d jour de cantonne-
ment un nouveau groupe s’ajouta, c’était celui des délégués qui devaient être séparés des 
autres et pour lesquels on aménagea l’orangerie ; nouvelles installations de paillasses et 
de matelas, tous les jours il fallait tâcher de multiplier la literie et surtout les couvertures 
car le temps devenait mauvais, cette nuit fut très mouvementée, nous reçûmes la visite du 
colonel du régiment conduit par le bourgmestre Mr Dessain. Il nous remit un pli pour le 
major  Mahieu et le bourgmestre profita de cette visite pour nous faire un petit éloge : il 
dit qu’il félicitait les Dames supérieures, qu’il nous félicitait toutes d’être restées au poste. 
Après la guerre, dit-il, on inscrira sur votre maison : » Hier wonen moedige luiten ». 
Après cette visite, c’était un va-et-vient continuel de délégués, qui étaient porteurs de 
missives. 

Le mardi 15 septembre, un régiment fut remplacé par un autre. Le colonel      
(moustache à la Bismarck) dit à la Dame qui se présenta : « Il nous faut une chambre avec 
une table, bureau, lumière et logement pour quatre, une chambre pour les officiers, une 
troisième pour les délégués de l’état-major, une quatrième pour les délégués du régiment, 
et logement pour 200 soldats ». Et comme la religieuse semblait ébahie devant toutes ces 
demandes accumulées, il compléta sa phrase par : « Règlement militaire, ma sœur ». On 
prépara, on déménagea surtout, car tous les jours le nombre des occupants des diverses 
salles variait et la fusion des classes était impossible. Enfin les voilà satisfaits. Le                   
lendemain avant de quitter. Le colonel demanda la Dame supérieure et remercia d’une 
façon brève mais polie. Après un séjour de 24 heures à la caserne de Malines, il revint 
s’établir ici et déjà se montrait presqu’aimable. Il suivit avec intérêt une pêche au filet que 
l’on faisait dans le grand étang ; alla jeter du pain aux oies et aux cygnes et trouva même 
des phrases comme : «  Vous êtes bien aimable », et autres semblables. Le brave homme 
avait peut-être appris en 2 fois 24 heures que si parmi les Filles de Marie et de Joseph, 
l’obéissance est militaire, le commandement ne l’est pas ! 

Entretemps, on avait continué à multiplier les communications téléphoniques et                    
télégraphiques : toute une installation se trouvait maintenant dans la nouvelle orangerie,         



Gathering the Fruits of the years 

104 
 

établissant relations avec les forts et toutes les localités environnantes occupées par nos 
troupes. Le parc était sillonné de toutes parts par des fils dont le premier nous avait causé 
tant d’émoi ! 

Encore un nouveau groupe à loger et nourrir. Heureusement pour la bourse de notre 
chère Econome, en faveur de laquelle s’opéra plusieurs fois le miracle de la veuve de         
Sarepta ; les officiers laissaient à chaque départ une obole pour nos œuvres et le                
gouvernement payait journellement une petite somme pour le logement des troupes (21 
cmes par homme). Ceci permit de continuer à donner sans compter car tous les jours un 
grand nombre de prêtres, d’ambulanciers, de délégués, de téléphonistes nous fournissaient 
l’occasion d’exercer la charité. Tous nos hôtes étaient littéralement charmés du           
bienveillant accueil qu’on leur faisait peut-être même en profitaient-ils largement ; ainsi 
le changement des troupes se faisait journellement vers 11 heures et les uns dînaient avant 
de partir, les autres en arrivant. Nous avions ainsi tous les jours deux tables d’une       
douzaine de couverts à la salle des fournisseurs, deux de 15 à 20 à la cuisine même. 
Presque toujours du monde dans le corridor de la cuisine, à l’école ménagère, à 
l’orangerie, quelquefois même à la cave.  Inutile de dire quel vaste champ était ouvert à 
notre dévouement, à celui de nos chères sœurs surtout ! Mais le zèle de toutes était grand 
comme la tâche à soutenir ; nous aimons à croire que le bon Dieu et nos chères Mères se 
sont réjouis bien des fois à voir régner dans notre chère maison, en même temps qu’un 
mouvement et une activité extraordinaire, le calme, le recueillement, la paix et la charité. 

Le mercredi 16, un vicaire de la paroisse St Jean fit visite à la Révérende Mère 
Louise et à ses filles. Il les engagea à reprendre les classes de l’école adoptée Les enfants 
de la classe ouvrière étaient presque les seuls en ville et il serait préférable qu’elles ne 
fussent pas à la rue. Notre chère R.M.G. allait donner libre choix à nos chères sœurs de 
rester avec nous ou de retourner, lorsque Mr l’Aumônier, à la satisfaction générale,       
intervint et trouva qu’il valait mieux rester encore Il fut décidé que plusieurs religieuses 
iraient faire les préparatifs pour la reprise des classes et reviendraient loger ici. La chère 
communauté du Saint Cœur de Marie allait donc continuer à prier et à travailler avec 
nous. Aurait-elle d’ailleurs eu la Ste Messe et la Communion quotidiennes, tandis que 
nous étions si largement partagées sous ce rapport. C’était l’Eucharistie qui nous avait 
donné force et courage pendant nos jours de grandes inquiétudes, c’était la présence du 
bon Maître sous notre toit qui nous avait retenues si fermement dans notre cher Coloma ! 
Pour nous récompenser de cet attachement, le bon Dieu permit qu’à partir du séjour des 
régiments chez nous, on célébrât journellement deux et souvent trois Messes dans notre 
chapelle. Que de sujets de consolation et d’édification pendant ces offices ; tantôt un 
grand militaire servait la Ste Messe, tantôt de braves soldats venaient s’agenouiller au   
milieu des religieuses à la Ste Table. Ils étaient touchants dans leur foi, comme ils se 
montraient en tout temps dignes et corrects dans leur conduite. 

Le lundi 21, il se passa ici un événement lugubre. De grand matin, le commandant 
va trouver une religieuse à la cuisine et demande de chercher l’aumônier militaire de son        
régiment, ajoutant : « nous avons besoin de ses services pour un condamné qui va être       
exécuté ». Nous devions donc voir toutes les horreurs possibles de la guerre ! Quelques     
minutes plus tard, le malheureux entra à la chapelle, conduit par deux gendarmes armés et 
accompagné de l’aumônier qui le fit avancer jusqu’à la première chaise. Le prêtre,             
visiblement ému, lui donna la Ste Communion, lui fit dire la prière : « O bon et très doux   
Jésus… ». Quelques instants après, la victime s’en alla, entre 4 gendarmes, à quelques pas 
d’ici, à côté de l’église ; là il fut fusillé et enterré sur le champ. La consternation régnait    
parmi les chefs et les soldats, personne d’entre nous n’eut le courage de s’informer auprès 
d’une autorité du motif de cette peine sévère, il devait évidemment être grave, au dire des 
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soldats, le malheureux était déserteur pour la troisième fois et sa conduite n’était pas 
bonne. C’était là une rare exception. 

Le même jour une religieuse qui demandait à un tout jeune homme s’il n’était pas 
encore fatigué de la guerre, reçut comme réponse : «  Oh ! non, ma sœur, c’est si bon de 
s’exposer et même de mourir pour son Dieu, son Roi et son Pays ! ». Cette belle réplique 
eût été très touchante ; sans doute, au moment de la prise des armes, elle l’était bien      
davantage après sept semaines de campagne. Ce même lundi encore, une charrette de    
légumes vint faire un grand déchargement à Coloma, elle était envoyée de la part de Son 
Eminence le Cardinal Mercier, pour nos pauvres et nos soldats. Son Eminence ! Quelle 
belle page d’ardent patriotisme, quel gros volume de pure et touchante charité  son nom 
seul inspirerait à une plume éloquente. Dès le début de la guerre, l’Archevêque s’adressa 
à son clergé par une lettre persuasive pour le presser de prier, de faire pénitence, d’user de 
son influence et de son exemple pour exciter les fidèles à fléchir le Ciel ; de rivaliser de 
zèle avec les plus ardents patriotes, soit au service des armées, soit à celui des pauvres 
ménages que la guerre privait de leur soutien. 

Appelé à Rome dans le courant du mois d’août pour l’élection du successeur de Pie 
X qui avait dit en apprenant la déclaration de cette catastrophe européenne : « Cette 
guerre me tuera ! » et qui succomba, en effet, après quelques jours, le Cardinal quitta son 
pays, l’angoisse dans l’âme. On le prévint que les communications allaient être coupées et 
qu’il ne restait que deux heures pour ses préparatifs. Il trouva cependant le moyen 
d’adresser, avant son départ, à ses compatriotes, une lettre touchante, peignant ses       
douleurs et sa paternelle sollicitude, lettre qui sera conservée dans les archives de notre 
cher Institut, comme le plus beau monument de pur patriotisme et de dévouement         
pastoral. C’est à Rome que notre pauvre Prélat devait apprendre les plus pénibles 
épreuves de son Pays : la destruction d’une grande partie de la ville de Louvain et 
l’incendie de la magnifique bibliothèque de l’université, comme cet acte de vandalisme 
devait répugner à son âme de savant, sans parler de ce que devait souffrir son cœur de 
Père, en apprenant les atrocités dont ses prêtres et ses enfants de Belgique étaient         
victimes. Puis vint la nouvelle du bombardement de Malines, sa chère ville                    
archiépiscopale, avec l’annonce de tous les dommages causés à sa chère Métropole, à 
l’archevêché, aux vieux temples et antiques monuments de l’ancienne cité. Quand on 
tâche de se pénétrer des souffrances que notre bien-aimé Cardinal a dû éprouver pendant 
cette    absence forcée, on ne s’étonne plus qu’il y eut quelquefois de l’amertume dans ses 
paroles toujours si douces, si bienveillantes. 

Son Eminence revint par la France, Londres, Anvers ; malgré les efforts pour le      
retenir dans cette dernière ville, on n’y put réussir, il avait besoin de se retrouver parmi 
ses enfants les plus malheureux. 

Le vendredi 17 septembre, il arriva à Malines, visita la ville, parcourut les quartiers 
les plus pauvres, causa familièrement avec les habitants, distribua partout et avec          
profusion les dons de son cœur, bon et paternel et il fut l’objet des ovations les plus      
senties et les plus touchantes. Le lendemain il revint et cette fois, il joignit à sa            
bienfaisante parole des dons matériels considérables. Il laissa dans les maisons qu’il      
visitait des offrandes en argent, proportionnées au besoin et au nombre des enfants, 
s’occupa lui-même de l’achat de vivres en grande quantité et donna les indications       
suivant lesquelles ceux-ci devaient être distribués. C’est donc le carnet à la main que les 
envoyés de notre généreux Pasteur, vinrent faire leur déchargement. 

Le mercredi 23, dans la matinée, nouvelle visite, la plus importante de toutes ! Le 
Roi, sans doute ! Encore mieux que cela ! C’était le Roi des rois qui venait demander 
notre hospitalité : un Aumônier militaire entra, les mains serrées sur sa poitrine, jeta son 
chapeau sur une table en murmurant : « C’est le bon Dieu ». Il avait eu le bonheur de    
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pénétrer à Hofstade dans la chapelle des religieuses chassées par les Allemands. Depuis 
quatre semaines on n’avait pas encore pu arriver jusque là pour sauver les Saintes         
Espèces. Vu le bon accueil qu’on fit au bon Maître, il ne craignit pas de nous envoyer 
dans la soirée d’autres hôtes. Les soldats découvrirent à Hofstade, abandonnés de tous, 
deux petits vieux. La femme ne quittait pas le lit, le mari, littéralement plié en deux,     
marchait à l‘aide de béquilles. On les chargea sur une charrette pour les conduire à 
l’hospice celui-ci n’était pas encore ouvert, l’hôpital était encore inoccupé. Dans la soirée, 
on les ramena devant notre portique ; le colonel fit appeler la R.M.G. Coloma était connu 
de tous comme : « Zoete inval ». La porte s’ouvrir toute grande et on installa nos bons  
petits vieux à l’infirmerie des religieuses. C’était émouvant d’entendre le récit de ces 
pauvres vieillards qui avaient vécu quatre semaines au milieu du camp ennemi,             
parfaitement soumis à la Volonté divine et qui n’avaient demandé qu’une chose au bon 
Dieu : c’était de ne pas mourir sans recevoir les derniers sacrements. Notre  Seigneur fit 
plutôt un miracle que de laisser cette fervente prière sans être exaucée. Demain, disait 
notre petite Treesken, on me fera propre, je verrai le prêtre, et puis, je pourrai communier, 
vraiment nous avions deux petits saints parmi nous ! Une de nos religieuses disait : «  
Nous avons reçu la Sainte Famille aujourd’hui. Jésus est venu le matin et dans la soirée, il 
nous amena Marie et Joseph ! ». 

Le régiment qui vint cantonner le jeudi 24 comprenait outre son personnel habituel, 
12 charrettes avec mitrailleuses tirées chacune par deux chiens. On nous offrit de voir ces             
machines de près, mais pendant le dîner, elles disparurent brusquement.  

Le vendredi 25, nous eûmes la visite de son Eminence qui était en tournée de charité 
dans le quartier. Notre bon Prélat causa quelque temps avec la R.M.G., s’intéressa         
vivement au récit de la vie que nous avions menée depuis plusieurs semaines. Il voulut 
bien voir les religieuses pendant quelques instants, mais s’excusa en disant qu’il était en 
visite des pauvres et que ses moments étaient comptés. Son Eminence paraissait triste et 
pensive. Elle nous félicita du courage que nous avions montré en bravant les dangers que 
nous avions courus.  Le Cardinal ajouta que ceux-ci étaient loin d’être écartés, qu’il ne 
conseillerait à aucune personne qui avait quitté la ville d’y revenir déjà mais qu’il nous 
engageait bien moins encore à partir puisque notre confiance nous avait si bien gardées 
jusqu’à ce moment. Il faut espérer, disait-il, que la divine Providence continuera son 
œuvre en votre faveur. Il fallait, en effet, que le Secours divin soit plus puissant, pendant 
que la douleur allait nous étreindre plus fortement. 

Le samedi 26, les soldats ne vinrent plus prendre leur logement, ils passèrent la nuit 
dans des tranchées. 

Dimanche 27, un aumônier militaire dit sa messe à 5 heures. Quelques délégués y               
assistèrent encore. Quand nous descendîmes pour le déjeuner, tous avaient disparu, Un           
nouveau combat plus violent que tous les autres, parce qu’il était plus inégal que jamais, 
s’était engagé à Hofstade. Les Allemands ayant reçu des renforts considérables revenant 
de Maubeuge, avaient de grand matin pris l’offensive, contre une petite troupe de Belges 
qui gardait les positions conquises. Monsieur l’Aumônier, qui comptait dire la Messe à 8 
h., annonça qu’il la dirait le plus tôt possible, mais il exposa cependant le Saint              
Sacrement.  Après la Ste Messe, nous nous rendîmes à l’oratoire de la Ste Vierge pour la 
réunion de chapitre, lorsqu’un coup de canon épouvantable (semblable aux plus forts) 
éclata. Nous tâchions de rester calmes, car on était déjà quelque peu familiarisé avec ces 
bruits sinistres. Un deuxième, un troisième coup qui firent tomber les vitres, suivirent. La 
R.M.G. donna le signal du départ. M. l’Aumônier descendit le St Sacrement à la cave. 

C’était le commencement de la semaine la plus pénible, des scènes les plus horribles 
que l’on puisse imaginer ! C’était vraiment la grande semaine de nos souffrances, et si le 
bon Dieu a daigné les agréer, nous pouvons espérer qu’elle aura été, pour nous toutes, la 
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sainte semaine. C’est pendant ces jours que notre bonne R.M.G. souffrant beaucoup plus 
des douleurs et des inquiétudes de ses filles que des siennes propres, disait : « Nous avons      
souffert cette semaine comme jamais personne de nous n’a souffert. ». 

Dans le courant de la matinée, on nous amené plusieurs blessés ; sans médecin,       
livrées à nos propres forces et connaissances, nous les soignions de notre mieux.         
Heureusement, nous pûmes réussir à nous procurer une voiture d’ambulance pour les 
faire transporter, car entretemps, les obus éclataient partout autour de nous. Une petite 
jeune fille de 15 ans, l’aînée de 6 enfants et qui fuyait avec toute sa famille, fut frappée à 
la rue par un grand éclat qui l’atteignit à la tête. Le père, fou de douleur, nous l’apporta 
sur les bras, pendant que la mère se réfugia avec les autres enfants dans une maison      
voisine. La pauvre fille était mortellement blessée, elle était dans une sorte de coma, et le 
médecin militaire qui nous arriva enfin déclara que l’os du crâne était très probablement 
atteint ; on lui administra les derniers sacrements, elle resta couchée jusqu’au soir au     
déballage, toujours sans connaissance. 

Après le dîner, on nous amena de nouveaux blessés qu’on n’osa pas porter plus loin 
tant le bombardement était violent. Il fallait coucher ces malheureux à l’école ménagère 
gratuite, au milieu des éclats de vitres, exposés à de graves dangers. Puis vint une      
charrette amenant un soldat mort qu’on voulait enterrer dans le jardin et comme nous   
demandions de le transporter près de l’église, les hommes chargés de cette besogne,      
proposèrent d’attendre. Pendant ce temps, les coups redoublaient et se multipliaient,    
frappant la maison à différentes reprises ; de gros éclats passèrent à travers les fenêtres, 
les portes et même les murs. Quoique plusieurs religieuses étaient constamment en        
circulation dans la maison et au dehors à cause des blessés à soigner, personne, grâces à 
Dieu, ne fut atteint. Mais la frayeur qui étreignit les cœurs de tous les membres des deux 
communautés réunies ici et de la centaine de personnes qui s’étaient jointes à nous, est 
indescriptible. 

Dans le courant de l’après-midi, Monsieur l’Aumônier, en civil, une petite sacoche à 
la main, accourt par le jardin et dit en entrant : « Eh bien, que dois-je faire, dois-je 
fuir ? ». Spontanément les personnes interrogées s’écrièrent : «  Oh non, restez avec 
nous ». Il répondit, « c’est bien, soit ». Le bon Prêtre payera cher ce nouvel acte de       
dévouement, et  cependant il n’a jamais exprimé un regret de ne pas avoir fui. 

Dans la soirée, dès que le bombardement diminua quelque peu, on se mit en peine de 
faire transporter les blessés qui nous restaient. Une religieuse entendant des voix à la rue, 
va voir près de la grille, elle entendit un commandant qui, au tournant de la chaussée,             
rassemblait ses hommes et leur dit : »Maintenant en rang et au commandement ! Montrez 
que vous êtes des hommes ! Un !... » Les lignes se formèrent et défilèrent en bon ordre. 

On lui demanda en passant de nous envoyer des autos de la Croix-Rouge. Il promit 
de s’en charger et ajouta : « Etes-vous encore ici ? Nous  nous replions, nous sommes 
écrasés par le nombre, nous sommes les derniers à nous retirer. Mes soldats n’ont plus 
une cartouche, demain, si pas ce soir, l’ennemi pénétrera en ville ».  La R.M.G. décida 
d’envoyer ce même soir vers Anvers ou du moins vers les forts : Madame Anne Marie, 
économe générale, deux postulantes et quelques religieuses dont le tempérament nerveux 
ne pouvait résister plus longtemps aux scènes émouvantes dont nous étions témoins      
depuis plusieurs semaines. Elles emportaient les valeurs que l’on désirait mettre en lieu 
plus sûr. Toutes les personnes du voisinage qui avaient passé la journée dans la cave 
fuyaient également. C’était lugubre que ce départ dans l’obscurité, à travers une ville    
détruite et abandonnée, malgré les obus qui tombaient encore, quoique moins nombreux. 
Il fallait, comme pour tout le reste, abandonner le sort de nos chères fugitives à la Divine 
Providence et tâcher d’y réfléchir le moins possible ; il fallait confier aussi à la garde de 
Dieu quatre de nos sœurs qui étaient à la maison du St Cœur de Marie depuis quelques 
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jours y faisant les préparatifs pour le retour de toute la communauté projetée pour le   
mardi. Surprises par le bombardement, elles se réfugièrent dans les caves toute la journée 
de dimanche. Dans la soirée, elles tentèrent de revenir à Coloma, mais arrivées à la gare, 
les projectiles tombaient si abondamment qu’elles durent retourner sur leurs pas. Le bon 
Dieu désirait leurs services à la rue St Jean, il disposa des circonstances pour forcer nos 
sœurs à y retourner. Pendant la nuit, le bombardement ne discontinua pas ; il ne fallait pas 
songer à loger au dortoir. Nos Mères et nous toutes, nous dûmes nous résigner à passer à 
la cave six nuits consécutives. Quelles privations et quelles nuits fatigantes après de 
tristes jours. 

Le lundi 28, Monsieur l’Aumônier arriva avant notre lever et fit dire à la R.M.G. que 
si elle le désirait, il distribuerait la Ste Communion immédiatement. Nouvelle scène des                 
catacombes ! Nous allâmes nous agenouiller l’une après l’autre devant le Prêtre qui nous 
donna la Ste Eucharistie, et fut privé de dire la Ste Messe et par conséquent de la Ste      
Communion. Plus que personne cependant, il allait avoir besoin de porter son Dieu dans 
son cœur. Après quelques minutes d’actions de grâces, nous rappelâmes à notre digne 
Aumônier, qu’un soldat mort gisait, dehors, sur une charrette et nous lui proposâmes de 
l’ensevelir. Il alla avec trois religieuses qui commencèrent à creuser la fosse pendant que 
le prêtre récita les prières. Nous avions choisi un endroit dans les taillis près de l’école 
primaire, pour écarter ce triste souvenir le plus possible de notre maison. Mais la place 
était mal trouvée pour n’être pas vue de la rue ; après une demi-heure de travail pénible, 
nous voyons arriver du côté de la chaussée de Tervueren, des gens effarés courant vers la 
ville. Nous engageons Mr l’Aumônier à rentrer un instant mais il répondit avec             
assurance : « Que peut-on faire de meilleur que d’enterrer les morts ? ». Quelques        
minutes plus tard, arrivèrent deux éclaireurs allemands. Fuir devenait impossible ! Dès 
que le premier nous aperçut, il braqua un fusil et fit signe d’approcher ; une religieuse 
s’avança et fut questionnée. Mr  l’Aumônier qui se trouvait dans la fosse ne fut pas       
remarqué, mais un mouvement de bêche le fit découvrir et aussitôt, il fut appelé. Il se vit 
obligé de marcher devant le soldat pour aller voir jusqu’au pont du chemin de fer s’il y 
avait là des militaires belges. Monsieur l’Aumônier protesta disant qu’il n’avait pas le 
droit d’exiger cela d’un civil et qu’il n’obéirait qu’à la force. Le deuxième soldat rappela 
la religieuse, en lui braquant un fusil et en s’écriant : « C’est le moment d’avoir des      
renseignements ». Il n’en apprit cependant pas autre chose sinon que la maison était un    
couvent, la maison du coin une brasserie et la localité, Malines. Pour tout le reste, elle   
assura être dans l’ignorance, vu que nous avions passé la journée précédente dans nos 
caves à cause du bombardement et que nous venions d’en sortir pour enterrer un mort. 
Dès qu’il détourna les yeux, les religieuses se retirèrent doucement, et une fois derrière 
les arbustes, volèrent vers la maison. Affolées par le départ forcé de Mr l’Aumônier, elles 
crièrent à haute voix : « Priez, on vient d’emmener Mr l’Aumônier ». Lorsque celui-ci fut 
arrivé près des maisons, des coups de fusil retentirent, il se colla près d’un mur, son   
mauvais compagnon prit la fuite. Resté seul, il demanda par signe aux sentinelles belges 
s’il devait aller vers elles ou retourner sur ses pas. On lui indiqua le chemin vers Coloma 
et il revint à travers les broussailles. Il était fort indigné du traitement qu’on lui avait fait 
subir, nous étions on ne peut plus heureuses de le revoir sain et sauf. Il nous quitta pour 
mettre son costume de civil . Quelques minutes plus tard, s’engagea sur la route, des deux 
côtés du canal, devant la maison, un combat en règle, entre les Belges masqués dans les 
maisons avec des mitrailleuses et les Allemands, qui venaient en masse, s’emparer de la 
ville. Personne ne quitta la cave, nous y prîmes un semblant de déjeuner. Après une heure 
de prière et d’angoisse, nous entendons dans toute la maison un bruit de pas, des voix 
d’hommes. Il n’y avait pas de doute, Coloma était envahi ! Était-ce par des soldats qui 
cherchaient à se cacher ? qui se poursuivaient ? Sont-ce des Belges, des Allemands ? On 
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les entend partout… ils montent jusqu’au grenier. Il faut donc se montrer. Quelques     
religieuses s’avancent. On crie dans toutes les langues : «  Qui est là ? ». Sur l’appel de 
notre chère Sœur Marie Augustin : « Wer ist da ? », quelques soldats allemands 
s’approchent, demandent qui est dans la maison, disent qu’il faut sortir des caves ; 
quelques-uns y descendent, en remontent assez vite, et tous ceux qui s’étaient répandus 
dans la maison comme une lave, viennent se grouper dans le grand corridor du rez-de-
chaussée. Ils s’étaient introduits de différents côtés, avaient en quelques minutes, exploré 
toute la maison, ouvert quelques tiroirs, entr’autres chez la portière où ils prirent un porte-
monnaie vide ! chez la R.M.G. où ils éparpillèrent beaucoup de papiers sans rien        
prendre…, à la salle de récréation où ils pénétrèrent en enlevant un panneau de la porte, et 
où ils visitèrent, dans les moindres détails, deux malles d’élèves qui n’avaient pas pu être 
expédiées. A notre vue, ils se calmèrent, nous donnèrent l’assurance qu’il ne fallait rien 
craindre, apportèrent plusieurs blessés dans la maison, auxquels nous donnâmes nos soins 
Ils hissèrent eux-mêmes le drapeau de la Croix-Rouge sur le haut de la tour. A notre    
demande, ils achevèrent la sépulture du soldat belge que nous avions commencée le     
matin, et qui avait été interrompue par leur arrivé, ils plantèrent sur la tombe quelques 
branches d’ifs, et une petite croix avec cette inscription : « Ici est enterré un soldat belge 
mort pour sa Patrie ». Les quelques soldats belges qui restaient en ville s’étaient           
précipitamment repliés vers les forts tandis que de nombreuses troupes allemandes       
pénétraient dans Malines. Le fort de Waelhem faisait pleuvoir à son tour ses projectiles 
pour briser les lignes de l’ennemi Afin de les éviter, des groupes d’Allemands 
s’attardèrent dans la cour contre les murs de la maison. Pour échapper au tournant       
dangereux vis-à-vis du pont qui était assurément le point de mire du fort de Waelhem, 
plusieurs centaines d’Allemands pénétrèrent par le fond du jardin, où ils jetèrent sans 
doute un pont sur l’eau, car plus tard nous y retrouvâmes un banc renversé dans le fossé.  
Ils entrèrent dans la maison par la porte du jardin, près du cabinet de la R.M. et sortirent 
par la grande porte. S’il faut croire que la présence des soldats belges dans la maison    
durant les jours précédents, nous attira bien des bombes allemandes, il est à supposer que 
le passage des troupes ennemies à travers la maison, et la présence de leurs canons placés 
près de la brasserie Feremans, sur la ligne du chemin de fer, et derrière le jardin, nous   
valurent plus d’une bombe du fort de Waelhem qui ne nous était pas destinée. L’une 
d’elles atteignit la pierre de taille d’une fenêtre de l’oratoire de la Ste Vierge, la brisa, la 
projeta au dehors, pratiqua une large ouverture dans le mur et le plafond, mais aucune    
statue ne fut atteinte, ni l’autel, ni le lustre, ni l’harmonium ; quelques chaises seulement 
furent endommagées c’était la même chose partout où les bombes et les balles              
pénétraient ; elles semblaient choisir la meilleure direction pour faire le moins de dégâts 
possible. Dans le mur, près de la fenêtre du noviciat, il y avait, depuis le dimanche soir, 
un trou énorme, causé par une bombe qui aurait pu occasionner un incendie sans une    
protection spéciale de nos Sts Patrons. Des débris de châssis calcinés, de grands         
morceaux de fer, des pierres étaient répandus dans tout le corridor et la petite statue en 
plâtre de St Jean Berchmans était intacte et couchée dans la fenêtre. Notre belle chapelle, 
d’où le bon Maître avait dû fuir, n’avait que quelques petits trous dans les vitres, on les 
trouvait à peine C’était la place de la maison la mieux respectée ; ce n’était que justice, et 
c’est aussi ce qui nous causa le plus de joie ! Car, quand après 2 jours et 2 nuits de      
bombardement dont nous semblions être le centre, nous pûmes risquer une petite visite 
dans la maison, notre 1ère impression fut très pénible ; le bâtiment et celui de l’école     
primaire étaient atteints en divers endroits. Partout des morceaux de fer, de verre, des 
éclats de bois, du plâtre et des briques. La ville, le hameau, les champs des alentours, le 
jardin, tout était dévasté ! Il est impossible, dans tout ce qui nous entoure, de franchir un 
espace de quelques mètres, sans rencontrer une maison brûlée ou effondrée, un arbre brisé 



Gathering the Fruits of the years 

110 
 

ou un trou dans le sol. Mais quand au bout de quelques jours, la maison fut plus ou moins 
remise en ordre, nous récitâmes nombre de ; « Benedicamus Domino ! », en constatant 
que les 150 kg de fer ramassés dans ou contre notre maison n’avaient relativement causé 
que peu de dégâts. 

Encore dans la matinée du lundi, nous eûmes la visite d’officiers allemands qui se             
montrèrent bienveillants. Nous en profitâmes pour demander l’autorisation de garder 
notre aumônier sans qu’il fût inquiété. Ils nous donnèrent les meilleures assurances.      
Hélas ! ils passèrent avec leur belle promesse, et au commencement de l’après-midi, un 
nouveau régiment arriva, qui fit invasion dans toutes les maisons de la chaussée,          
enfonçant les portes et amenant tous les habitants du hameau, sauf un vieillard, un        
malade, le père d’un enfant malade et quelques femmes et enfants qui s’étaient réfugiés 
chez Mr l’Aumônier. Celui-ci se présenta avant qu’ils forcèrent sa porte. Il vit                
immédiatement qu’il ne leur échapperait pas, il entendit à plusieurs reprises : « Ein pastor, 
ein pastor ! ». Il protesta cependant en disant qu’il était directeur du couvent, et qu’il avait 
eu le matin même l’autorisation d’y rester, qu’il n’y avait d’ailleurs aucune raison 
d’emmener des civils sans armes qui ne leur faisaient pas la guerre. Rien n’y fit ! Il fallait 
se rendre ! Le triste cortège, Mr l’Aumônier en tête, quelques hommes, femmes et        
enfants, suivi de soldats passa devant la maison. Dans la soirée, nous portâmes plainte à 
des soldats qui vinrent demander du café. Nous insistâmes pour qu’ils nous envoyassent 
un officier. Celui-ci se présenta bientôt ; il nous dit que c’était un autre régiment qui avait 
passé l’après-midi, qu’il n’avait aucun pouvoir à ce sujet. Il s’excusa en disant que c’était 
une mesure jugée nécessaire pour éviter des difficultés, et mille et un contes, pour justifier 
leur déloyauté. Il ajouta que ne devions avoir aucune inquiétude au sujet de notre         
aumônier, qu’il serait très bien traité. Nous comprîmes dans la suite quelle était la tactique 
militaire qui avait été appliquée à la ville de Malines et probablement partout où les      
Allemands avaient passé. A de grandes distances, ils lançaient devant eux leurs obus         
destructeurs qui faisaient fuir les populations, puis ils pénétraient dans la ville détruite et 
abandonnée, fracturant tout sur leur passage, s’emparant des rares habitants qui étaient 
restés pour les emmener en prison. Alors, ils avaient champ libre, ils pouvaient piller,   
dévaster à leur aise, s’installer partout en maître, vider les magasins, transporter le tout 
hors ville, enfin relâcher les civils, avec la recommandation de ne rien voler dans les   
maisons abandonnées, car l’on en accuserait les soldats allemands. Ce dernier avis dut 
être traduit par une de nos religieuses à de pauvres gens qui étaient amenés devant le 
commandant. C’était vraiment l’application d’une maxime profonde de Bismarck : «  
Pour soumettre un peuple, il faut lui enlever tout, et ne lui laisser que ses deux  yeux pour 
pleurer ! » ; Quoi qu’il en soit, ce sinistre départ de Mr l’Aumônier nous privait de notre 
meilleur soutien. Ce bon Prêtre avait été si souvent le prudent conseiller de nos chères 
Mères, pendant ces jours d’épreuve. Il avait si largement mis à contributions, à notre pro-
fit, son bon sens pratique, son expérience et son inépuisable dévouement. Surtout il était 
le ministre du Seigneur au milieu de nous. Désormais, plus de messe, plus de Ste      
Communion ! Toujours la souffrance, de plus en plus cuisante même, et plus de visite du 
bon Maître au matin pour entreprendre avec Lui le chemin douloureux de la journée.    
Encore le Calvaire mais sans le St Sacrifice qui donne la force de le gravir. Le Seigneur 
demandait beaucoup de notre générosité, et bien des fois, il a entendu, malgré la         
soumission de nos volontés, des plaintes amères monter jusqu’à son cœur. Tout ce qui 
nous restait de consolation, c’était la présence du St Sacrement dans un coin retiré de la 
cave, et l’occasion d’aller là confier à Jésus-Hostie nos craintes et nos chagrins, nos désirs 
de Le recevoir, et nos regrets de n’avoir pas toujours apprécié assez ses visites            
journalières. Enfin, ce triste lundi, comme dans les mauvais jours, fut long, mais           
cependant prit fin. Nous nous installâmes encore dans les caves. Deux Allemands avaient 
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demandé à souper et venaient de quitter. Une ½ h. après, ils revinrent, notre chère Sœur 
Marie-Augustin, 2 autres Dames et les deux élèves qui n’avaient plus pu retourner en    
Allemagne et en Autriche, se présentèrent de nouveau. Nos hommes étaient ivres, ils    
tâchèrent d’entraîner nos religieuses et une des jeunes filles dehors, celles-ci essayèrent 
de résister doucement, mais voyant qu’elles n’allaient pas leur échapper, elles accoururent 
dans la direction de la cave. Elles furent suivies par un des hommes. Qu’on imagine la 
panique qui régna parmi les religieuses ! Notre chère sœur Marie Augustin était pâle et 
tremblante ; toutes les autres religieuses qui étaient étendues sur les paillasses alignées 
dans les longs corridors de la cave n’osèrent bouger. Une figure diabolique éclairée par 
une lanterne faisait son apparition. L’homme traversa le long corridor en culbutant de 
temps en temps, et en se servant de son fusil comme d’une canne qu’il appuyait sur les 
paillasses et sur les pieds des religieuses ; il poussait de temps en temps la lumière dans la 
figure des religieuses en criant : « Ruhig bleiben ! » et « Eine deutsche Schwester hier 
kommen ! » Mais cette sœur allemande suppliait en grâce que quelqu’un se levât et 
l’accompagnât. Enfin, le vaurien pousse une porte latérale et se trouve dans une cave où il 
voit des bouteilles alignées. Il ricanait de bonheur ! Il croyait avoir trouvé ! Hélas ! 
c’étaient des bouteilles d’encre vides ! Tout à coup il réapparut tout rayonnant de joie 
avec… 2 bouteilles de limonade, commence un long discours pour s’assurer qu’il n’y 
avait pas de poison dans la maison, fit des menaces de fusillade, d’incendie, etc… Il 
ouvre la bouteille avec la crosse de son fusil chargé, il les goûte l’une après l’autre, crache 
ce qu’il avait pris et recommence ses recherches dans d’autres caves. Cette fois, il se 
trouvait dans celle des bouteilles vides. Nouvelle joie ! Nouveaux pourparlers ! Nouvelle 
déception ! Enfin voyant qu’il n’y avait pas moyen d’en finir, et que c’était évidemment 
la cave à vin qu’il cherchait, on l’y mena ! Sur ces entrefaites, le 2d malfaiteur, moins 
bruyant mais peut-être plus à craindre, car il tenait un revolver tout préparé dans la main. 
Nous leur donnâmes 7 bouteilles de vin ; le calme se fit, et nous pûmes réussir à les 
mettre à la porte. Quel soupir de soulagement monta de nos cœurs, quel fervent : « Deo 
gratias » s’échappa de nos lèvres ! Encore un mauvais quart-d’heure passé, et bien passé ! 
On devine aisément ce que fut notre sommeil, installées comme nous l’étions, après cette 
scène infernale ! Ce fut la seule mauvaise visite que nous reçûmes de la part des            
Allemands ; tous les autres se montrèrent convenables et bienveillants. 

Le lendemain, mardi 29, lever, prière de matin, méditation près du St Sacrement, puis 
nous pûmes déjeuner au rez-de-chaussée et commencer à circuler un peu dans la maison. 
La R.M.G. s’informa s’il n’y avait pas moyen d’avoir du lait. Un officier donna 2 heures 
de temps à un marin pour nous accompagner, pour traire les vaches de notre laitier. Ne 
trouvant pas les vaches à l’endroit où nous avions conduit notre homme, celui-ci nous 
quitta, traversa la rue, puis revint nous appeler. Qu’allait-il faire de nous ? Il y avait des 
soldats partout, des autos, des cavaliers, et nous étions sous l’impression de la scène     
nocturne qui nous avait complètement bouleversées. Enfin, il fallait se décider, nous 
avançons et nous sommes introduites dans le magasin de notre boulanger où tout était 
fracturé et qui ressemblait plutôt à une écurie. Notre soldat commence à remplir des 
caisses de sucre, de café, de chicorée, d’amidon, de conserves. Nous profitons de l’offre 
généreuse !... et transportons tout ce que nous pouvons afin de sauver le plus possible et 
de rendre à ces pauvres gens à leur retour le peu qui leur restait. Pendant que quelques-
unes d’entre nous continuaient cette besogne, le soldat et 2 sœurs allèrent plus loin à la 
recherche des vaches du laitier et eurent beaucoup de peine à saisir ces bêtes affolées par 
le bruit des canons. Il fallait trouver place à Coloma pour 4 vaches et 1 veau, en attendant 
que   notre ferme s’augmentât de 5 porcs, 11 chèvres, 10   lapins, 53 poules … Les        
religieuses qui transportaient les marchandises du boulanger eurent bientôt une nouvelle 
sentinelle à la porte. Un soldat les regarda faire et leur dit : « C’est triste n’est-ce pas ; 
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nous aimerions beaucoup mieux être chez nous et ne pas venir ici » ; Et voyant qu’il     
paraissait bon et malheureux, nous demandâmes s’il était marié et s’il avait des enfants, il 
avait 2 petites filles. Quand nous quittâmes, il voulut nous aider à porter notre lourd      
panier ; nous avions à peine traversé la planche qui nous ramenait dans le jardin, que le 
soldat nous rejoignit et demanda si nous n’avions pas un chapelet à lui donner ; il avait 
perdu le sien. On lui en offrit un avec la promesse de prier pour lui et pour sa famille. 

Dans le courant de la matinée, nous reçûmes la visite d’un officier ; il avait appris 
qu’il y avait ici des jeunes filles allemandes et venait leur offrir l’occasion de               
correspondre avec leurs familles. Il reparut quelques heures plus tard, disant qu’il avait 
trouvé moyen de faire rentrer les jeunes filles dans leur pays, si elles le désiraient. Il fit la 
même offre à notre chère Sœur Marie Augustin qui eut à subir en ce moment une lutte 
terrible à laquelle une âme moins attachée à sa vocation aurait succombé. Heureusement, 
la grâce triompha, l’amour du divin Maître eut raison des répugnances et des attraits de la 
nature. Notre chère Sœur fut dans la suite l’interprète de notre chère R.M.G. auprès des 
Allemands. L’officier voulut prendre dans une auto, en même temps que les deux jeunes 
filles, deux religieuses que la R.M.G. désirait envoyer à Bruxelles. Quel tableau ! Deux 
Dames de Marie en auto ouverte avec des officiers allemands. 

Dans la soirée, nos 4 Sœurs de la rue St Jean arrivèrent. Quel soulagement de les    
revoir ! Leur vue fit presqu’oublier les mauvaises nouvelles qu’elles apportaient.  Elles 
avaient passé le dimanche et le lundi dans la cave ; dans l’après-midi du lundi, elles 
étaient allées ensemble à la chapelle pour remercier le bon Dieu d’être si bien préservées.  
Pas une heure plus tard, leur maison était en feu ! A cette vue, elles se mirent à l’œuvre 
avec un courage héroïque pour sauver tout ce qu’elles pouvaient (surtout les objets de la 
chapelle) dans le bâtiment de l’école primaire. Le brave Cammaert, menuisier, qui s’était 
montré tout dévoué à la maison depuis le commencement de la guerre, les aida dans cette 
périlleuse besogne. Sans penser au feu et aux bombes qui continuaient à tomber, ils      
travaillèrent sans relâche à travers la nuit. Ils vidèrent toute la chapelle, et enlevèrent 
même les lourdes statues, les prie-Dieu, les chaises, le banc de communion, etc… Tout le 
reste : classes, cabinet de la R. Mère, lingerie devint la proie des flammes. Cette vaste 
maison, centre de tant d’œuvres, était entièrement détruite à l’exception des bâtiments de 
l’école gratuite. La chère R.M. Louise et toutes ses filles furent très affectées de cette 
nouvelle épreuve que nous partagions avec elles. Mais sans doute pour elle comme pour 
notre chère R.M.G., elle fut moins sentie par le bonheur de revoir nos chères sœurs dont 
le sort nous avait donné de si profondes inquiétudes. 

A partir du mercredi 30 septembre, commença véritablement notre vie au milieu 
des Allemands. C’était pour beaucoup d’entre nous la période la plus pénible. Le          
saisissement causé par une bombe passe, une panique due à l’arrivée d’un mauvais     
garnement s’oublie ; mais voir constamment autour de soi ceux qui viennent semer la 
ruine dans leRpays, la mort et le deuil dans les foyers, ne voir que des ennemis, recevoir 
leurs services, accepter de leurs mains le pain que, sans leur invasion barbare, aucun 
Belge n’était dans la nécessité de      mendier, recourir même à eux pour obtenir le Pain 
de nos âmes, l’Eucharistie et la Ste Messe, c’était une torture d’un nouveau genre. 
Quelles amères consolations de s’entendre dire : « Demain les canons feront moins de 
bruit car ils avancent vers les forts. Les Allemands ont gagné 4… 7… kilomètres, ils ont 
pris autant de forts !... » Pouvions-nous nous réjouir d’apprendre que l’œuvre destructrice, 
dont nous voyions les tristes résultats autour de nous, se continuait de plus en plus       
profondément dans le pays, que notre vaillante petite armée était de plus en plus            
décimée. ?  N’étions-nous pas prêtes à souffrir le double si, à cette condition, nous       
pouvions voir l’ennemi retourner sur ses pas ? Enfin, il fallait le subir, on avait besoin de 
vivre, il fallait recevoir de la main du vainqueur (qui s’appropriait non seulement les 
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biens du gouvernement, mais beaucoup de biens privés) ce qu’il fallait pour notre        
subsistance. Ils se montrèrent d’ailleurs complaisants à notre égard ; des soldats           
accompagnaient en ville celles qui cherchaient les provisions, et aidaient à les transporter. 
Ils nous apportaient même quantité de choses dont nous n’avions nul besoin, mais que 
nous acceptions pour les rendre aux pauvre gens dont les maisons étaient vidées de la 
cave au grenier, la cave surtout !... Ce mercredi, un soldat auquel nous avions parlé de 
l’enlèvement injuste de Mr l’Aumônier, vint nous dire que c’était lui qui avait été chargé 
de conduire toutes les personnes emmenées jusqu’aux avant-postes belges, que Mr 
l’Aumônier paraissait calme, et que nous pouvions donc être tranquilles à son sujet. 
C’était un joli mensonge,  peut-être était-il fait dans une bonne intention ! On nous        
annonça aussi que le jeudi, nous aurions un « Stadtscommandant » que nous pourrions 
nous adresser à lui pour tout ce dont nous aurions besoin. 

Le jeudi après-midi, notre chère R.M.G. alla avec notre chère S .M. Augustin, lui           
soumettre plusieurs requêtes, entr’autres celle d’avoir un prêtre qui pût nous aider de son         
ministère. Il promit de faire son possible, n’osa rien assurer à ce sujet et eut soin de ne pas 
nous dire que notre aumônier était en  prison à nos portes. 

Samedi 3 octobre était le 1er samedi du mois, du mois du St Rosaire dont nous 
avions fait les exercices en disant le chapelet en commun. Notre chère R.M.G. nous      
engagea à solliciter comme grâce particulière ce jour-là, la faveur d’avoir la Messe et la 
Ste Communion le dimanche. Dans la soirée se présenta un officier allemand qui était 
prêtre (et jésuite !). Il était pour nous l’homme de Dieu et l’envoyé de la Ste Vierge, il 
était d’âge mûr et paraissait bon. Une des premières choses qu’il fit, fut de transporter le 
St Sacrement qui, faute de prêtre, avait dû séjourner 8 jours dans ce pauvre réduit. On   
installa le prêtre à la chambre d’étranger. Comme il exerçait son ministère auprès des 
blessés de Malines, il prit domicile chez nous durant une huitaine de jours. Nous apprîmes 
ce même soir accidentellement, que Mr l’Aumôner était retenu à la prison de Malines, et 
nous dûmes nous endormir avec la pensée que, pendant que nous allions jouir de la faveur 
de la Ste Messe et de la Communion, ce bon Prêtre si pieux devait ajouter à toutes les   
privations matérielles, qu’il subissait, celle bien plus grande de ne pouvoir offrir le St   
Sacrifice. De son côté, il passa la nuit à imaginer un moyen qui lui permît de rentrer à   
Coloma, ne fût-ce que pendant une heure. Il avait fait tant de tentatives pendant la        
semaine ! Il réfléchit et pria ! De grand matin, il fut sur pied et après beaucoup de         
démarches, obtint l’autorisation d’aller célébrer la Ste Messe. Un soldat 
l’accompagnerait !...  En effet, au commencement de la messe du prêtre allemand, la 
porte de la chapelle s’ouvrit et M. l’Aumônier entra, suivi d’un soldat. Quand il traversa 
la chapelle pour se rendre à la sacristie, nous nous demandions si ce n’était pas un rêve ! 
Notre cher et bon Aumônier était pâle et défait. Quand il monta à l’autel, il était              
visiblement ému, comme nous toutes. Plus que jamais nous étions unis pour louer et           
remercier le Seigneur d’un seul cœur. Lorsque les 2 prêtres se retrouvèrent à la sacristie, 
leur entrevue fut touchante. L’un était profondément compatissant, l’autre, remué 
jusqu’aux larmes. Un lien plus fort que l’amour de la Patrie existait entre ces 2 âmes ; 
l’Eglise est      toujours une malgré la division des peuples, et la vraie Patrie est au Ciel ! 
Le prêtre allemand promit de faire tous ses efforts pour obtenir la liberté de Mr 
l’Aumônier, ce dernier déjeuna ici, et nous pûmes passer ensuite quelques instants avec 
lui. Nouvelles émotions ! Les religieuses donnaient le mauvais exemple, et notre cher 
Aumônier éprouvait le besoin de le suivre. Il répétait à différentes reprises : « Allons 
donc, qu’est-ce c’est. Je donne du courage à tout le monde quand je suis là-bas, et ici, au 
milieu de vous, je n’en ai plus ! ». Il ne manquait pas de courage, le brave Prêtre, le seul 
de toute la ville de Malines, qui fût resté sur la brèche, mais sentant le vrai intérêt que 
nous lui portions, notre profonde estime et notre sincère attachement, il ne craignit pas de 
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nous laisser partager un peu ses souffrances. Il ne nous dit cependant pas alors tout ce 
qu’il avait souffert durant cette semaine de glorieux emprisonnement. Il nous assura que 
la nourriture était suffisante, que la soupe était bonne. Il nous raconta même, sans doute 
pour nous enlever toute inquiétude à son sujet, que le cuisinier, qui était un hôtelier de la 
ville, emprisonné comme lui, l’avait appelé un jour en particulier pour lui donner un petit 
morceau de viande et un peu de cognac. Il nous quitta courageusement pour retourner à sa 
prison. Heureusement, il ne devait plus la revoir ! Il rencontra en chemin le prêtre         
allemand qui avait obtenu pour lui une autorisation écrite de rester avec nous et qui le   
ramenait aussi heureux que s’il s’était agi de sa propre délivrance. On versa encore des 
larmes mais cette fois, c’étaient des larmes de bonheur ! 

M. l’Aumônier rentra chez lui, trouva du soulagement à faire sa toilette, et revint 
après le dîner s’asseoir au milieu de nous à la salle de communauté. Il sentait le besoin de 
nous faire le récit de la triste semaine qu’il venait de passer. 

Quand on les eût amenés vers la ville, le lundi après-midi, on les conduisit à la grand 
’place. Là, ils durent attendre une grosse ½ h. au milieu d’un bombardement terrible et 
d’une soldatesque qui ricanait. Le fameux éclaireur, qui n’avait pas eu honte au matin de 
faire marcher ce digne Prêtre devant lui, pour se couvrir contre l’attaque des Belges, vint 
là le reconnaître et affirmer que c’était bien celui qu’il cherchait. On voulut d’abord      
enfermer les prisonniers dans l’église St Rombaut, malgré les obus qui continuaient à 
l’endommager. On changea d’avis, et ensuite on les fit entrer dans une grande salle où les 
soldats faisaient   bombance. Là, surtout Mr l’Aumônier se sentit inquiet et mal à l’aise ; 
enfin on le conduisit à la prison de Malines. Mr l’Aumônier passa les premières nuits sans 
se coucher. Quand il n’y tenait plus, il s’appuyait contre un chantier de tonneau ; mais 
cette immobilité dans des places froides et humides provoqua l’enflure de ses pieds, il 
trouva des sabots et les mit. Il éprouva la nécessité de s’étendre ; il y avait dans la prison 
près de 400 personnes, hommes, femmes et enfants. Dans la salle où les hommes dor-
maient, il se trouvait 6 matelas pour plus de 20    personnes. M. l’Aumônier mit une natte 
sur le sol, et plaça ses sabots en guise d’oreiller. Ce fut son lit ! Quelle mortification que 
ce taudis, pour un homme cependant dur pour lui-même, mais habitué à un ordre, à un 
soin, à une propreté rare. Il nous dit qu’au bout de quelques jours, il y faisait si sale que 
lui-même avait nettoyé les W.C., et que des maladies ne tarderaient pas à se déclarer. On 
fit aussi subir un interrogatoire aux prisonniers. On demanda entr’autres à Mr l’Aumônier 
pourquoi il n’avait pas fui. Ce à quoi il répondit : « Parce que je n’avais aucune raison ; 
les civils ne doivent pas fuir devant les soldats, et j’avais foi en la loyauté des Alle-
mands ! » Enfin rien n’y fit, il fallait qu’il restât là jusqu’à ce qu’il plût au bon Dieu de lui 
rendre la liberté. Ce prêtre selon le cœur de Dieu était meilleur que nous, il devait souffrir 
davantage. 

Nos journées allaient de nouveau reprendre leur cours habituel, au moins pour la   
partie importante : les exercices de piété ; pour tout le reste, elles ne ressemblaient à rien 
aux journées ordinaires. 

Plusieurs Dames et Sœurs partaient journellement pour  la rue St Jean et ramenaient 
des provisions conservées dans les caves : beurre, pommes de terre et charbon ; d’autres 
allaient avec des soldats dans les magasins de nos fournisseurs et en rapportaient le plus 
de choses possible pour les soustraire à la rapine ; d’autres se rendaient chez le 
« Stadtcomandant » pour obtenir des affiches à coller sur les portes des maisons de nos 
ouvriers et des membres de la famille de nos religieuses afin de préserver ces immeubles 
de la dévastation des soldats allemands ; d’autres allaient au champ du laitier chercher la 
nourriture pour les bêtes ; d’autres encore soignaient les vaches, les chèvres, les porcs, les 
poules et les lapins. Puis vint le jardinage (nous étions sans ouvrier pour ce grand parc), le 
raccommodage de la maison, des trous dans les toits, dans les murs, quantité de vitres   
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brisées et nous étions aux portes de l’hiver. Enfin, les draps, les couvertures, tous les     
matelas qui avaient servi aux blessés et aux réfugiés de la cave formaient une lessive 
abondante. Tous les métiers marchaient de paire dans notre chère maison et tout le monde 
travaillait de tout cœur. Heureusement la ville et le hameau étaient déserts quand nous 
traversions les rues, poussant brouettes et charrettes, et cela en tablier bleu et jupes         
fortement retroussées. Que de fois nous nous disions : « Si nos élèves nous voyaient à 
l’œuvre ! ». Ce n’était pourtant pas là la partie la plus pénible de notre vie actuelle. Si les 
temps n’avaient pas été si tristes, tous nos travaux champêtres et autres auraient formé 
une heureuse diversion à nos occupations habituelles. Tant de choses étaient si comiques, 
mais ne pouvaient réussir à nous faire rire de bon cœur ! 

Jeudi 8 octobre,   eut lieu une triste séparation ; notre chère R.M.G. craignant sans 
doute que les vivres ne vinssent à manquer  pour une si nombreuse communauté, avait 
demandé à l’autorité s’il n’y avait pas moyen d’envoyer une douzaine de religieuses à 
Bruxelles. Elle obtint, pour ses Filles, les 2 compartiments pour voyageurs, accrochés à 
un train de marchandises. La chère communauté du St Cœur de Marie devait donc se   
disperser et nous quitter, à l’exception de la R. Mère, 2 Dames et 4 Sœurs qui restèrent 
avec nous. Cette séparation était doublement pénible pour toutes. Heureusement notre 
bonne Sœur Kotska, qui avait passé dans cette chère maison presque toute sa vie           
religieuse, nous avait quittées pour Bruxelles quelques heures avant que nous apprenions 
la lugubre nouvelle de ce triste incendie ! 

Dimanche 12, nous perdîmes notre petite Treeske que nous avions accueillie 3       
semaines auparavant. Elle n’avait pour ainsi dire rien pris depuis son arrivée dans la mai-
son, mais elle avait été admirable de patience et d’abandon à la volonté divine. Elle avait 
eu la grâce, tant appréciée par elle, de recevoir les derniers Sacrements. Le pauvre       
Modeste, son mari, était désolé, c’était un vieillard d’un jugement droit et d’une grande 
délicatesse ; il était on ne peut plus reconnaissant de tout ce qu’on faisait pour eux et 
s’excusa des larmes qu’il versait malgré lui au décès de sa petite femme. On obtint à 
l’hôpital un cercueil, un corbillard et l’autorisation d’enterrer la défunte à Hofstade. Mr 
l’Aumônier s’y rendit le mardi matin avec 2 hommes et 2 Sœurs. Quelques heures après 
le service, une fille de ces bonnes gens, mariée à Bruxelles, arriva avec son mari. Ils 
avaient souvent essayé de parvenir jusqu’à leurs parents, mais depuis plus d’un mois, le 
passage d’Elewyt leur était défendu. Cette fois, ils obtinrent l’autorisation de passer et 
arrivèrent à Hofstade. Là, ils apprirent que leurs parents étaient à Coloma, mais ils furent 
très désolés à la nouvelle du décès de leur mère. L’entrevue avec leur père fut très        
touchante.  On sentait que c’étaient de bons enfants qui avaient essayé bien des fois de 
pouvoir soigner leurs parents dans leur vieillesse, mais ceux-ci avaient préféré leur petite 
vie à deux dans leur rustique maison à Hofstade plutôt que d’être une charge pour leurs 
enfants. « Maintenant, » disait la bonne fille, « vous n’êtes plus le maître, Père, nous 
avons déjà chargé sur la voiture tous les meubles de votre maison et demain, nous         
revenons vous chercher ».   Ils revinrent en effet le lendemain.  Le beau-fils avait apporté 
de Bruxelles une croix qu’il plaça sur la tombe de sa mère, puis il vint prendre son vieux 
père et eut la délicate attention de le conduire par Hofstade pour qu’il pût y visiter le    
cimetière. Le bon vieillard était ému en nous quittant, et se confondait en excuses de ne 
pouvoir nous exprimer sa gratitude. 

Ce même mardi 14, nous reçûmes la meilleure, la plus cordiale, la plus paternelle   
visite qu’on puisse imaginer. M. l’Aumônier avait été en ville visiter les malades de 
l’hôpital et   semer un peu de consolation sur ses pas. Il fut rencontré par Son Eminence 
qui l’invita à monter dans son auto et qui le reconduisit à Coloma. Il était 4 h. En entrant 
avec le chanoine Vrancken et M. l’Aumônier, notre bon Archevêque demanda où nous 
étions à ce moment. Sur la réponse que nous étions réunies au réfectoire, il dit  à la 
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R.M.G. : « Mais c’est très bien ; si vous le voulez, j’y vais avec vous ». Son entrée fut 
comme une heureuse apparition. Notre bon Prélat avait la mine souriante et les mains    
ouvertes pour nous bénir. Spontanément nous tombons à genoux, et instinctivement nous 
acclamons notre bien-aimé Pasteur et sa bienfaisante venue. Il nous félicita de notre     
courage dans l’épreuve, et eut une bonne parole de regret et de condoléances pour la    
destruction de notre maison de la rue St Jean. Il ajouta aussitôt : «  Vous preniez une tasse 
de café ? Nous en prendrons une avec vous, si vous le permettez ».  C’était si simple, si 
aimable ! Aussitôt on glissa les tasses déjà servies, on ajouta 3 places, et quelques        
minutes agrès, nous étions installés. C’était une vraie scène de famille comme cela se 
passe quand on reçoit à l’improviste un membre longtemps attendu et vivement désiré. Le 
repas se continua tout simplement comme en communauté, la conversation s’anima. 
Après les grâces, Son Eminence nous dit que nous faisions de bons goûters : tartines au 
beurre, à la confiture et excellentes poires ; c’était en effet très bon, trop bon pour ce 
temps de guerre, ou plutôt, c’était une halte dans la guerre que cette visite embaumée de 
sérénité, de paix et de paternelle sollicitude. Notre bon Cardinal s’aperçut de l’animation 
générale, il taquina agréablement notre Aumônier et engagea Mr le Prisonnier à écrire son 
histoire. Il qualifia la conduite des Allemands dans notre cher petit Pays de 2 mots : 
« C’est indigne ! C’est inhumain ! ». Il nous dit que nos physionomies épanouies et      
paisibles étaient loin de faire songer à la guerre, et il ajouta : « C’est très bien, c’est l’effet 
de votre abandon à la volonté divine ». Il ne devina peut-être pas quelles luttes nous 
avions à soutenir pour conserver un peu de calme, et surtout de bonne humeur,              
environnées comme nous l’étions. Nous avions des Allemands partout : tantôt c’était un 
boucher qui venait tuer une bête, tantôt des soldats qui aidaient à transporter des objets de 
la rue St Jean, sauvés de l’incendie, puis encore des ouvriers qui venaient raccommoder 
les toits. Ils étaient à la maison ici comme dans leur chambre à coucher. 

Mercredi 15, on nous vola un mouton que nous avions accueilli 15 jours                
auparavant ; le lendemain, on vint nous vendre pour 15 fr.  de viande de mouton!! 

Vendredi 17,  pendant la messe, une sœur entend crier le seul porc qui nous restait, 
car la plupart des propriétaires étaient venus reprendre leurs bêtes. La Sœur sort de la 
maison et voit disparaître des soldats emmenant le porc, le veau de notre laitier, 6 canards 
et une oie. C’était sans doute le paiement de tous les bons services qu’ils nous rendaient. 
D’ailleurs nous nourrissions le renard, rien d’étonnant qu’il mangeât nos poules !... Pour-
vu qu’il s’arrête là !... On porta plaine au gouverneur qui redoubla de prévenances : il 
nous envoya un garde de nuit et continua à satisfaire les demandes qu’on lui fit. 

Samedi 18, notre bonne R.M.G. reçut une lettre d’Alost, qui lui apprit que cette 
chère communauté avait été fortement éprouvée, et que le manque de vivres commençait 
à se faire sentir. Quelle préoccupation pour nous toutes mais surtout pour notre chère 
R.M.G., elle n’en dormit pas la nuit suivante. 

Lundi 21, la R.M.G. obtint une auto qui la conduisit à Alost avec 2 religieuses, elles        
emportèrent ce dont la chère communauté de St joseph pouvait avoir le plus besoin.  
Toutes ces bonnes relations avec des gens que nous souhaitions à 10.000 lieues d’ici 
étaient sans doute bien ce qu’on appelle : Brûler une chandelle au diable !  Mais enfin, il 
fallait se résigner et attendre. 

D’ailleurs ils nous bernaient aussi de belles histoires qu’il fallait essayer de croire.      
Ainsi : « Les Belges étaient de braves gens que les Allemands combattaient à regret ! Ils 
cherchaient les Français et surtout les Anglais », et espéraient que nous aurions la naïveté 
de croire que Malines et Anvers étaient le bon chemin pour les rencontrer.  Ils insinuaient 
que les Belges avaient été abandonnés par les Alliés, espérant sans doute, par ces bruits, 
faire naître le regret et la soumission chez les vaincus. Mais les Belges sauront attendre, 
au milieu de la misère la plus noire peut-être, le résultat de cette lutte où Dieu                
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interviendra à son heure ; ils savent bien que ce qui importe aux Alliés, ce qui importe 
surtout pour la Liberté et l’Indépendance de la Belgique, c’est la victoire finale remportée 
sur le prétendu conquérant de l’Europe. Le patriotisme n’est pas enseveli sous les ruines 
qui couvrent le pays, il s’allie bien souvent à une héroïque soumission aux tristes         
événements de l’heure actuelle. Ainsi un pauvre homme, voulant rentrer chez lui avec sa 
femme et ses 2 enfants, trouve sa maison   brûlée, il cherche en vain une vache, 2 porcs et 
2 chèvres. Quand nous lui disons : « C’est triste, l’hiver sera rude ! », il répond              
courageusement : « Oui, mais tout cela sera vite oublié, si nous pouvons rester Belges ! » 
Mais l’histoire la plus fabuleuse qui nous fut contée par les Allemands, et que l’on       
mettrait dans le groupe des inventions, si elle n’avait été racontée à notre chère R.M.G. 
par la Stadtscommandant lui-même, c’est que : « La Belgique ne manquera pas de vivres, 
l’Allemagne y pourvoira ! ». Faut-il avoir de l’audace pour dire chose pareille, dans une 
ville soumise au pillage depuis un mois, dans un pays où, depuis bientôt 3 mois, des    
centaines, des milliers de soldats allemands ont vécu aux dépens de ses habitants ? Sans 
parler des réquisitions importantes de farine, de grains, de bétail et de chevaux faites dans 
les régions les plus productives ? 

La Belgique sait d’ailleurs à quoi s’en tenir au sujet des promesses de l’Allemagne, 
alors même qu’elles sont écrites, et qu’elles prennent dans l’histoire le nom de « Traité »,           
désormais peut-être celui de « Chiffon de papier » !!... 

Quant à nous, Filles de Marie et de Joseph, toute notre confiance est plus que jamais 
dans la bonne Providence qui nous a gardées si miraculeusement à travers les dangers, et 
nourries si paternellement au milieu de notre désert. Nous n’usons, il est vrai que du strict 
nécessaire, pratiquant une rigoureuse économie et pauvreté, non pas que nous ayons 
jusqu’à présent de réelles privations à appréhender, mais le dénuement est si général     
autour de nous que notre plus grande consolation pendant ce triste hiver, sera de pouvoir 
partager largement avec les nécessiteux. Depuis le début des hostilités, la devise de nos 
bonnes Mères était : « Ne rien refuser ! ». Puissions-nous avoir le bonheur de l’appliquer 
jusqu’à la fin de cette terrible calamité !  

Notre chère maison mère avait fait bon accueil à 5.260 vaillants Défenseurs de la    
Patrie. Tous les habitants du hameau qui avaient cherché à Coloma un abri contre les 
bombes, avaient trouvé place dans nos caves et à notre table. Notre hospice de vieillards 
recevait de temps en temps un nouveau membre ; il manqua même de se transformer un 
jour en asile d’aliénés. Un soir, on nous  amena une vieille femme trouvée dans la ville 
abandonnée, et un vieillard aux allures un peu singulières. Il tapageait dans la maison, se 
plaignait d’un mal   intérieur contre lequel il existait, disait-il, un bon remède : « Une    
petite goutte ! ». Enfin, nous apprîmes que  « Jan » était un pensionnaire des frères      
Cellistes, qui n’avait pas accompagné ses gardiens dans leur fuite. 

Notre bonne R.M.G. ne reconnaissait-elle pas à ses Filles les qualités voulues pour ce 
genre d’œuvres, nous n’en savions rien, mais toujours est-il qu’à partir du moment où elle 
connut l’histoire de notre Jan, elle chercha le moyen de le faire transférer dans un autre             
établissement. Rien de ce genre n’était encore ouvert à Malines ; elle écrivit à la R.M.       
Lutgarde, qui prit des renseignements auprès de Mr Holvoet, procureur du Roi, et oncle 
d’une de nos religieuses. Celui-ci eut l’extrême complaisance de prendre les mesures    
nécessaires pour faire accepter notre déséquilibré dans un institut à Bruxelles, et 
d’envoyer son auto pour le prendre. Entretemps, notre Jan, s’étant échappé, était allé     
consulter un médecin qui l’ayant trouvé réellement malade, le fit entrer à l’hôpital.      
Conséquemment, nous l’y conduisîmes et quand Mr Holvoet se présenta pour l’amener à 
Bruxelles, notre « Jan tapageur », nous avait déjà quittées. 

Une autre destination de notre belle maison de Coloma pendant ces temps troublés ou 
plutôt bouleversés, c’est d’avoir servi d’étable à nos vaches.  Un jour, les soldats           
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allemands viennent demander de nous les acheter. Nous disons qu’elles ne nous            
appartiennent pas, et que nous désirons les rendre au propriétaire. Toute la journée, nous 
étions inquiètes à leur sujet, mais à 8 h. du soir, l’inquiétude se transforma en conviction 
que le lendemain, nos vaches auraient disparu. Que faire ? Il fut décidé que les 2 plus   
précieuses pourraient dormir au pensionnat, l’une dans le réduit sous l’escalier, l’autre, 
dos à dos avec la première, attachée à la porte, sous la cloche.  Tableau que cette           
installation !... doux repos agrémenté par un chant harmonieux ! Le lendemain, « Salve 
Regina », « Méditation » et « Messe » toujours avec musique. Maison parfumée à tous les 
étages ! Tableau final ; sérieux nettoyage à grande eau !... 

A partir de ce moment (c’était le jeudi 22 octobre), rien de particulier ici, si ce n’est 
que le nombre de visiteurs augmentait chaque jour. Parmi ceux-ci se trouvaient quelques 
réfugiés qui retournaient chez eux et qui demandaient l’hospitalité pour la nuit. Souvent 
ils avaient fait plusieurs journées de marche, avec de petits enfants qui tombaient de       
fatigue. Puis c’étaient des connaissances qui venaient nous faire visite ou encore quelques 
curieux qui demandaient à voir les effets du bombardement dans la maison et au jardin ; 
ils étaient heureux de pouvoir emporter un morceau de bombe, souvenir de guerre qui 
abonde chez nous. 

Vendredi 30, des experts vinrent faire le relevé de tous les dégâts. Espérons qu’ils         
pourront bientôt envoyer la note au Kaizer. 

Mercredi 4 novembre, nous eûmes une bonne et agréable visite de Mgr Mierts qui     
venait de rentrer à Malines. Pendant le 1er bombardement de la ville, il s’était retiré en     
Campine, et à l’approche de l’ennemi dans ces lieux, il s’était réfugié à Bar-le-Duc, petite 
localité enclavée dans le territoire hollandais. Après un voyage plein de péripéties, il était   
arrivé là, dans un vrai paradis terrestre où il n’y a que de braves gens et où les Allemands 
ne pouvaient pénétrer sans passer par le pays neutre. Quel pays de délices en temps de 
guerre ! 

Vendredi 6 eut lieu le 2e retour de Mr le Curé Moeremans. Cette fois, il revenait de        
l’Angleterre par la Hollande. Il était charmé de son séjour dans ce pays si hospitalier qui, 
dès le début de la guerre, avait ouvert si largement ses portes et son cœur à nos pauvres 
frères exilés. Mr le Curé nous fit un récit touchant de la générosité du peuple anglais, 
moins     éprouvé que le belge dans cette cause commune, et qui ne donnait pas seulement 
son or, mais aussi son admiration et sa profonde sympathie. Il avait exercé un ministère 
très consolant au milieu des 5.000 réfugiés de l’Alexandra Palace, et eut l’honneur 
d’accompagner notre cher Prince Léopold, lors de sa visite à ses compatriotes installés 
dans ces locaux. Mr le Curé n’attendait que l’ordre de Son Eminence pour y retourner 
mais cet ordre ne vint pas. 

Peu à peu, une partie de la population rentrait, surtout le petit peuple et la classe     
ouvrière, et le Cardinal désirait que les Pasteurs se retrouvassent sans retard au milieu du 
troupeau   confié à leurs soins. 

On cherchait aussi à réorganiser les écoles, et le samedi 7, notre chère R.M.G. nous           
annonça que la R. Mère et plusieurs religieuses du St Cœur de Marie ouvriraient leurs 
classes le 30 novembre au Boulevard des Arbalétriers, dans la maison occupée jusqu’à 
présent par les Dames de Ste Julienne, et précédemment, par les Pères Jésuites. Les Mères 
Ursulines de Wavre (dont le bel établissement avait d’abord été pillé, puis incendié)    
donneraient l’enseignement aux enfants pauvres dans le bâtiment de l’école primaire, la 
seule partie subsistante de notre maison du St Cœur de Marie. Nos chères Sœurs iraient 
faire une demi-journée de classe, et reviendraient quotidiennement au foyer de famille de 
Coloma. C’était un petit retour vers notre œuvre d’apostolat auprès de la jeunesse       
chrétienne. Notre chère maison de la Reine des Anges ouvrit aussi ses portes aux enfants 
de l’école primaire dont le nombre fut très incomplet . Elle restait, en attendant des jours 
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meilleurs, le refuge quotidien des nécessiteux. Déjà, au 21 novembre, 70 familles          
venaient y chercher journellement la soupe, chaque jour aussi, on venait demander des 
pommes de terre, du charbon, des vêtements, des couvertures, etc… Puisse la protection 
de nos bons Patrons, Marie et Joseph, multiplier les dons dans nos mains, et nous        
permettre de ne renvoyer aucune misère sans un peu de soulagement, en attendant ce don 
plus grand que le Ciel ne peut manquer d’accorder à tant de supplications : « le don 
suave de la délivrance, de la victoire et d’une heureuse Paix ! »  

 
 

Coloma during the war of 1914! – From the Archives  

J.M.J.   
1914 A memorable year indeed which will be inscribed in gold in the history of our            

beloved Belgium.  It was also a year of darkness, etched in blood and tears, in the hearts 
of mothers, women and children.  History will tell of how: faced with the proposition of 
the cowardly betrayal of his honour and duty, our noble King conducted himself proudly 
and uprightly; how the government gave him swift and speedy support.  It will relate how 
our   Sovereign said in his address to the nation that, "Eight million times 'NO' was      
pronounced as if by one voice; that the whole of the Belgian Nation shuddered and sprang 
to mount an heroic resistance at the border against the invader.  History will say that, 
conqueror or conquered, Belgium emerged with honour from this struggle because she 
fought on the side of honour and right.  Perhaps, history will also say that, in this unequal 
fight, 'little' Belgium rediscovered all the bravery and heroism so characteristic of her an-
cestors.  But what history does not recount is the manner in which our revered Institute, in 
the 'House of the Angels', received this sombre and alarming news.  For sure, none of us 
realised the profound well of true and pure patriotism which dwelt peacefully in the 
depths of our hearts.  All of us had sacrifices to make: of brothers, of those close to us 
who would find themselves in imminent danger; but each kept quiet about her personal 
concerns in order not to arouse those of her sisters.  Proud of the noble conduct of their 
Sovereign, driven by the heroic valour of their brave defenders, calm, courageous and   
resigned, the daughters of Mary and Joseph grouped themselves tightly about their Moth-
ers and formed themselves into a holy battalion fighting for God, for their homeland and 
for Love. 

From the beginning of hostilities, throughout our dear Institute, there was a veritable     
campaign of prayer and penance. From all the houses, our dear Reverend Mother General         
received letters requesting approval of the pious exercises that the nuns wanted to do; of 
the mortifications that they wanted to impose on themselves. All were protesting their   
desire to make themselves useful, to suffer and draw down on themselves, by their       
edifying conduct, the mercy and blessing of God on their dear, threatened Homeland.  

 The Reverend Mothers of England assured us of the warm welcome which awaited 
us, if the sad events should prove harmful to our houses in Belgium. It was the closest 
union in the common danger! The Reverend Mother General soon responded to the      
requests that she had foreseen and also planned for in our own dear House.  On 15       
August, she sent all the houses a letter indicating the particular exercises she authorised 
us to practise in order to placate Heaven. 

In each House preparations were made to receive and relieve the wounded.          
Providence had arranged in previous years that several religious, from different houses, 
had followed Red Cross and nursing courses. The various places were therefore ready for 
action.   At Coloma from August 4, two days after mobilisation of the troops, the Primary 
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School classrooms were occupied, not by the wounded but by the soldiers, whose hunger 
and hopes of good accommodation had led them here.  What could we do?  A depot had 
been established in Malines, the town was crowded with soldiers that the Government, 
with this unexpected surge, could neither accommodate, nor feed. The first day, two of 
them arrived here; they were given a hearty supper and assigned a bed in the primary 
school building, after having given them the necessary means to write to their families. 
(One of these brave men had answered the call without going to see his wife and three 
children first and could scarcely hide his tears.) One of our workers spent the night with 
them and brought them all the next day to the Chapel to hear Holy Mass. They were the 
first to whom we offered the bread of charity, but they were not the last.  Every day the 
numbers increased.  Many volunteers received training in Malines and several times a 
day, numerous groups arrived at our house for a meal.  

On 21 August, the figure escalated to 2,114.  How could we describe the devotion of 
our good Madam Eugénie, the bursar and the person among all the sisters during this   
period of additional work whose nights were often disturbed. It was a time of self-denial, 
of self-forgetfulness, several times the soup was put on the table, when it was announced 
that the number of soldiers had again increased. The R.M.G. asked if anyone wanted 
some soup. On a unanimous 'No' being pronounced, the soup was sent to the improvised 
barracks. Not all was sacrifice, nevertheless, alongside such troubling scenes, one was 
often very moved. 

One evening, two young men expressed their wish to go to confession; it was late; 
the curate was called and he received them in one of the classrooms in the old pavilion; 
the next day at 4'o'clock the good priest sought them out in order to give them Holy 
Communion in the Church.  At 5 o'clock our brave volunteers were at the barracks. 

In the town, processions were organised; at Our Lady of Hanswyck, when the statue 
of the Virgin Mary left the church, the soldiers lifted her on to their shoulders and amid 
general emotion carried her triumphantly through the city streets. Similar scenes occurred 
at the cathedral where they undertook a penitential procession.  The relic of St Rombaut 
was carried solemnly in procession, preceded by representatives from different parishes, 
followed by the choir of Canons escorting the Blessed Sacrament. A recollected and    
suppliant crowd implored the protection of both God and Mary for the town of our   
Archbishop.  At the parish of Coloma, several days of processions took place with the 
statue of St Joseph preceded by the flags of Belgium, England and France.  Our worthy 
volunteers, after a rough day of exercises carried out abbreviated ablutions.  Then in an 
orderly fashion and on command went to meet the procession.  They seized hold of the 
statue and joined in the devotions. One evening, the parish priest halted the procession at 
the steps; he addressed the crowd in religious and patriotic terms that moved his audience 
and then intoned a vigorous brabanconne. How we must honour those brave souls who 
offered themselves so generously to defend the Motherland.  They asked for and accepted 
the scapulars and medals of the Sacred Heart and of the Holy Virgin more avidly than  
ordinary bread.  God only knows how often ravenous hunger weighed upon them and 
with what respect they behaved at table. Our dear Reverend M.G, seeing a university   
student take his meal without distraction, said in passing: "I would like to pray that way". 

It was a mix of people of all sorts of conditions, and opinions: waiters helping both to 
serve and wash the dishes; coachmen, teachers, students, priests and religious; Catholics 
and socialists; all were driven by the most fervent patriotism, all were deeply grateful for 
the generous hospitality that we gave them. 

On the 18th August, while we were at our 9 o'clock meeting, Sister Portress           
announced that several hundred men had gathered in front of the house; they were         
exhausted and famished; they were from the column of ambulances from the division that 
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had supported the heroic resistance at Liège.  At least momentarily set free, these brave 
souls had returned towards Anvers in lengthy stages, despite their fatigue and the pain 
from their bruised feet. 

Everyone set about making bread and butter plus a little meat and cheese and serving     
coffee; when all supplies had run out and the last men arrived, all we had to give was 
warm bread straight from the baker's oven.  One religious expressed her regret at not    
being able to do better, a brave Walloon, who probably only knew the Canonesses as the 
cartoon characters (les Nonnettes) replied: "That's fine, Sister, when it is given with such 
a kind heart and a smiling face, it provides great pleasure." 

Another splendid gentleman summoned a Sister and inquired the name of our order.  
He added, "You have done a very good job by receiving us in such a pleasant fashion. 
There are people here of all persuasions to whom it will do much good to see Religious 
Sisters as they really are. “A third, appreciating our devotion, said, "I have several   
daughters, would that they might all become Religious." After having been made        
comfortable, washed, and after the good Sister Suzanne in her capacity as a nurse had 
tended to a great number of wounded feet, the 386 stretcher bearers made themselves 
scarce in order to make way for others.  These were the unfortunate ones who had         
endured several hours of the attack on Tirlemont.  There were about thirty of them,    
leaderless, battered, filthy and almost poisoned by the gunpowder.  They had kept vigil, 
throughout the afternoon.  Hidden in their trenches, they had waited, without flinching, 
for an enemy, many times more numerous than themselves.   A plane had flown overhead 
and moments later an attack was launched on their position from various directions,    
masterminded from an overlooking hill.  Nevertheless, they fought for a long time, many 
fell and, in the end, crushed by the weight of numbers, they dispersed, fleeing from the 
enemy fire for more than an hour.  It was heart-rending, their eyes blazing though        
haggard; their bearing had something indefinable, retaining a manly energy despite being 
physically spent.  One of them had his mess tin pierced right through from side to side by 
a bullet; another had a button partly torn off; a third, had his clothing covered in blood.  
He had led a wounded comrade out of enemy reach; all had escaped death as if by a mira-
cle. When one of us asked which Angel had watched over them in such a special way, a 
young man answered "St Benedict maybe, I have his medal".  Then, recollecting himself, 
he clutched the scapular on his chest on which was firmly sewn a crucifix and added, ":         
"Because of this.  See, hold it Sister! There is no way to pull it off."  May God bless them 
and sustain their trust in him! 

 The same night, another group of two hundred presented themselves for food and      
shelter. They thought they were the only survivors of a thousand infantry surprised by an     
enemy artillery brigade. What could these men with their short-range guns achieve 
against a hail of shells? They retreated as rapidly as possible, with their ranks miserably 
decimated. They arrived dismayed and silent. At every step, their knees buckled. And to 
have to say they must be sent back without help, that we had no more bread for so great a 
crowd. It was the first time that help had been refused. Their leader accepted it, saying: 
"If there is nothing available, then there is no way."  And all withdrew without saying a 
word. That evening was the darker for us and more disturbing. However, some who      
followed the group from further away received the little bread that was left to us. We 
passed the dish round, but not all were served. A brave lad tore his slice of bread in two 
and gave the larger piece to his neighbour, saying, " There, my friend you are indeed 
hungry." Another gave 20 cents to one of the Sisters begging her to put this small          
donation in a collection box. He had, he said, promised to give it before going into the 
firing line but had not had the opportunity. The good Lord, he added, had kept him safe in 
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a special way; everyone fell all around him and he did not understand how he had        
escaped.  

Thursday, 20th, all were recalled to the barracks. The order came as some were    
having their meal here; they did not even finish it.  It was over, at least momentarily, for 
us to dedicate ourselves to this sphere of activity; but, we will not easily forget the lessons 
of courage, generosity, self-sacrifice and recognition that these brave souls exemplified 
for us as they passed through here.  After they left, we received the thanks of many.  

From that moment on, our main preoccupation was above all the presence of the     
enemy in the neighbourhood of Malines. The German troops camped in the villages of 
Perck, Elewyt and Hofstade. Their panic-stricken inhabitants, left their houses and taking 
in their haste only their most precious items, fled towards the town.  It was a sad          
procession of people (including some religious), of carts, wheelbarrows, dogs... Anxiety 
had overtaken the town, where many families had left for the coast. Despite all the false 
alerts, Coloma remained relatively calm, under the protection of the Queen of the angels. 
We remained steadfast with an unshakeable trust that "What God watches over is well 
taken care of." 

 24 August.  This pious maxim was to receive a touching confirmation from the good 
Master. The act of faith was scarcely written on the paper when we heard at the front of 
the house a terrifying fusillade. It was during the holiday visit which took place before 
dinner. Some of them rushed to our dear R.M.G’s room.  She had been a little unwell for 
a few days. Others went to reassure our dear Sister Beatrix, whose age and weakness    
required special attention. A few minutes later, we were summoned to take care of three 
German wounded, who had dragged themselves from the bridge to the door. What a sad 
spectacle, what fear among these unfortunates! At such a sight any feeling of aversion 
immediately turns to pity, even sympathy. We welcomed them, we cared for them; One 
had a broken foot, the other a sprain and a bullet had grazed his shoulder; the third had 
been much more badly hit.   

One of the other two was Polish, as soon as he had dragged himself to the            
marchioness, he drew from his pocket a miraculous medal of the Blessed Virgin, and 
pressed it into his hands; We consoled him with the prospect of being well cared for and 
treated well until the end of the war. All three were labouring under the most dreadful 
fear.  Was it an indication of the ill-treatment promised to the German soldiers when they 
fall into the hands of the Belgians, or was it proof of the atrocities committed against our 
wounded prisoners? That is not for us to decide here. Many revolting stories are            
undoubtedly invented by overexcited   imaginations. Would to God they were all false.   

What is certain is that a quarter of an hour after the event, one of our four little      
soldiers, who had scattered the patrol of the twelve Uhlans1, presented himself to the 
wounded, saying: "Give me your hand, comrade, you have done your duty, I have done 
mine; After that, be not afraid, you will be well cared for, the Belgians are good people! 
Then, after making an effort to restrain his anger, he added: "They (the Germans) do not 
do so, they took my two best friends prisoner and shot them. After which he abruptly 
withdrew. Soon a Red Cross car came to fetch the wounded and they were led away,   
suitably escorted.   Already. At this outpost, throughout this small struggle, we have     
experienced the special protection of a beneficent Providence, which would watch over us 
with such fatherly care during the sad days which were to follow. 

Six bullets had penetrated the windows without striking anyone. One of them, in the 
kitchen, brushed the sister cook, crossed a door, the outside wall and stopped against the           
opposite wall of the refectory. 

                                                 
1 translator's note: a type of light cavalry unit with a distinctive 4-cornered hat. 
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Tuesday 25.  A day of horror and anxiety!  We were awakened by the sound of an        
intense and rapid fusillade from the direction of Hofstade, soon followed by an              
uninterrupted cannonade directed towards the town of Mechelen. We were in the chapel, 
we stayed there, praying as one prays under the pressure of grave danger.  All the shells 
whistled above our heads, one of the first went right through the tower of St Rombaut 
from one side to the other and severely damaged the neighboring houses plus one of the 
most beautiful stained-glass windows in the church; Another fell on the station, a few 
people in town were wounded. As soon as the chaplain arrived at the chapel, he            
announced that he would say mass immediately. We had scarcely received communion 
when they came to fetch us for the first of the   wounded, brought from Hofstade, where a 
serious struggle had broken out between Belgians and Germans. Our ambulance was the 
first emergency station and during the whole day until midnight, two doctors, sometimes 
three, gave assistance, with the help of our nuns, to a considerable number of wounded 
whom the paramedics of the region brought in by stretcher, car, wheelbarrow or being 
supported. How many did we have? Nobody could say exactly. We estimate that during 
the two days of carnage that followed, the number was more than 300. In any case, we 
have witnessed the saddest, most moving, and sometimes the most noble spectacle one 
could imagine. Our poor brothers! How they were battered. These devices of war, the    
so-called products of civilization, are much more an invention of the most shameful     
barbarism.  We had to look at the horrible wounds produced by the bursts of   shrapnel, 
the limbs, the bodies torn right through by murderous bullets, in order to formulate even a 
vague idea of the horrors of war. Despite their cruel wounds, our brave fighters were calm 
and    courageous. They endured the most painful dressings without saying a word. When 
one or other asked a question to inquire about the gravity of his condition, he added      
almost immediately: "When will I be able to return to battle?" A badly wounded       
commander was writhing on his bed of pain, someone asked him, "It is very painful, 
Commander?" "And he replied:" It is so appalling to be struck down thus at the beginning 
of the war. What has become of my men? A lieutenant came in with a bruised wrist. We 
wanted to treat him right away. But he said in a decisive voice: "Forgive me, Doctor, for 
the moment I want first to see my men. He walked through the three rooms, stopped at 
each one’s bed, gave them an encouraging word, and then returned for the sole purpose of 
receiving the doctor's attention before setting off again for the battlefield.  The faith of 
these heroes equaled their energy: many asked for help from the priest before that of the 
doctor. Several were administered here. A young man from Minderhout, near the Dutch 
frontier, afflicted with internal haemorrhages, died after a several hours of expressing   
truly Christian sentiments.  Another of Wichelen near Dendermonde, who probably 
would not survive his illness, and who was the only son of a 72-year-old widow, repeated 
from time to time: "Ach myn moeder, myn moeder! Then, overwhelmed by grief, he 
asked the good God to come and fetch him, that he would be near his father, and added at 
once: "What will my mother do without me? She will have to beg for her bread! We 
asked his name, he said, adding: "Do not write to my mother that I am wounded, she 
would die." 

In the evening, one of the doctors had the idea of returning to the abandoned           
battlefield, several stretcher-bearers accompanied him. They explored a little wood and to 
their joy discovered an unfortunate creature who had dragged himself up there; they 
brought him in on a wheelbarrow; His wounds were serious, but his nervous agitation 
even more so. The terrible prospect of being abandoned there, near the encampment of 
the enemy had put him in this state. All those who arrived in the evening were less calm 
than those of the morning. Two of them were mentally deranged. One was seeing       
Germans everywhere, the other on the contrary, wanted to go to them, to meet them, to 
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measure himself against them. A physician of the town, who had devoted himself        
generously throughout the day, left us in the evening, went to the clinic, where he helped 
all night to carry out operations.  He told us the next day that on his return home he had 
wept like a child. He had, nevertheless, shown himself a courageous man; nor was he   
unaware of the dangers we were running here. 

On several occasions he had, like other doctors besides, insisted that we display the 
flag of the Red Cross.  Unfortunately, it had been sent to the town to be stamped and had 
not been returned to us.  We hastily made new ones which did not, however, give much 
reassurance considering the proximity of the battlefield.  So, the doctors did not cease to 
repeat: "The wounded must be carried away as quickly as possible.  As for us, in spite of 
the danger, we must remain at our posts."  This movement of all the wounded took place 
throughout the entire army, which, since the preceding night, had made its way down the 
causeway of Tervueren towards Hofstade.  From the afternoon, the movement became 
twofold: some went back while others continued to descend. The King himself, around 4 
p.m., had made his way along the road by car. On the way back, he stopped near the 
bridge, talked to the soldiers and left them in the midst of the general enthusiasm saying: 
"Courage, my brave lads, if necessary, I will take up arms beside you.   In fact, our      
sovereign did not spare himself.  The next day, one of the first wounded brought to us   
entered, exclaiming: "   He is a real man, our King!  Since half past one, he has been 
in the line of fire!   His car did not return until ten-thirty". 

On the night of Tuesday to Wednesday, the majority of the nuns got no rest at all.  
After midnight, when most of the wounded had been removed, four doctors and a military 
chaplain arrived to request hospitality; two others who came but left later, inquired as to 
the number of injured that we cared for and added: "   You have done a good job today, 
our general has   taken note. "Our guests had supper, took two hours of rest, breakfasted 
after 2.30a.m. and set out again for the battlefield. 

Early in the morning, the Chaplain celebrated Holy Mass, we were able to receive          
communion, and as before, immediately resumed our role as nurses of our cherished    
wounded. They brought us less, however, as all those who could withstand the journey 
were directed immediately to the city and to Antwerp. The authorities no doubt sensed the         
possibility of the retreat of our troops, for early in the morning two more bridges were 
built in front of our house. Around 11 a.m. came a bombardment more terrible even than 
the day before! After dinner, we received more of those injured and while we were with 
them, out of the blue, came the hasty retreat of our troops.  Many people had already left 
the hamlet; many had slept here, in the corridor of the kitchen and in the small kitchen. 
All the others were now rushing towards Coloma.  Almost immediately, the newly      
constructed bridges were bombarded.  Most of the windows of the facade of our building 
fell out.  Everyone made a dash for the vaulted cellars; and there, all the unfortunate     
refugees joined with us imploring the protection of Heaven! Our fervour undoubtedly   
resembled that with which the first   Christians prayed in the catacombs. Our confidence, 
the confidence of the professed Sisters especially, exerted an all-powerful effect on the 
heart of our good Master. The troops continued to ascend more gently now; we took     
advantage of this moment of calm to go and attend to our wounded whom we had been 
forced to abandon for a moment, assuring them that if the Germans came, they would not 
hurt them, since they were wounded. They were nevertheless clearly concerned; and 
when we were able to carry them away, they demonstrated superhuman strength to assist 
in their escape. 

At the time of this precipitous departure, it was suggested we make use of a          
ramshackle cart with only a single stretcher which was hauled by men severely winded 
but on which lay the badly wounded.  One of them was dying, all were urgently in need 
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of help and yet the soldiers shouted: “Go further into the town!   Having hastily been   
given something to drink, these unfortunate souls pursued their painful journey with the 
victims.  Meanwhile, the soldiers shouted at us: "Flee, sisters, you have the Prussians at 
your back." 

In the evening the second bridge was bombarded but this time we were prepared.  
Many other windows fell out, in all, 286.  The main bridge was opened but was also 
mined.  Its destruction, if it had occurred, would have been far worse for us.  It was under 
this apprehension, plus fear of the possible arrival of the Germans, whose scouts were 
gathering all the time at the front of the bridge, that we set about going to bed. To cap it 
all, on reaching the dormitory, we perceived flashes of fire from four different               
directions, all occupied by Germans.  Most of us took up residence in the cellar; almost 
no one with the exception of our two Reverend Mothers, whose confidence was in all 
probability stretched to the limit, got undressed. This state of affairs endured well into the 
night. It was a picture certainly, scarcely poetic but in some sense picturesque, with its 
mixture of nuns, women, men and children.  The scenes were so original that, despite the 
pain and the fear, laughter was not entirely absent. 

The next morning, Thursday 27th, everything was relatively quiet.  Our brave                    
parishioners and ourselves attended the Holy Mass in thanksgiving for the protection with 
which God had favoured us because, despite all the possible dangers which threatened, 
none had actually touched us. Therefore, I say, that the good Lord showed such concern 
for us as to force us to say: "You are not only, Lord, a good Father, but you are also a 
tender Mother.” The following event is proof: the milkman was here with his family; they 
had not dared go home to look after their cows and milk them; there was not a drop in the 
house and then, behold, a frightened cow, ambled in to walk around in our 'pastures'.  
Gratefully, we tied it up and milked it.  It produced 8 litres of excellent quality milk.  The 
rest of the day alternated with periods of calm and fear caused by repeated bombings of 
the town of Mechelen.   

In the afternoon, during a moment of respite, we had Benediction of the Blessed               
Sacrament, after which, the Chaplain Van Cutsem, who had shown an unparalleled       
devotion for us and who had employed every means to calm the situation went to the 
town in order to reassure our good RMG about our sisters in the Rue St Jean.  We had not 
heard from them for several days.  When he arrived at the 'Bailles de Fer'2, the shells    
began to rain down on the town.  He made a speedy return, escaping via an alternative 
route and arrived safe and sound. 

The night, like the previous one, was calm, but as our good RMG left to each the 
choice of where to bed for the night, many still remained below ground in the cellars. 

Friday 28, we still had the good fortune to have the Holy Mass and receive the 
'Bread of the Strong'.  The Holy Sacrifice was offered this time so that you dear Lord 
would not permit the Great Bridge to be blown up, an event which would cause us im-
mense anxiety. Already our dinner was disrupted by a new bombardment; in the morning 
there was a little calm, which we took advantage of to have a good meeting in the pupils' 
refectory. The chaplain constantly surprised us, either by giving us news, or boosting our 
confidence.  

That day, he suggested that we go and see from the tower the damage done to the 
town; a few of us were carrying telescopes.  We were only there a few minutes when the 
guns started up again.  Shells whistled over our heads.  With one bound we leapt down 
into the arms of our mothers and sisters, who were oblivious of the danger they were in 
let alone the greater one to which we were exposed.  From then on, ascents of the tower 

                                                 
2Translator's note: a long market square, named after the wrought iron balustrades that protected the 16th C. ca-

nal. 
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were forbidden. The whole afternoon was calm; the chaplain took advantage of this to 
hear the confessions of those sisters who wished (faced with the impossibility of asking 
permission, he was confident of being allowed to assume this jurisdiction). He also heard 
the confessions of the parishioners and the little ones who were staying with us. 

At 3.30 p.m. just as we were going to the chapel for Benediction of the Blessed           
Sacrament, a sister came to inform the RMG. that a fugitive had just announced that the 
next day the whole town would be set ablaze.  A new panic!  The first and the only   
(hopefully), which made us lose one of our religious exercises. The noise spread like 
wildfire. The courage of some was inspiring; if our good Mothers had not been so strong 
in their faith and confidence, two or three of our nuns would have sought to leave the 
house to seek shelter elsewhere.  It was then that one of us, knowing that the sister in 
charge of dusting the chapel was deeply affected, offered to replace her.  She received the 
tragic reply:   "No, thank you, tomorrow will be the day of great bloodshed.” 

That day, Saturday the 29th, dawned.  We were reunited at the Holy Table, in a 
general communion, men, women, old men and children.  After this, the chaplain left for 
the town without saying a word. Shortly after, during our meeting, the door opened, and 
our dear sisters of Rue de St Jean came in. Then indeed emotion engulfed all our hearts. 
 The chaplain had found them sheltering in their cellars, in the abandoned town. Their 
house had been hit in several places. They had not had Mass or Communion for two 
days. Without waiting for the decisions of our RMG, he divined her wishes and told them 
to come quickly with us, carrying all they could in the way of food, as there were many 
mouths to feed in the Mother House.  All the suppliers had departed and provisions had 
been devoured during the month just in meeting all the daily needs without thought of the 
future. The Religious arrived in small groups, agitated, worn out from the night vigils and 
anxieties. The Chaplain arrived, one of the last, bringing the Blessed Sacrament. When he 
reached the community room where he found us all together, he too was moved; most 
probably by the thought of the dangers that had been run by our dear sisters, moved too 
by the notion of the relief that must have been felt by our dear Reverend Mothers as they 
saw their daughters reunited around them. We were affected by the true and                   
solid devotion of this good priest, a devotion which showed itself in all ways. Our worthy 
and dear Chaplain was truly prodigal in his devotion during these days of distress. We all 
retain the most poignant memory of this time. In this enlarged family circle, the day 
passed without any major event, but as if God wished our main suffering during this     
period of universal atonement to be fear, the evening necessitated alarming news. A    
messenger came from the town to inform us that, though the mayor would not oblige   
anyone to leave, it was public knowledge that the bombing of Mechelen would continue 
for two consecutive days.  

Despite this concern, we all went to the dormitory to sleep. ; one gets used to bad 
news such as bombs, especially when one has  experienced, for several days, the strength 
which only the good Lord offers.  

To give us the opportunity to fight this new danger by a fresh act of charity, the     
Divine Master sent us in the evening two old women who clung in terror to the main 
door. Our Mothers welcomed them as striking examples. Here are their stories: one was 
from Elewyt; she had been held prisoner by the Germans for four days in the church, with 
many others; they had nothing to eat or drink; the men were taken out to work, and at the 
slightest movement that inspired distrust, they were blacklisted and designated to be 
shot. That was how it was, said the woman.  

After 4 days in prison, the women and children had been taken by soldiers to the 
bridge of Hofstade and released but obliged to take the path to Mechelen.  They made it 
as far as Wavre St Augustine; from there, the woman returned on Saturday hoping to find 
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her cow which had not had anything to eat for 5 days. Arriving at the Church of Coloma, 
the Belgian soldiers had prevented her from going further but only in order to ask what 
they should do for the unfortunate creature with only one arm who was lying there on the 
ground.  It was the sister of fugitive!  Both were fed and slept in the cellar; the next day, 
one of them left early; the unhappy invalid remained among us; and increased the number 
of guests. 

 We were at the end of the week allocated for our Retreat. Never had we had one 
like it; never had we had such eloquent sermons. The Good Lord spoke through the voice 
of the gun. We touched death so closely in those poor victims of war.  We were ourselves              
frequently in imminent danger; we prayed, we suffered with and for God; we walked        
constantly under the gaze of the Master, whose justice purifies and whose goodness     
upholds one. We may have the sweet confidence that we will survive this week's trials 
more attached to God and our dear vocation. As for those who on this day of 29 August 
were due to make their sacrifice to their divine Spouse3, there is no doubt that the         
suffering so courageously endured constitutes the best holocaust, until the good Lord 
wills the acceptance of their religious consecration. 

Sunday 30.  As on the day before there was general communion at the prescribed 
Mass.  A touching detail, all the little ones were there, a little disturbing, perhaps, but 
honouring the Good Master in their own fashion. At Communion, the father held the child 
while the mother approached the Holy Table and on return, the father handed her the 
child so as to receive communion in his turn.  It was in the course of that Sunday morning 
that the brave fathers of the families decided to leave us in order to find a more secure 
shelter in areas not visited by the enemy. Their presence here, if the Germans invaded our 
home, would certainly not have been good for us, and it would have been extremely     
disastrous for themselves. That day, there was no cannonade: only some shots exchanged 
between the German scouts and the guards at the bridge.  

In the course of the afternoon, the curate who had left the parish on 26th, returned to           
recount all his adventures in highly graphic language. At the time of the general exodus, 
he had been in his room upstairs. By the time he came down, the parish priest and his 
servant had left; he rushed round to the Chaplain who told him he was staying.  From 
there he came to Coloma, where it was made clear to him that he would be much better 
off at the home of the Chaplain.  After which, the soldiers told him that the bridge was 
going to be blown up and he must leave in a hurry.  He went down to the station 
where there was a crowd of fugitives, together with a great number of wounded.  He went 
as far as Duffel, and from there on to Turnhout. In his native village, he told the priest the 
ominous details of what he had witnessed during the past two days. The good priest 
moved by this story gathered his parishioners, as he did every day, to pray. While seated, 
he recounted to them the tragic events and instead of one rosary, these good people        
recited six consecutive rosaries to be spared such abominations.  

The curate then went to Antwerp to the house of the brother of the curate, Fr         
Moeremans.  He was introduced only to hear that in the neighbouring location they were    
arguing and were suspicious of him.  Finally a small gentleman, wearing a jacket came up 
to him:  it was his parish priest who at the time of danger, went to Wavre-Notre-Dame 
with his sister and where he had been transformed into a civilian; it was from there that he 
had gone to Antwerp. The Parish Priest had left the Parish a quarter of an hour before his 
curate; he returned a few days after him.   

Monday 31, we had the pleasure of attending three Masses.  RMG. asked that they 
be said for the protection of the house of the Queen of Angels from any incident. Our 

                                                 
3 translator's note: probable meaning is the making of their religious profession (possibly final vows) 
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good Mother was visibly inspired; not an hour after the last Mass, our enraged enemies 
set about no longer the bombardment of the town, but of the hamlet, aiming especially for 
the gas plant located a few minutes from here; it is there that our gunners were             
stationed. This attack lasted two hours, during which the shells were bursting all around 
us. The house shook, the remaining windows were vibrating, our hearts were thudding 
and our cellars resounded to our repeated supplications. Thus it was that when a little girl, 
a daily communicant with us, was asked to pray to the Holy Virgin, she replied in the 
most naive way: "I've already done that, and she said nothing will happen to Coloma!".  
Indeed, shrapnel was found in the courtyard, close to the house, in the Chaplain's garden, 
on a street that leads to the main road and four houses were damaged. Neither                
Coloma, nor the new nor the old churches nor the homes of the Chaplain or the parish 
Priest were touched. The latter, who had gone to the city, promising to bring us meat, 
never reappeared. The curate on the contrary, never deserted camp.  As a reward, God 
sent him as he had sent us a few days earlier “a cow”! ... Which is not to be sniffed at in 
these times of threatened famine. Later in the afternoon, our soldiers came to put machine 
guns at the gates, in abandoned houses, everywhere in fact! Once again in our vicinity!  
We had always feared an invasion from that side!  Our good RMG resolved to erect an 
insurmountable barrier by arranging Holy Mass the next day for the good Lord to save us 
from the scourge of Germans who disturbed our peace. 

Tuesday 1 September.  After our two Masses, we had indeed a very peaceful day.       
 Sporadic gunfire in the morning but only mildly disturbing.   We were hoping for our 
nine days of fear to come to an end. Alas it was not to be! On Tuesday evening, one of 
our brilliant officers came to say: "Don't be scared if you see soldiers on your property, 
they are my men.  We need to install a telephone in the tower of the church of St           
Joseph. " . This new development impressed us. We realised that if the enemy spotted the 
presence of this observation post, their artillery would make it the focus of their fire.  

The Chaplain, who until now had always encouraged us, observed to those who               
communicated this new detail to him “Indeed, but it is not possible!  Now we cannot stay 
any longer"! Suddenly he took the RMG. on one side.  He expressed all his fears without 
mincing matters: the dangers to which we and he were all exposed.  He declared it was 
absolutely impossible to continue to live thus in the centre of a military operation,         
isolated, as it were, from the rest of humanity. He said many other things, including those 
matters our dear RMG kept secret.  If our good Mother had yielded, at that time, to the 
fear that sought to invade her soul, she would have awakened her religious to try to flee 
again that night. She said nothing to anyone except a few words to the                          
Reverend Sister Anne Marie, General Treasurer, and went to bed She told us the next day 
that the night was the scariest she had ever passed.  

Wednesday, September 2, before we rose, the Chaplain was already in the       
courtyard, and the Sister Treasurer in her office.  Immediately after the Morning Prayer, 
we attended two consecutive Masses followed immediately by lunch.  

We began that day a novena of Masses for the war dead. Our dear Reverend Mothers 
were visibly concerned. Everyone was worried and silent. At the end of lunch, the    
Council members retired and had a long discussion with the Chaplain who, probably     
under the influence of grace and of the Holy Mass he had just celebrated, had become 
quite confident.  Our dear Reverend Mother General intended that as many as possible of 
her religious should flee to Mouscron and England.  She would remain to look after the 
elderly who were unable to travel.  What a perspective! No Mass, no Eucharist! The good 
God how could he accept such a sacrifice?  Could he make us abandon our Mother, 
through whom we had received such an abundance of grace and strength! Without    
knowing how cruel an ordeal threatened, we had the feeling it would be grim. 
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Fortunately, the Chaplain had said in the morning that he was determined to 
stay. Our dear Reverend Mother Emilienne and the council members protested against the 
proposals of our good RMG. 

It was decided that we would stay all together in Coloma. Besides, flight at that time 
was an impossibility, all traffic in the area was prohibited.  When our dear RMG arrived 
at the 9 o'clock meeting she told us that we needed more than ever, to surrender ourselves 
to Divine Providence. We had no certainty of bad news, but our situation was very      
worrying; she also told us that the Blessed Sacrament would be taken to the cellar. Our 
catacombs were complete! ... The God on whom we called so ardently and under the    
various names of “God Almighty," “God of strength," “God of peace” became more than 
ever the “God with us”! 

All those who know a little of the cellars at Coloma can easily imagine under the 
stairs in front of the refectory of the nuns, a dark corner. This is where, on a small table, 
was placed the golden tabernacle from the oratory of St. John Berchmans. We were    
permitted, to go in groups of three, for a half hour's adoration. 

How sweet that time of intimate dialogue with the Divine Master. We expressed to 
him our fears and desires, no doubt, but much more the outpouring of our tender       
recognition of the fatherly solicitude with which he watched over his children. The      
reduced circumstances were very poor in which to establish the residence of the King of 
kings, but our hearts were burning with love.  O that in this new Bethlehem, the Divine 
Host would direct on us on his welcoming regard, as he did on the shepherds in the stable, 
with the angels singing their glorious song. That evening at 8 pm. the Blessed Sacrament 
was taken back to the chapel; it had been lit only by a few candles for the last few days as 
we were without gas, and mostly no electricity.  After an impressive Tantum Ergo, in the 
silence and obscurity of the night, we received the Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament 
before going to bed.   

 Did the good Lord expect from the Chaplain and our beloved Reverend Mothers 
such a supreme act of abandonment into his divine hands before sending us a period of 
calm?  We have to believe it as that day and the following were very good, sprinkled with 
minor events that made us feel that we were not God's servants, but his friends.  

No doubt one is tempted to ask how we could possibly feed such a large community       
comprising those of Rue St Jean and all fugitives that we had taken in.  In fact, we never 
had such a variety of food; one day there were two kinds of fish and four kinds of meat, in 
this way the words of the Gospel were fulfilled to the letter: The heavenly Father who 
feeds the birds of the air would not allow his children to go without bread. We were      
subjected to a series of small miracles some material may be, but still very real. 

At times when the traffic was possible, people returned to their homes to bring back 
to us all their store of provisions; they searched the homes of absentee neighbours for   
anything perishable.  The Chaplain proved plenty skillful enough for such expeditions; he 
found yeast to bake bread.  He entered the shop of one of our workers via a ladder and 
procured sugar for us ... He met people looking for potatoes in the fields and              
commandeered some for us. He discovered some rabbits in an abandoned house who been 
left to die of hunger and brought them to us. 

Our sisters of Rue de St Jean returned occasionally to gather up the freshest 
food. The journey through the city became an abundant mine of resources. Some shops 
had reopened so our sisters were able to purchase items. Others remained abandoned but 
their window display of perishable food was made available by the town officials. There, 
if you please, you could buy for nothing! 

The first Friday of September our good Sisters arrived, laden like mules. They even 
had the good fortune to order half a pig for us that was delivered that evening. We put it 
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by as insurance for the next day; we also did not need to worry because even dogs 
brought us food!  

The baker and his dog had been here during the early days. Taken unawares by a              
bombardment while he was in town, the baker failed to return. Some days later, we      
released the dog, hoping he would go and join his master and that we would be exempt 
from feeding it. The good beast left but returned a few minutes later with a hen that she 
had killed in the neighbourhood. From that moment, we kept the dog, reserving its       
services for extreme situations.  

On Saturday, our dear Sisters of Rue St Jean even went to the market (which was 
nothing like the regular market). They had the most extraordinary series of adventures 
that would have amused us a lot of times had not been so distressing. 

Thus we finished this new week in relative peace, calling with the most ardent       
fervour of our souls, for peace for the entire world that is so precious and yet so           
universally troubled; a peace which only God can bring to the Earth! 

September 5th. Alas! The happy moment of being fully relaxed was again put on 
hold. The Good Master, without any doubt, took pleasure in our filial abandonment that 
we so obviously laid in his divine hands and on his paternal heart and he seemed to enjoy 
leaving the dangers in place to give us the opportunity to run back to him in absolute 
trust! It was becoming daily more evident that the Elewyt position where the Germans 
were strongly entrenched was perfectly chosen by the enemy. From there he could cover 
the retreat of all the armies of France and those throughout Belgium. At the same time 
this entrenchment immobilised, so to speak, the strong Belgian - Antwerp side and       
prevented them co-operating with the action of the Allies.  The most they could do, by 
making frequent sorties, was to hold back the considerable forces to the North, which   
already for the Anglo-French hosts constituted a considerable help. It was necessary, 
therefore, to make the sacrifice and accept the likelihood that Elewyt would be the last 
place in Belgium that the Germans would choose to leave.  In the face of that continuing 
disquiet, it was neither worse nor as persistent nor such a matter of anguish.  

Sunday, September 6, there were a few shots, just enough to make us take the          
precaution of carrying the Blessed Sacrament, which had been exposed in the chapel, to 
the cellar.  After two days of calm, a new period opened, a period of concentration on   
another sphere of activity. 

On Tuesday night, in complete darkness, a battalion of 300 men with 200 horses led 
by Commander Nyssens (uncle of a former student) arrived. They were returning from 
Aerschoot town which they had re-taken from the Germans.  They requested shelter for 
the men and animals; we began by installing them in the facilities at the primary school, 
in the yard; but they had scarcely been here quarter of an hour, when a shell burst close to 
the house.  The commander declared that the enemy must be aware of their camp, they 
could, by their presence, put us in danger of further bombardment and that it would be 
better to go further on. In an instant, all disappeared. Worried by the bombardment,       
almost all the religious remained down below. Our dear Reverend Mothers plus a few 
brave souls went upstairs. No sooner were we in bed than a terrible explosion shook the 
whole house. Everyone came down in a hurry ... it's the only time we were able to install 
our dear Mother the ground floor ... and yet again! After an hour of calm, they bravely 
went back upstairs with a small escort. As always, our dear house was spared. The next 
morning we found small piece of shrapnel in front of the steps; a large piece 33cm 
long was picked up later in the garden.   

On Wednesday 9, the group came back to be billeted here, we had to serve those in 
charge and make soup and coffee for the soldiers. 
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Later in the afternoon, the fort at Waelhem began shelling the town of Hofstade.  It 
was the beginning of a new attack led by our troops against the enemy camped at 
Elewyt; this engagement lasted four days, during which the sound of cannon fire,         
machine guns, shootings, troops coming and going with heavy artillery, the Red Cross  
ambulances, caused us all, but especially the most impressionable, further suffering and 
upset.  

During these days also we received the most unexpected visits: sometimes it was a 
leader who just bought some eggs, he would ask for a bottle of wine, then having beaten 
the eggs and mixed them in said: I have men there who are exhausted, when they have 
downed this they will sleep well and will soon be new men. Then there were two young 
men of good   family who for several weeks had met with the privations of all sorts. They 
just asked timidly if they might have a small glass of port, they so greatly desired it. Our 
good Mother General concluding that, in wartime one granted many extraordinary things, 
said: “They seemed so good and were so proper, we could not refuse them”. 

On Thursday 10 during our meeting in the afternoon, someone called the RM was         
summoned to the living room to meet Mr Woeste, Minister of State, accompanied by Mr        
Gibson, Secretary of the Legation of the United States and a Spanish marquis You may 
well ask how surprised we were and what assumptions about this visit were suggested by          
our  imagination. 

In reality, it had absolutely no political significance, at least from our                     
perspective. These gentlemen communicated very little of their impressions of the war 
and seemed to be interested in the events that had occurred and were happening on our 
doorstep. They intended to travel to Brussels in a car that read in large letters: 'This car 
belongs to the Legation of the United States in Brussels.'  Having arrived near Hofstade, 
they had to wait until the end of the battle before they could proceed, and the commander 
had assigned them to our house as a pleasant and hospitable " waiting room ". The      
presence of the Secretary of the Legation of the United States made us suppose that this 
visit was to see the effects of the bombing of Mechelen, which, according to the            
authorities, was quite contrary to the conventions of war. 

The same evening we had a visit from General Scheer who simply came to ask: "A 
small supper, without inconvenience, as a simple soldier".  Commander Nyssens returned 
to the camp, there were horses tied at the gate to the house, and the whole length of the             
courtyard. But, before nine-thirty, everything suddenly disappeared. 

On Friday 11, it seemed we were going to be left to sleep in peace.  At bedtime, as 
no one had appeared, everyone went to bed, but as the front doorbell had been destroyed 
by the bullets of the day before, the Sister Portress, was too worried to get undressed. A 
great deal of noise persisted in the streets, troops continued to pass, the weather was      
terrible. Suddenly we heard a noise in the house of doors being forced open, footsteps, 
men's voices ... we got up.  First, Sister Vincent bravely descended alone, the others 
dressed and ran to catch up with her. This time, we thought we were facing the Germans!  
It was a regiment of Belgians who had been ordered to billet themselves here. Confronted 
by a closed door, a bell which was not working, they had believed the house abandoned 
and had come to settle themselves here. They had destroyed the doors with bayonets,    
entered through the unpacking area, had visited the rooms on the ground floor and were 
ready to go upstairs to the boarding school when the Sister found herself face to face with 
them. 

 It was then that we understood better than ever how well advised we were in not             
abandoning our dear Coloma. In what condition would we have found it on our             
return? Our guests were in a bad mood having rung for half an hour without anyone   
opening up for them, but once we had explained that the bell was not working, that we 
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were not warned of their arrival, that we had available for the officers the rooms for the 
ambulance personnel and that soldiers could use the classrooms in the primary school; 
and when they were offered dinner and presented with coffee the next day, they were full 
of excuses and were quite overcome. The next morning, before leaving, the captain      
offered a 20 franc note.  As the Sister Treasurer refused saying that these little services 
were our tribute to the Fatherland, he insisted, saying, accept it for your work, you will do 
me great pleasure. We invaded you by night, committed burglary, it is only right that we 
reimburse you a little for the damage we have caused. 

Saturday 12 brought a fresh visit from the Secretary of the Legation. This time he 
was accompanied by two English colonels and a Belgian. They were returning from the             
battlefield, where they had gone to explain the operation of new large calibre guns who     
continued to function all round us and deafen us. The new group requested permission to 
have a picnic in the front garden. They had brought all that was necessary for a                
“comfortable meal” and asked only from our charity the beauty of the site, the table, 
chairs and a tablecloth.  However, we also added a few fruits from the garden.   

 On Sunday 13, in the morning they brought in a wounded horse along with a     
promise to send a vet.  As this did not materialise, an officer dispatched the animal with a 
revolver and soldiers made themselves a feast and distributed the rest to the poor. 

By noon, we now included among our guests a brave soldier on a motorbike who had 
captured a German cooker, the keys of which he displayed with pride to anyone that 
wanted to see them. In the evening a major and a captain came to re-examine the plans we 
had. They brought hay in carts for housing the soldiers and our primary school          
classrooms, from the ground floor to the attic, became a real barracks for soldiers of all 
ranks. 

From that day onwards a night shift was organized in the community! That is to say, 
two ladies, two sisters and a workman devoted themselves to the house-keeping duties: 
preparing coffee and sandwiches for priests, religious, officers, soldiers any of whom 
could receive their marching orders at any time.  The first night the call came at 1 
a.m.; on the second day of billeting, a new group was added, it was the group of the      
delegates who had to be separated from others and for whom we rearranged the Orangery.  
 Newly set out pallets and mattress: every day we had to try and multiply bedding and 
blankets, especially as the weather was getting bad. That night was very hectic; we      
received a visit from Colonel of the regiment led by the mayor Mr Dessain.  He put in a 
plea for Major Mahieu and the mayor took advantage of this visit to give us a little praise: 
 He said he congratulated the Mother Superiors, indeed he congratulated all of us for    
remaining on duty.  After the war, he says, we will write an inscription on your house 
"Some brave people live here".   After this visit, there was a continual stream, back-and-
forth, of delegates carrying messages.  

Tuesday, September 15, one regiment was replaced by another.  The Colonel (the 
one with a moustache like Bismarck’s) told the Sister who arrived in front of him: "We 
need a room with a table, a desk, a lamp and accommodation for four; a room for the    
officers; a third for the delegates of the General Staff; a fourth for the delegates of the 
regiment, and accommodation for 200 soldier ".  As the Sister seemed flabbergasted at 
the totality of all these requests, he completed his sentence with:" Army Orders, Sister ".  
We prepared, we set about moving the furniture, because every day the number of        
occupants of the various rooms changed and the mixture of classes was impossible.       
Finally, they were satisfied.  The day before leaving, the colonel asked for the             
Mother Superior and thanked her in a brief but polite way.  After spending 24 hours in the 
barracks in Mechelen, he returned to establish himself here and was already becoming 
almost amiable. He followed with interest the catch of fish netted in the large pool; went 
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and threw bread to the geese and swans and even uttered phrases like, “You are very 
kind," and the like. The good man had perhaps learned from 48 hours among the     
Daughters of Mary and Joseph, that obedience is military but the power of authority is 
not! 

Meanwhile, telegraphic and telephonic communications continued to increase: a 
whole system was now in the new orangery, establishing connections with the forts and 
all the surrounding areas occupied by our troops. The park was furrowed everywhere by 
cables the first of which had caused us great consternation! 

Once again, a new group arrived to house and feed. Happily, thanks to the expertise 
of our dear Bursar in whose favour, several times, the miracle of the widow of              
Zarephath was accomplished.  At each departure, the officers left a small contribution to 
our work and the government paid a small amount (21 cents per man) daily for the        
accommodation of troops. 

This allowed us to continue to 'give without counting the cost' because every day a 
large number of priests, ambulance personnel, messengers and telephone operators      
provided us with the opportunity to exercise charity.  All our guests were literally 
charmed by the warm welcome they were given and, perhaps, even benefitted enormously 
from it.  The change of the forces occurred daily around 11 am the one group had dinner 
together before leaving, the other dinner upon arrival. We had thus every day, two tables 
with a dozen places each, in the room of the trades-people; two tables of 15 to 20 in the 
kitchen itself.  Almost always there were many people in the corridor leading to the   
kitchen, to the school of housewifery, to the orangery, sometimes even in the                   
cellar. Needless to say, what a vast field was open to our dedication, and that of our dear 
sisters especially!  But the zeal of all was as big as the task in hand; we like to believe that 
God and our dear Mothers rejoiced many times to see how, despite all the movement and 
extraordinary activity, an atmosphere of calm, recollection, peace and charity prevailed 
throughout the house.  

Wednesday 16, the curate of St John's parish made a visit to the Reverend               
Mother Louise and her 'Daughters'.  He engaged them to restart the school lessons          
arranged for the children of the working class as they were almost the only ones in town 
and it would be better that they were not out on the street.  Our dear RMG would have 
given a free choice to our dear sisters to stay with us or go back, when the Chaplain, to 
the general satisfaction of all, intervened and opined that it would be still better to stay.  It 
was decided that several religious would go and make preparations for the resumption of 
lessons and then return in order to remain here. The dear community of the Sacred Heart 
of Mary would therefore continue to pray and work with us. Would they otherwise have 
had Holy Mass and Communion daily, while we largely shared the burden in this          
respect? It was the Eucharist that gave us strength and courage during these days of great 
anxiety; it was the presence of the good Master under our roof who had kept us so         
resolutely in our beloved Coloma! To reward us for this attachment, the good Lord       
allowed that, from the time the regiments came to stay with us, two and often three   
Masses would be celebrated every day in our chapel. What examples of consolation and 
edification were evident during those services; sometimes a high-ranking military man 
served the Holy Mass, sometimes brave soldiers were kneeling in the middle of the       
religious at the Holy Table. They were touching in their faith, as they appeared at all 
times dignified and correct in their conduct.  

Monday 21, he came across an extremely sad event. Early in the morning the captain 
went in search of the Sister in the kitchen and asked her to look for the chaplain of his        
regiment, adding: "we need his services for a condemned man who will shortly be         
executed".  It seems we were to be forced to see the full gamut of the horrors of war!   
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Minutes later, the unfortunate man entered the chapel, led by two armed gendarmes and 
accompanied by the chaplain who made them go up to the front pew.  The priest, visibly 
moved, gave him Holy Communion, and prayed for him: "O good and most sweet Jesus 
...”.  A few moments later, the victim went amidst 4 policemen, a few paces from here at 
the side of the church.   There he was shot and buried in the field. Consternation reigned 
among the officers and the soldiers; no one had the courage to find out from the            
authorities the motive for such a severe penalty.  It was evidently very serious.  Amongst 
the soldiers rumour had it that the unfortunate man had deserted three times and that his 
conduct had not been good.  It was indeed a rare exception.  

 The same day a religious who asked a young man if he was not yet tired of the war,    
received the reply "O no, Sister, it is good to risk myself even to the point of death for my 
God, my king and my country."  This wonderful reply touched her greatly; without doubt 
the experience of taking up arms is worth much more than seven weeks in the country.   
The same Monday a wagon of vegetables came to make a big delivery at Coloma, it had 
been sent by His Eminence Cardinal Mercier for the poor and the soldiers.  His              
Eminence!   What a beautiful page of ardent patriotism, what a huge volume of pure and 
touching charity his name alone inspires from an eloquent writer.  Since he beginning of 
the war , the Archbishop addressed his clergy by had written a persuasive letter,            
addressed to his clergy, encouraging them to pray, do penance, and use their influence 
and their example to inspire the faithful to storm heaven; to rival in their zeal the most 
ardent patriots, be it in the service of the army, be it in the service of the poor families 
whom the war had deprived of their support.    

Called to Rome in the current month of August for the election of Pius X's successor.  
He who had said on learning of the declaration of this European catastrophe: "This war 
will kill me!   He succumbed in fact after a few days.  The Cardinal left his country, in 
great anguish of spirit.   They warned him that communications would be cut and that he 
had only two hours to prepare himself.  However, he found a way to communicate with 
his compatriots before his departure.  He sent a touching letter, which would be kept in 
the archives of our beloved Institute, describing his sorrow and fatherly solicitude.  It was 
a beautiful illustration of the most wonderful example of pure patriotism and pastoral    
devotion.   It was in Rome that our poor Prelate learnt of the worst trials experienced by 
his country: the destruction of the greater part of the town of Leuven and the burning of 
the magnificent library of the university.  These acts of vandalism were repugnant to his 
scholarly spirit, not to mention the sufferings of his fatherly heart on learning of the     
atrocities of which his priests and children of Belgium were the victims.  Then came the 
news of the bombing of Mechelen, the town of his beloved archbishopric, with the       
announcement of all the damage caused to his beloved Metropolis, the archbishopric, the 
old temples and ancient monuments of the old city. When we attempt to penetrate the 
depth of suffering that our beloved Cardinal must have endured during this forced         
absence, it is not surprising that there was sometimes more bitterness in his words, words 
which were usually so gentle and caring.  

His Eminence returned via way of France, London and Antwerp.  Despite               
endeavours to keep him in the latter, we did not succeed; he needed to be among the most 
fortunate of his children.  

Friday, September 17, he arrived in Mechelen, visited the city, went through the     
poorest neighbourhoods, talked familiarly with the local people, everywhere from the      
goodness of his heart.  Good father that he was, he was the subject of ovations: most 
moving and very touching. The next day he came back and this time he combined his 
helpful words with substantial material donations. In the houses he visited, he left           
offerings of money, proportionate to the need and number of children, busied himself 
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with the purchase of food in large quantities followed by directives as to how it was to be 
distributed. Thus it was, with note book in hand, that the envoys of our generous       
Shepherd came to supervise the unloading.    

Wednesday 23, In the morning, a new visit by, without doubt, the most important 
king of all: the King of Kings.  He came to ask our hospitality courtesy of a military    
chaplain, who, hands clasped on his chest, tossed his hat on a table muttering: "It is the 
good Lord ". He had had the good fortune to get into the chapel of the religious in       
Hofstade who were being hunted by the Germans. For four weeks he had been unable to 
get there to save the Sacred Species. Seeing the good reception that the good Master     
received, he did not hesitate to send us in the more guests during the evening.  The      
soldiers discovered in Hofstade, abandoned by all, an old couple. The woman was      
bed-bound, the husband literally bent double, walked only with the aid of crutches. They 
loaded them on a cart and drove them to the hospital but it was not yet open; the hospital 
was still unoccupied.  In the evening, they brought them in front of our porch; the Colonel 
summoned the RMG.  Coloma was known to all as: “Zoete inval"4. The door was opened 
wide and we settled the dear old couple in the nuns' infirmary.  It was moving to hear the 
story of those poor old dears who had spent four weeks in the middle of the enemy camp, 
completely submissive to God's will and who had asked only one thing of God:  not to die 
without receiving the last sacraments. Our Lord performed a miracle rather than let this 
fervent prayer go unanswered. Tomorrow our little Treesken said, I shall be cleansed of 
my sins, I shall see the priest, and then I can communicate, truly we had two little saints 
among us!  As one of our religious said: "We received the Holy Family today: Jesus came 
in the morning and in the evening, he brought us Mary and Joseph!” 

The regiment came to billet themselves on Thursday 24 including in addition to its    
regular staff, 12 carts with guns each drawn by two dogs.  They offered to show us these    
machines close up, but during dinner, they suddenly disappeared. 

On Friday 25, we had a visit from His Eminence who was making a goodwill tour of 
the neighbourhood.  Our good Prelate chatted for some time with the RMG, taking a keen        
interest in the account of the life we had led for several weeks.  He would have liked to 
see the nuns for a while, but apologized saying he was visiting the poor and that his time 
was rationed. His Eminence seemed sad and pensive. He congratulated us on the       
courage we had shown in braving the dangers we had run. The Cardinal added that they 
were far from being over, and he would not advise anyone who had already left the town 
to return there; but he urged us to leave again with much less conviction because our faith 
had been so well justified up to this very moment. It was to be hoped, he said, that Divine 
Providence will continue his work in your favour.  It was necessary, in fact, that the      
Divine Aid be more powerful, than the sufferings which were going to envelop us. 

On Saturday 26, the soldiers did not come home; they spent the night in the      
trenches. 

Sunday 27, a military chaplain said Mass at 5 a.m. Some of the delegates once more          
assisted at it.  When we went down for breakfast, they had all disappeared.  A new more    
violent struggle than any other, because it was more unequal than ever, had begun at        
Hofstade.  The Germans having received considerable reinforcements returning from     
Maubeuge had very early on taken the offensive, against a small group of Belgians   
guarding the captured positions.  The Chaplain, who had been counting on saying Mass at 
8 a.m., announced that he would say it as soon as possible, but in the meantime he would 
expose the Blessed Sacrament. After the Holy Mass, we went to the Oratory of the 
Blessed Virgin for the chapter meeting, when a terrible cannon blast (similar to the 

                                                 
4 translator's note: name of a well-known group of hotels. 
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strongest) erupted. We tried to stay calm, because we were already somewhat familiar 
with these sinister noises. A second and third blast brought the surviving windows down. 
 RMG. gave the signal for departure. The Chaplain took the Blessed Sacrament down into 
the cellar. 

It was the beginning of the most difficult week of the most horrific scenes              
imaginable!  It was really the greatest week of our sufferings; and if God has deigned to 
agree to all this, we can only hope it has been, for us all a Holy Week. It was during these 
days that our good RMG suffering so much pain and worry about her own daughters than 
her own troubles: saying “We suffered this week as no one of us has ever suffered         
before.” 

In the course of the morning, they brought us several of the wounded; without a    
doctor, left to our own strength and knowledge, we treated them to the best of our                         
ability. Fortunately, we were able successfully to procure an ambulance for their             
transportation, because, in the meantime, shells were bursting all around us.  A little girl 
of 15, the eldest of six children who fled with her family, was struck in the street by a 
shell that hit her in the head. The father, mad with grief, carried her in his arms, while the 
mother took refuge with other children in a neighbouring house. The poor girl was fatally 
wounded, she was in a sort of coma, and the military doctor who finally arrived declared 
that her skull was fractured.  The last rites were administered; she remained lying down 
still unconscious as evening unfolded.    

After dinner, they brought us the freshly wounded, whom they dared not carry away 
on account of the bombardment being so violent. We had to let these unfortunates sleep 
where they liked in the school of house management, amid the glass splinters, and         
exposed to serious dangers. Then came a cart bringing a dead soldier they wanted to bury 
in the garden. As we asked them to transport the body to the nearest church, the men     
responsible for this task, decided to wait. Meanwhile, the explosions re-doubled and    
increased, striking the house at various times; large splinters penetrated windows, doors 
and even walls. Although many religious were constantly moving around inside the house 
and outside because of taking care of the wounded, no-one, thank God, was hit.          
Nevertheless, the terror that gripped the hearts of all members of the two communities 
gathered here and the hundreds of people who had joined us, was indescribable.  

Later in the afternoon, the Chaplain, in civvies, small bag in hand, rushed through the 
garden and said on entering: "Well, what should I do, should I flee?".  Spontaneously, 
those he asked cried, “Oh no, stay with us".   He replied, “So be it".  The good priest 
would pay dearly this new act of devotion, but he never expressed regret for not having 
fled. 

In the evening, as soon as the bombardment diminished somewhat, they set about the 
task of transporting the wounded who remained. One religious, hearing voices in the 
street, went to the gate to see what was happening.  She heard the commander, at the turn 
of the road, gathering his men saying: “Now in rank and on command! Show that you are 
men!”  The lines were formed and they marched off in good order.  

He was asked, as he passed, to send us some Red Cross vehicles. He promised to see 
to it himself and added: "   Are you still here "? We replied that we were so overwhelmed 
by numbers; we would be the last to withdraw.  He said, “My soldiers will not have a   
cartridge between them, tomorrow if not tonight, so the enemy will enter the town".    
RMG. decided to send to Antwerp that very evening or at least as far as the garrison: 
Mother Anne Marie, General Treasurer, two postulants and some of the religious whose 
nervous temperament could no longer support the emotional scenes that we witnessed for 
several weeks. They carried the valuables that we wanted to put in a more secure place.  
All the people in the neighbourhood who had spent the day in the cellar also fled. It was a 
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gloomy affair, this departure in the dark, through a destroyed and abandoned town,       
despite which the shells were falling again, although less numerous. Like everything else, 
the fate of our dear fugitive town had to be left to Divine Providence and to be dwelt on 
as little as possible. Also entrusted to God's care were our four sisters who were in the 
house of Sacred Heart of Mary for several days making preparations for the projected   
return of the entire community on Tuesday. Surprised by the bombing, they took refuge in 
the cellars all day Sunday. In the evening they tried to return to Coloma, but arriving at 
the station, the shells were falling so heavily that they were forced to retrace their 
steps. The good Lord wanted their services in Rue St Jean, so he arranged matters so as to 
force the sisters to return there.  During the night, there was no letup of the bombardment. 
There could be no thought of staying in the dormitory. Our Mothers and ourselves all had 
to resign ourselves to going to the cellar six nights running. What privations and what   
tiring nights after such sad days.    

  On Monday 28, the Chaplain came before we had gone upstairs and sent word 
to the RMG. that if she wished, he would distribute Holy Communion immediately.  A 
new scene in the 'Catacombs'!  We knelt, one after another, before the priest who gave 
us the Holy Eucharist, but was himself deprived of saying the Holy Mass and               
consequently of Holy Communion.  More than anyone, however, he would need to carry 
his Lord in his heart. After a few minutes of thanksgiving, we reminded our worthy    
chaplain that a dead soldier was lying outside on a cart and that we proposed to bury 
him. He went with three nuns who started digging the pit while the priest recited the 
prayers. We chose a place in the thickets near the primary school, to distance this sad 
memory as far away as possible from our house. But the site was badly chosen, being 
much too visible from the road; after half an hour of hard work, we observed terrified 
people running towards the town along the side of the road from Tervuren.  We urged the 
Chaplain go back inside at that moment but he answered confidently: “What can we do 
better than to bury the dead?". A few minutes later, came two German scouts. Escape was 
impossible!   As soon as the first one saw us, he aimed his gun and motioned us to       
approach; one of the religious went forward and was questioned.  

The Chaplain who was in the pit was not noticed, but a movement of the spade      
revealed his presence and immediately he was summoned. He was obliged to walk in 
front of the soldier as far as the railway bridge where there were Belgian soldiers. The 
Chaplain protested saying he had no right to demand that of a civilian and that he only 
obeyed out of compulsion. The second soldier remembered the religious and pointing the 
gun at her exclaimed: “It’s time to have some information".   They did not learn anything 
except that the house was a convent, the corner house a brewery and the locality       
Mechelen.  About everything else she assured him of our ignorance, as we had spent the 
previous day in our cellars, on account of the bombardment. We had only emerged in   
order to bury the dead.  As soon as he looked away, the nuns slowly retreated, and once 
behind the shrubs, took flight towards the house. Distraught by the forced departure of the 
Chaplain, they cried out: "Pray they may bring back our Chaplain".    

When he got close to the houses, the gunfire recommenced.  All alone, he asked by a 
sign to Belgian sentries whether he should to go to them or retrace his steps. They showed 
him the way to Coloma and returned through the undergrowth. He was very indignant at 
the treatment that he had been subjected to; we could not have been happier to see him 
back safe and sound. He left us to put on his civilian attire.     

 A few minutes later, a regular battle broke out on the road on both sides of the canal 
front of the house, between Belgians, with machine guns, hidden in houses and the      
Germans, who had come en masse to seize the town. Nobody left the cellar; we took a 
semblance of lunch down there. After an hour of prayer and anguish, we heard throughout 
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the house the sound of footsteps and men's voices. There was no doubt, Coloma was     
being invaded!  Was it by soldiers who were trying to hide? Who was pursuing 
them? Were they Belgians or Germans? We heard them everywhere ... they went up into 
the attic.  We had to show ourselves. Some religious advanced. They cried out in all sorts 
of languages: "Who is there?".  In answer to the call of our dear Sister Mary Augustine: 
"Wer ist da?” some German soldiers approached, asking who is in the house and saying 
they must come out of the cellars.  Some went down there but came back quickly.  Those 
who were scattered around the house like lava gathered themselves in the great hall on the 
ground floor. They entered from all sides, took a few minutes exploring the whole house, 
and opened some drawers in the room of the portress, where they took an empty wallet!  
In the RMG.'s room they scattered a lot of papers but took nothing ... in the recreation 
room which they entered by removing a door panel, they examined, in great detail, the 
trunks of two students which had not been shipped. Before our eyes, they calmed down 
and gave us the confidence that we had nothing to fear; they brought several wounded 
into the house, whom we tended. They hoisted the Red Cross flag on the top of the     
tower. At our request, they completed the burial of the Belgian soldier which we had    
begun in the morning, but which had been interrupted by their arrival.  On the grave they 
planted a few branches of yew, and a small cross with the inscription: “Here lies buried a 
Belgian soldier who died for his Homeland”.   

The few remaining Belgian soldiers in the city had hastily retreated to the garrison 
while many German troops entered Mechelen.  Fort Waelhem, in its turn, rained down 
missiles in an attempt to break the enemy lines. To avoid this, groups of Germans dallied 
in the courtyard pressed against the walls of the house.  In order to escape the dangerous 
corner   opposite the bridge that was certainly the focus of the Fort Waelhem battery,   
several hundred Germans entered the bottom of the garden, where without doubt they 
made a bridge over the water because later we found a bench there overturned in the 
ditch. They entered the house through the garden gate, near the office of the RM and went 
out through the front door. 

 If it is thought that the presence of Belgian soldiers in the house during the previous 
days, attracted many German bombs, it must be assumed that the passage of enemy troops 
through the house, and the presence of their guns placed near Feremans, the brewery, on 
the line of the railway, and behind the garden, earned us bombs from Fort Waelhem 
which were not intended for us personally. One of them reached one of the masonry 
stones of the window of the Oratory of the Blessed Virgin , broke it, propelling it outside, 
causing a huge opening in the wall and ceiling, but not a single statue was struck; neither 
the altar nor the sanctuary lamp nor the harmonium were touched ; only a few chairs were 
damaged.  It was the same wherever the bombs and the bullets penetrated; they seemed to 
choose the best direction to effect minimal damage. 

 In the wall near the window of the novitiate, there was, from the Sunday evening, an 
enormous hole, caused by a bomb that could have initiated a fire without the special           
protection from our patron Saints. The debris, from large pieces of ironstone, was spread 
throughout the corridor but the small plaster statue of St. John Berchmans was intact and    
lying on the window sill. Our beautiful chapel, from where the good Master had to flee, 
had only a few tiny holes (which were barely visible) in the windows. The chapel was the 
place treated most respectfully in the whole house; it was only right and it's also what    
afforded us the greatest joy!  For, when after 2 days and 2 nights of bombardment of 
which we seemed to be the centre, we could risk a visit to the house; our first impression 
was very painful; the building and that of primary school had been hit in various places.  
Everywhere was littered with pieces of iron, glass, splinters of wood, plaster and 
bricks. The town, the village, the surrounding fields, garden, everything was                
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devastated! It was impossible, in our entire surroundings, to cross a space of a few metres 
without encountering a burnt out or collapsed house, a broken-down tree or hole in the 
ground. But when, after a few days, the house was more or less put in order, we recited 
many; “Domino Benedicamus!”  Noting that the 150 kg of iron collected in or against our 
house had caused relatively little damage. 

Still, on Monday morning, we had the visit of German officers who seemed                        
well-disposed. We took advantage of that to ask for permission to keep our chaplain 
without his being anxious. They gave us ample assurances in that regard. Alas! They    
reneged on their fine promise, and at the beginning of the afternoon, a new regiment     
arrived, which invaded every floor of every house, kicking down doors and bringing all 
the inhabitants of the hamlet, except an old man, a sick man, the father of a sick child and 
some women and children who had sought refuge with the Chaplain. He presented      
himself at the door before they forced it. He saw immediately that he could not escape 
them, he heard them say repeatedly: “A priest, a   priest!”.  Nevertheless, he protested, 
saying he was the director of the convent, and he had that very morning received         
permission to stay there; also there was also no reason to take unarmed civilians who do 
not wage war.  Nothing worked!  He had to go!   What a sad procession!  The Chaplain at 
the head, some men, women and children, followed by soldiers passed in front of the 
house.  

 In the evening, we complained to the soldiers who came to ask for coffee. We        
insisted that they should send us an officer. He arrived rapidly; he said it was another   
regiment who had spent the afternoon there; he had no power over it. He apologized,   
saying that it was an action which was deemed necessary to avoid difficulties, and a   
thousand and one tales to justify their disloyalty. He added that we need not have any 
concern about our chaplain; he would be very well treated. We understood, in the         
aftermath, that these military tactics that had been applied to the city of Mechelen and 
probably wherever the Germans had passed. They launched their destructive shells from 
great distances to make the populations flee before them.  Then they entered the           
destroyed and abandoned towns breaking everything in their path, seizing the few people 
who remained and throwing them in prison. So they had free rein, they could plunder and 
ravage at their ease.  They could settle everywhere as supreme masters, empty all the 
stores, carry away everything from  the city and finally release the civilians with the     
recommendation not steal anything from the abandoned houses, because we would accuse 
the German soldiers. This last judgment had to be translated by one of our religious for 
the poor people who were brought before the commander. It was really the application of 
deep maxim Bismarck: "To subdue a people, we must remove everything from them, and 
leave them to do nothing but weep! “  

However that may be, the catastrophic departure of our Chaplain deprived us of our 
main support. This good priest had been so often the prudent counsellor of our dear 
Mothers, during these days of trial. He had made such huge contributions to our benefit 
from his common sense, practical, experience and inexhaustible devotion.  Above all he 
was the minister of the Lord in our midst.  Now no more Mass, no more Holy           
Communion!  From now on   only suffering, increasingly bitter even, and no more visits 
to the Good Master in the morning to undertake with him the painful journey of the 
day. Still Calvary but without the Holy Sacrifice that gives the strength to climb it. The 
Lord asked a lot of our generosity, and many times I l heard, despite the submission of 
our wills, bitter complaints mount up to His Heart.  All that was left us was the              
consolation of the presence of the Blessed Sacrament in a remote corner of the cellar, and 
the opportunity to go there to entrust to the Eucharistic Jesus our fears and sorrows, our 



Gathering the Fruits of the years 

140 
 

desires to receive Him, and our regrets for not always having appreciated his daily visits 
enough.   Finally, this sad Monday as in the worse days was long but eventually ended.  

 We settled ourselves again in the cellars. Two Germans had asked for dinner and 
had just left.  Half an hour later they returned.  Our dear Sister Mary Augustine, 2 other 
ladies and l or 2 students who were not able to return to Germany and Austria, presented     
themselves again.  The men were drunk, they tried to lead our religious and the young 
girls outside, they tried to resist gently, but seeing that they were not going to escape, they 
ran in the direction of the cellar. They were followed by one of the men.  Imagine the 
panic that reigned among the religious!  Our dear Sister Marie Augustine was pale and 
trembling; all other religious who were lying on the benches aligned in the long corridors 
of the cellar did not dare move.  A diabolical face lit by a lantern made his appearance.  
The man crossed the long corridor stumbling from time to time, and using his rifle as a 
stick which stabbed into the mattresses of the religious and their feet, he thrust the light 
from time to time into the face of religious shouting: "Keep calm" and "Come here the 
German Sister! " 

But the German sister begged for someone else to get up and accompany her.         
Finally, the villain pushed in a side door and found himself in a cellar where he could see 
a row of bottles.  He laughed unpleasantly but with happiness!  He thought he had         
unearthed something!   Alas!  They were empty ink bottles!   Suddenly he reappeared   
radiant with joy ... with 2 bottles of lemonade, and began a long speech to make sure that 
there was no poison in the house, making threats of shooting, setting fire to things, etc ... 
he opened the bottles with the butt of his loaded gun, tasting them one after the other, 
then spat out that which he had taken and began his research for other possible wine     
cellars. The first time he found himself among the empty bottles. Then, renewed joy! 
 New exclamations! New disappointment!  Finally seeing that there was no other way to 
work this out, and that it was obviously the wine cellar he sought, we led him to it!  
Meanwhile, the second malefactor, quieter but perhaps more fearsome because he had a 
revolver, assembled everything to hand. We gave them 7 bottles of wine; calm ensued, 
and we were successful in putting them outside the door.  What a sigh of relief rose from 
our hearts, what fervent “Deo Gratias” escaped our lips!  Another bad quarter of an hour 
passed, and passed well! One can easily guess at what kind of sleep we had once we were 
installed after that hellish scene! 

Actually, that was the only bad visit we received from the Germans; all other proved   
polite and caring.  

The next day, Tuesday 29, sunrise, Morning Prayer, meditation near the Blessed              
Sacrament, then we could lunch on the ground floor and begin to move a little around the 
house.  RMG wondered to herself whether there was any way to have some milk.  An   
officer gave us a sailor for two hours to accompany us to milk the cows in our dairy.  Not 
finding the cows where we had led him to, he left us, crossed the street, then came back 
calling us. What was he going to do to us? There were soldiers everywhere, cars, riders, 
and we were under the impression of a 'nocturne' that we had completely disrupted.      
Finally, we had to decide that we were moving on and we were brought into the shop of 
our baker where everything was broken and it was more like a stable.  Our soldier began 
to fill boxes of sugar, coffee, chicory, starch and tinned goods.  We took advantage of the 
generous offer! ... And carried off everything we could to save as much as possible and 
give to these poor people on their return the little they had left.   

While some of us continued this work, the soldier and two sisters went in further 
search of the dairy cows and had great difficulty in getting hold of the beasts, maddened 
by the gunfire.  We had to find room at Coloma for 4 cows and 1 calf, until our farm was 
increased by 5 pigs, 11 goats, 10 rabbits, and 53 hens.  The Religious transporting the 
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goods from the bakery soon had a new sentry at the door.  The soldier watched them and 
told them: "Sad is not it; we would much rather be at home and not here."  And seeing 
that he looked pleasant and unhappy, we asked if he were married and had children.  He 
had two daughters.  When we left, he wanted to help us with our heavy basket; we had 
barely crossed the plank that brought us back into the garden, when the soldier re-joined 
us and asked if we did not have a rosary to give him; he had lost his.  We offered him one 
with the promise to pray for him and for his family.    

In the course of the morning, we received a visit from an officer; he had learned that 
there were German Girls here and came to offer them the opportunity to correspond with 
their families. He reappeared a few hours later, saying he had managed to secure for the 
girls the means of returning to their country if they so wished. He made the same offer to 
our dear Sister Marie Augustine who had to undergo at that moment a terrible struggle in 
which a soul less attached to her vocation would have succumbed. Fortunately, grace    
triumphed; the love of the divine Master overcame repugnance and ties of nature.  Our 
dear Sister was afterwards interpreter for our dear RMG with the Germans.  The officer 
wished to take a car, along with the two girls, and two nuns that the RMG. wanted to send 
to Brussels.  What a picture!  Two Ladies of Mary in the open car with German officers! 

In the evening, our four sisters from Rue de St Jean arrived. What a relief to see 
them!   The sight of them helped us almost forget the bad news they brought. They had 
spent Sunday and Monday in the basement; on the Monday afternoon, they had gone     
together to the chapel to thank God for being so well preserved.  Less than an hour later, 
their house was on fire!   Seeing it, they set to work with heroic courage to save whatever 
they could (especially objects from the chapel) in the primary school building. The brave 
Cammaert, the carpenter, who had been very devoted to the house from the beginning of 
the war, helped them in this perilous task.  Without thinking about the fire and the bombs 
continuing to fall, they worked tirelessly through the night.  They emptied the whole 
chapel, and even removed the heavy statues, kneeler, chairs, communion rail, etc.  All the 
rest: classrooms, R. Mother's office, clothing became engulfed in flames. This vast house, 
the centre of so many works, was completely destroyed with the exception of the free 
school buildings. 

 Dear RM Louise and all her daughters were very affected by this new event that we 
shared with them. But probably for her as for our dear RMG, it was felt less because of 
the happiness at seeing our dear sisters whose fate had given us such deep concern.   

Wednesday 30 September was the real beginning of our life among the Germans.  It 
was for many of us the most painful period. The shock caused by a bomb passes, the    
panic due to the arrival of a nasty rogue is forgotten;  but to see constantly around you 
those who have come to sow ruin in one's country; death and mourning in the home;  to 
see only enemies,  to have to accept their services, receiving  from their hands bread for 
which, without their barbaric invasion, no Belgian would have found it necessary to beg, 
even resorting to them for the bread of our souls, the Eucharist and the Holy Mass , it was 
a torture of a new kind.   

What bitter consolation to be told: "Tomorrow the guns will make less noise as they           
advance toward the forts. The Germans won 4 ... 7 ... kilometres, they took all the forts! 
..." Could we rejoice to learn that the destructive work, of which we see the sad results 
around us, continues to eat more and more deeply into the country; that our brave little 
army was increasingly decimated?  Were we not prepared to suffer twice as much if, in 
this situation, we could see the enemy retrace his steps?  

 Finally, we had to submit.  We needed to live. It was necessary to accept from the 
hand of the victor (who had misappropriated not only the property of the government, but 
many private goods as well) what we needed to survive.  Indeed, they were most obliging 
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towards us:  the soldiers accompanied those in town who wanted provisions, and helped 
carry them.  They even brought us things we did not need, but we accepted them in order 
to give them to the poor people whose houses had been emptied from the cellar to the  
attic, especially the cellar!  On Wednesday, a soldier to whom we had spoken of the un-
just removal of our   Chaplain came to tell us that it was he who was responsible for all 
the people taken to the Belgian outposts and that the Chaplain seemed calm.  We could 
therefore be at peace about him.  It was a nice lie, maybe he had good intentions!  It was 
further announced that on Thursday, we would have a “Stadtscommandant” (Town 
Commander) and that we could go to him for everything we needed.    

On Thursday afternoon, our beloved RMG went, with our dear Sr M. Augustine, to         
submit multiple requests, among others that of having a priest who could help us in the           
ministry. He promised to do his best, but did not dare to give us any reassurances. He 
took great care not to tell us that our chaplain was in prison on our very doorstep.  

Saturday 3 October was the first Saturday of the month, the month of the Holy Ro-
sary during which we carry out recitation of the rosary in common.  Our dear RMG 
encouraged us to continue to seek a special grace that day: the favour of hav-
ing Mass and Holy Communion on Sunday.  That evening a German officer appeared 
who was a priest (and Jesuit!).  He was for us the man of God and the messenger of the 
Blessed Virgin; he was mature and seemed good.  One of the first things he did was to 
remove the Blessed Sacrament which, due to the absence of a priest had remained eight 
days in this tiny nook. We moved the priest to the guest room. As he ministered to the 
wounded in Mechelen, he resided with us for about a week. We learned that evening,    
accidentally, that our Chaplain was detained at the prison in Mechelen, and we had to fall 
asleep with the thought that, while we were enjoying the favour of Holy 
Mass and Communion, the good priest who was so pious, in addition to all the material 
deprivation he suffered, was suffering that much larger one of being unable to offer the 
Holy Sacrifice of the Mass. For his part, he spent the night imagining any way that might 
allow him to go Coloma, if only for an hour.  He had made so many attempts during the 
week! He had thought and prayed!  Early in the morning, he was up and after a lot of 
legwork, obtained permission to go and celebrate Holy Mass. A soldier would accompany 
him!  

 Indeed, at the beginning of the Mass by the German priest, the chapel door opened 
and the Chaplain came in, followed by a soldier.  When he crossed the chapel to get to the        
sacristy, we wondered if this was not a dream!  Our dear, good chaplain was pale and       
haggard. When he ascended the altar, he was visibly moved, as were we all.  More than 
ever we united to praise and thank the Lord with one heart.  When the two priests met in 
the sacristy, their encounter was touching.  One was deeply compassionate, another 
moved to tears.  A stronger bond than the love of the Fatherland existed between these 
two souls; the Church is always one, despite the division of peoples, and the true       
homeland is in heaven!   The German priest promised to do his utmost to obtain the 
Chaplain's freedom.  The latter had lunch here, and we were thus able to spend a few 
moments with him.   New tears!  The nuns gave bad example, and our dear chaplain felt 
the need to follow.  He repeated at different times: “Dear me, what is going on?  I give 
courage to everyone when I'm there, and here, among you, I have none left!  ".  He did 
not lack courage, that brave priest, the only one in the entire city of Malines, who had   
remained at his post. Conscious of the very real concern we bore him, of our deep esteem 
and sincere affection, he was not afraid to let us share a little of his suffering. He did not 
tell us all that he had suffered during that week of glorified imprisonment.  He assured us 
that the food was sufficient, the soup good. He even recounted this next story to us,      
presumably, to remove any anxieties we might have in his regard.   How a cook, who was 
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from an hotel in the city, a prisoner like himself, had called one particular day to give him 
a piece of meat and a little brandy.  

Bravely then he left us to return to prison.  Fortunately, he never saw the prison 
again!  On the way back he chanced to meet the German priest who had obtained written 
permission for him to stay with us. The German brought him back as happy as if it were 
his own deliverance he had achieved. We again shed tears but this time they were tears of 
happiness! 

The Chaplain returned to his house, where he found relief in having a good wash.  He   
returned after dinner to sit among us in the community room. He felt the need to share 
with us the story of the sad week that had just passed. 

When they had been led out towards the town on Monday afternoon, they were led to 
the main square. There they had to wait for a good half an hour in the midst of a terrible 
shelling and grinning soldiery. The famous scout, who had not had any shame that     
morning in making this worthy priest walk in front of him to give him cover against the 
Belgian attack, was there to recognize and affirm that he was the one he sought.  

At first, they wanted to lock prisoners up in St Rumbold's church, despite the shells 
that continued to cause damage. He changed his mind, and then led them into a large 
room where the soldiers were having a feast. There, especially the Chaplain felt uneasy 
and uncomfortable.  Finally, he was taken to the prison in Mechelen.  The Chaplain spent 
the first few nights without lying down.  When he could no longer endure it, he leaned 
against mound of barrels.   But the immobility in this cold and damp place caused his feet 
to swell, he found some shoes and put them on. He felt the need to stretch out; there were 
about 400 people in the prison: men, women and children.  In the room where the men 
slept, there were 6 mattresses for more than 20 people.  The Chaplain put a mat on the 
floor and positioned his shoes as a pillow.  That was his bed!  What more mortification 
than this dump, for however hard a man he was on himself, he was accustomed to order, 
care, and extreme cleanliness.  He said that after a few days there, it was so dirty that he 
himself had cleaned the toilet, and that diseases would soon manifest themselves.  There 
was also an interrogation of the prisoners.  Among other questions to the Chaplain, they 
asked him why he had not fled. To which he replied: “Because I had no reason; civilians 
should not flee from soldiers, and I had faith in the loyalty of Germans!”  Had nothing 
happened, he would have remained there until God had set him free. This was a priest   
after the heart of God, so much better than us and so he had to suffer more. 

Our days again resumed their usual course, at least for the important part: our         
religious exercises.  For everything else, they were quite unlike any ordinary days.    

Several Ladies and Sisters went daily to the Rue St Jean and brought back some of 
the supplies stored in the cellars: butter, potatoes and coal.  Others went with soldiers to 
the stores of our suppliers and accounted for as many things as possible to protect them 
from   being looted; others went to the " Commander of the Town " for posters to stick on 
the doors of the homes of our workers and the family members of our religious to protect 
these buildings from devastation by the German soldiers.  Others went to the field of the 
dairy herd to collect food for the animals; others looked after the cows, goats, pigs,    
chickens and rabbits. Then came the gardening (we were without workers for this great 
park), the repair of the house, of the holes in roof, the walls.  Quantities of, broken      
windows and we were at the onset of winter. Finally, sheets, blankets, all the mattresses 
that had served the wounded and refugees in the cellars formed an abundance of laundry.  
All the trades came in twos, walking into our beloved home, and everyone worked with 
all their might.  Fortunately the town and the hamlet were deserted when we passed 
through the streets, pushing wheelbarrows and carts, with our blue aprons on and our 
skirts well tucked up.  How often did we say, "   If only our students could see us at 
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work!   ". This was not however the most painful part of our daily lives.  If times had not 
been not so sad, all our outdoor work and other occupations would have formed a happy 
diversion from our usual activities.  So many things were so comical, but they could not 
succeed in making us really laugh with a light heart! 

Thursday October 8, a sad separation took place; our dear RMG no doubt fearing 
that food would run out for the numerous community, asked the authorities if there were a 
way to send a dozen nuns to Brussels.  She obtained for her Daughters, 2 compartments 
for travellers, attached to a freight train. The Community of the Sacred Heart of Mary had 
to split up and leave, with the exception of the R. Mother, 2 Ladies and 4 Sisters who   
remained with us. This separation was doubly painful for all. Fortunately our good Sister 
Kotska who happened to have spent nearly all her religious life in that house had left us 
for Brussels just hours before we learned the news of this sad dismal fire! 

Sunday 12, we lost our little Treeske whom we had received three weeks earlier. She 
had had virtually nothing since her arrival in the house, but was admirably patient and     
abandoned to God's will. She had the gift, much appreciated by her, to receive the last        
sacraments.  Poor Modeste, her husband, was desolated.  He was an old man of sound    
judgment and of great delicacy; he could not have been more grateful for everything that 
was done for them and apologized for the tears he shed, in spite of himself, on the death 
of his little wife.  From the hospital we obtained a coffin and hearse together with        
permission to bury the deceased in Hofstade.   

The Chaplain went there on Tuesday morning with two men and two Sisters. A few 
hours after the service, a daughter of the good people, married in Brussels, arrived with 
her husband. They had often tried to reach their parents, but for over a month, the journey 
to Elewyt was forbidden. This time they obtained permission for the return journey to           
Hofstade. There they learned that their parents were in Coloma, but they were devastated 
to learn that their mother had passed away. The interview with their father was very            
touching. One felt that these were good children who had tried many times to take care of 
their parents in their old age, but they had preferred their life together, as in earlier times, 
in their rustic house in Hofstade rather than being a burden on their offspring.   "Now,” 
said the good daughter," you are no longer Master of the house, Father, we have already 
loaded the car with all the furniture in your home and tomorrow we return to collect you." 
 They came, in effect, the following day. The son had brought a cross from Brussels 
which he placed on his mother's grave; then he came to take his old father and had the 
delicacy to drive via Hofstade to enable him to visit the cemetery there. The dear old man 
was moved by his eparture from us, and apologised for not being able sufficiently to     
express his gratitude to us. 

That same Tuesday 14, we received the best, most cordial, most fatherly visit                      
imaginable. The Chaplain was in town visiting the sick in the hospital and giving a little    
consolation on the way. He was met by his Eminence who invited him to get into his car 
and accompany him to Coloma.  It was 4 pm. On entering with Canon Vrancken and the       
Chaplain, our good Archbishop asked where we were at that time.  On hearing the answer 
that we were together in the refectory, he said to the RMG: " But that's fine; if you want, 
I'll go with you".  His entrance was like a happy apparition.  Our good Prelate was all 
smiling mien and hands outstretched in blessing.  Spontaneously we fell to our knees, and              
instinctively we cheered our beloved Pastor and his welcome arrival.  He congratulated us 
on our courage when put to the test, and had kind words of regret and condolences on the       
destruction of our house on Rue St Jean.  He immediately added: "Are you going to have 
a cup of coffee?  We will have one with you, if you would permit it". It was so simple, so 
kind!  Immediately they slid in place the cups already poured, added 3 places, and a few 
minutes later, we were in position.   It was a real family scene as happens when you            
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unexpectedly welcome back a long awaited and much desired member of the family.  The 
meal simply continued as a community occasion, the conversation becoming animated.      
After grace, His Eminence said that we had served good snacks: bread and butter, with 
jam and excellent pears.  It was indeed very good, too good for this time of war, or rather; 
it was above all an interruption of the war by this visit of balmy serenity, peace and fa-
therly concern.   Our good Cardinal, aware of the general animation, pleasantly teased our 
Chaplain and hired 'Mr Prisoner' to write his story.   He described the conduct of the 
Germans in our dear little country in just 2 words: "It is unworthy!  It is inhuman!”   

 He told us that our faces were blooming and peaceful, far removed from thoughts of 
the war, and he added: “This is fine, it is the effect of your surrender to God's will   ". He 
could not imagine what struggles we had had to undergo to keep quiet, and in a good  
humour, surrounded as we were. There were Germans everywhere: sometimes it was a 
butcher who had killed an animal for us; sometimes soldiers who helped carry objects 
from Rue de St John, saved from the fire; and yet others the workers who came to mend 
the roof. They were at home here as in their own bedroom.  

Wednesday 15, a sheep that we had received 15 days earlier was stolen from us; the 
next day they came to sell us some mutton for 15 francs!!  

Friday 17, during Mass, a sister heard the squeals of only pig we had left - because 
most owners had come to take their animals back.  Sister came out of the house and saw 
the departure of soldiers leading away the pig, the cow's calf, 6 ducks and a goose.  It was 
seen without doubt as payment for all the good services they rendered.  Moreover, we fed 
the fox, not at all surprised that he ate our chickens ... hoping that he would stop at that!  
We complained to the governor who redoubled his attentions! He sent us a guard at night 
and continued to meet the requests we made of him.      

Saturday 18, our good RMG received a letter from Alost, which told her that this         
beloved community was sorely tested, and the lack of food was beginning to be felt. What 
a concern for all of us but especially for our beloved RMG.  She could not sleep the next 
night. 

Monday 21, the RMG. obtained a car which took her to Aalst with 2 nuns.  They 
took with them that of which the beloved community of St. Joseph would have the    
greatest need.  All those good relationships with people we wanted to have 10,000 
leagues5 from here were probably well described by: Burn a candle to the devil!   But   
finally, one has to give in and wait. 

Besides they also duped us with beautiful stories they had to try to make us believe.   
Thus: “The Belgians were good people fighting the Germans reluctantly!  They were 
looking for the French and especially the English", and they hoped that we would have 
the naivety to believe that Mechelen and Antwerp were the right way to go to meet them.  
They insinuated that the Belgians had been abandoned by the Allies, hoping, no doubt, 
with such verbiage, to give birth to regret and submission among the vanquished. But 
Belgians knew how to await, in the midst perhaps of this blackest of miseries, the         
outcome of this struggle in which God will intervene at the right time.  They knew well 
that what mattered to the Allies was especially important for the Freedom and              
Independence of Belgium: it was ultimate victory over the purported conqueror of        
Europe.   Patriotism is not buried under the ruins that cover a country; it allies itself more 
often with heroic submission to the sad events of the present moment.   Thus, the poor 
fellow, wanting to go home with his wife and 2 children, finds his house burnt down and 
searches in vain for his cow, his two pigs and two goats.  When we say: "It's sad, winter 

                                                 
5 translator's note: one league = 3 miles approximately 
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will be tough" He courageously responds: "Yes, but all this will be quickly forgotten if 
we can remain Belgian." 

But the most amazing story was told us by the Germans.  We would have regarded it 
as a fairy story, if it had not been told to our dear RMG by the Town                         
Commandant himself!  This was it: “Belgium will not lack for food, Germany will      
provide for her!”.  

How could he have the audacity to say such a thing in a town subjected to looting for 
a whole month; in a country where, for nearly three months, hundreds of thousands of 
German soldiers lived at the expense of its people?  Not to mention the important         
requisitions flour, grains, livestock and horses seized in the most productive areas? 

Belgium knows from elsewhere what to think about German promises, even though 
they are written down, and historically they are given the title of "Treaty", perhaps now it 
is more like "Cloth of paper"!! ... 

As for us, Daughters of Mary and Joseph, our trust is more than ever in the God's            
Providence that has guarded us so miraculously through the dangers, and fed us so        
paternally in the midst of our wilderness.  We only use, it is true, what is strictly          
necessary, practising a rigorous economy and poverty:  not so that we might have had, up 
till now, real privations to apprehend but that, in the destitution so widespread around us, 
our greatest consolation during this sad winter will be to be able to share widely with the 
needy.  Since the beginning of hostilities, the motto of our good Mother was: “Refuse 
nothing! ".  May we have the happiness to put that into practice until the end of this      
terrible calamity! 

Our dear Mother House had welcomed 5,260 valiant defenders of the Father-
land. All the inhabitants of the village, who had sought shelter in Coloma against the 
bombs, had found a place in our cellars and at our table. Our hospice for the elderly      
received from time to time a new member.  One day it barely escaped becoming an      
asylum. One night, they brought us an old woman found abandoned in the town, and an 
old man with rather peculiar behaviour. He rampaged around the house, complaining of 
an inner evil against which there was, he said, good medicine: “A small drop of …!!!".  
Finally, we learned that "Jan" was the resident of Cell Brothers6, who had not               
accompanied his guardians on their flight. 

Our good RMG, recognised her Daughters did not have the qualities required for this 
kind of work.  We did not know anything, but it is certain that, from the time she knew 
the history of "our Jan", she sought a way to transfer him to another facility.  Nothing like 
that was still open in Mechelen; she wrote to the RM Lutgarde, who obtained some       
information from Mr Holvoet, attorney to the King and uncle of one of our nuns. This 
was the epitome of kindness: to take the necessary steps to accept our disturbed inmate in 
an institute in Brussels, and send his car to fetch him.  Meanwhile, "our Jan" had escaped 
and went to see a doctor.   He had found him really ill, and admitted him to the hospital.  
Consequently, when Mr Holvoet appeared to bring him to Brussels we conducted him 
there as our “noisy Jan has already left us. 

Another function of our beautiful house of Coloma during these troubled times, or   
rather of confusion, is to have served as a byre for our cows. One day the German soldiers 
come to ask us to purchase them from us. We said that they did not belong to us, and we 
wished to restore them to their owner.  All day, we were worried about them, but at 8 in 
the evening, worry turned into a conviction that by the next day, our cows would have 
disappeared. What was to be done?  It was decided that the two most valuable animals 
could sleep at the school, one in the nook under the stairs, the other, back to back with the 

                                                 
6 translator's note: literally ' Frères Cellistes'.  There still remains a building in Mechelen known as ' The Cloister 

of the Cell Brothers' now refurbished and used as a B&B.  The brothers looked after mentally ill men. 
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first, attached to the door under the bell. What a picture this made! ... Sweet dreams   
complemented by an harmonious chant!  

On the next day, “Salve Regina ", “Meditation” and "Mass”, as always with music.  
The house was 'de-odorized' on all floors! Final scene:  serious cleaning with a lot of    
water!  

From that moment (it was Thursday, October 22), there was nothing special here,   
except for the number of visitors increasing every day.  Among them were some refugees 
who were returning home and requested hospitality for the night.  Often they had had 
several days of walking, with small children who were dropping from fatigue. Then there 
were acquaintances who came to visit us, and some curious souls who asked to see the 
effects of the bombing in the house and on the garden; they were happy to take a piece of 
a bomb, souvenir of the war that is in abundance here. 

 Friday 30, the experts came to survey all the damage. Hopefully they will soon send 
the bill to the Kaiser. 

Wednesday, November 4th, we had a good and enjoyable visit from Monsignor 
Mierts, who had just returned to Mechelen.  During the first bombardment of the town, he 
had retreated to Kempen, and on the approach of the enemy to these places, he had taken 
refuge in Bar-le-Duc, a small town incorporated in Dutch territory.  After a journey, full 
of adventures, he arrived in a real earthly paradise where there are only good people and 
where the Germans could not enter without passing through the neutral country. What a 
country of delights in time of war! 

Friday 6 was marked by the second return of the parish priest Father               
Moeremans. This time, he returned from England via Holland.  He was delighted to stay 
in this hospitable country, which from the beginning of the war had opened its doors so 
wide and its heart to our poor brothers in exile. The parish priest told us a touching story 
of the generosity of the British people, less experienced than the Belgian in this common 
cause, who not only gave their money but also their admiration and deep sympathy.  He 
had carried out a very consoling ministry among the 5,000 refugees at Alexandra Palace, 
and had had the honour to accompany our dear Prince Leopold, during his visit of his    
fellow countrymen settled in these premises. The parish priest was just waiting for the 
command of His Eminence to go back - but the order never came. 

Gradually, some of the population returned, especially the poorer people and the 
working class, and the Cardinal wanted the Pastors to relocate themselves without delay 
in the midst of the flock entrusted to their care.  The diocese also sought to restart the 
schools. 

On Saturday 7, our dear RMG announced that R. Mother and several nuns of the    
Sacred Heart of Mary would begin their classes on November 30 in the Boulevard des 
Arbaletriers at the house occupied, hitherto, by the Ladies of Saint Julienne, and           
previously by the Jesuits.  The Ursuline Mothers of Wavre (whose beautiful                 
establishment was first looted and then burned) would give education to poor children in 
the primary school buildings, the only part of our house of the Sacred Heart of Mary still 
standing.  Our dear sisters would go to class for half a day, and return daily to the house 
of the Coloma family.  It was a small resumption of our apostolic work among the young 
Christians.  

Our beloved house of the Queen of Angels also opened its doors to the children of 
the primary school, of which the number was very incomplete.  While waiting for better 
days, they remained the daily refuge for the needy.  

 Already, by the  21 November, 70 families were coming to them daily for soup;  
each day, as well, others came asking for potatoes, coal, clothing, blankets, etc ... O that 
the protection of our good Patrons, Mary and Joseph, might multiply the gifts in our 
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hands, and enable us  not to send on their way any of those in misery, without some relief, 
while      awaiting the greatest gift that Heaven cannot fail to grant to so many              
supplications: "the sweet gift of deliverance, victory and a happy Peace !"   

  

Mémorial - Pendant le conflit européen 1914-1918  

Malines 
Maison du Saint Cœur de Marie, 
Rue saint Jean   

 
Le XXe Siècle, dans son n° du samedi 1er août, annonce la déclaration de guerre de           

l’Allemagne à la France et la mobilisation de l’armée belge ; en ce qui concerne ceci, il 
dit : « La mobilisation de notre armée à côté de ce qu’elle suscite naturellement 
d’émotion, doit avoir pour effet d’accroître dans l’esprit public belge, le sentiment de la 
sécurité         générale. L’heure a beau être grave, nous faisons bonne garde. C’est à ce 
signe que les   puissances reconnaîtront le caractère sérieux de notre résolution, il faut 
qu’elles aient le    sentiment que nous voulons rester neutres. » 

Ce même jour on nous avertissait que nous pourrions nous attendre à loger 300      
soldats, premier grand émoi, mais qu’était-ce en comparaison de ceux qui devaient nous 
émotionner dans la suite. Notre vaste salle du patronage, les cours et plusieurs classes de 
l’école gratuite furent mises à la disposition des 125 hommes qui, dans l’après-midi, nous 
arrivèrent sac au dos et fatigués d’une longue marche forcée. Un chariot de bottes de 
paille les suivait. 

Après s’être désaltérés et rafraîchis, ils eurent vite fait d’aménager leur caserne            
improvisée. Ces hommes venaient à Malines pour être équipés ; ils nous quittèrent le          
dimanche vers 10h. ½ témoignant chaudement leur reconnaissance pour les services que 
nous leur avions rendus : boissons, déjeuner, soins de leurs petits bobos aux pieds, etc. 

Le journal du 2 août porte en grands caractères : « Ultimatum de l’Allemagne à la      
Belgique. L’Allemagne somme la Belgique de s’unir à elle dans la guerre contre la 
France. La Belgique refuse et déclare qu’elle est décidée à défendre énergiquement sa 
neutralité. » 

Le lundi 3 août, deux de nos sœurs revenant de Mouscron, nous font part de 
l’émotion qui règne à la frontière ; déjà la circulation devient difficile. A Malines, tout se 
meut pour aviser à la préparation d’ambulances. A la proposition de notre chapelain,    
secrétaire de l’archevêché, nous nous engageons à préparer 25 lits. La salle du patronage 
est appropriée à la chose et de complaisantes voisines nous prêtent du matériel. 

Ce même jour, le frère d’une de nos jeunes consœurs, accompagné de son ami, 2        
courageux volontaires, viennent nous demander du logement et inaugurent notre nouvelle    
installation. A 10h.1/2 du soir, un troisième vient se joindre à eux présentant, comme         
recommandation, une lettre de sa tante, ancienne élève de notre école de Bruxelles, rue du 
Marais. 

Pendant les quelques jours suivants des soldats, individuellement ou par groupes de 
deux ou trois, nous arrivent à toute heure pour se restaurer ; quelques-uns sont des      
connaissances, des amis, des neveux, des frères de religieuses de la communauté. Chaque 
coup de sonnette nous apporte quelque chose de neuf. C’est un prêtre accompagné d’un 
jeune homme de 17 ans à peine, il vient en toute hâte demander l’accès du tabernacle, il 
donne la Sainte Communion à son jeune compagnon qui s’en va aussitôt rejoindre son 
régiment avec, encore tout palpitant dans son jeune cœur, le Dieu qui donne la force de 
vivre et de mourir vaillamment. Puis c’est un soldat qui désire se confesser, il s’approche 
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ensuite de la Sainte Table avec un respect et une tenue qui donnent de l’émotion et, avant 
de quitter la chapelle, il va s’agenouiller et prier à l’autel de Marie. 

Le samedi 8 août un premier malade vient occuper notre ambulance, c’est un               
volontaire ; un refroidissement lui a occasionné une congestion pulmonaire, après la visite 
du médecin militaire, il est transféré à l’hôpital. Trois autres volontaires, mineurs de 
Liège, le remplacent ; ils sont épuisés par la fatigue ; 48 heures de repos et de bons soins 
leur permettent de suivre leur régiment qui doit quitter la ville. 

Du lundi 10 au 18, nous donnons logement et nourriture à une brigade de 42           
volontaires. Les voisins et les voisines (petits bourgeois et ouvriers) veulent avoir leur 
part de charité patriotique et nous apportent, pour nos hôtes, des pains, des pommes de 
terre et même de la viande ; eux-mêmes leur distribuent sucre, cigares, etc. Le temps       
de ces soldats est occupé par des exercices de tir, d’entraînement, de marches fatigantes, 
des alertes ! 

Un soir, à 10h. ½ le tocsin sonne, tout s’ébranle, vite, vite, il faut partir… nos bonnes 
sœurs s’empressent d’emballer les tartines préparées pour le petit déjeuner du lendemain. 
Le départ pour Gand, dit-on, s’effectue au chant de la Brabançonne !... Une demi-heure 
après, ils rentrent, c’était une fausse alerte, dans le but de les préparer à des surprises   
nocturnes. 

Le 14 août dans la soirée la Révérende Mère reçoit, pour la Sainte Marie, un         
magnifique bouquet et une carte symbolique sur laquelle est écrite, à main posée, cette 
pensée plus naïve que sentimentale sans doute ; « Loin des yeux, près du cœur ». 

Le 15 août, ils viennent à la Messe dans notre chapelle et nous font leurs adieux            
définitifs le 18 août, munis de scapulaires et de médailles et promettent de donner de leurs 
nouvelles après la guerre ! Hélas, combien auront survécu… 

Le mercredi 19 à 7 h. du soir, notre cour présente le plus émouvant spectacle,        
environ 130 fugitifs des villages voisins (Betecom, Aestret, Tremmeloo) vieillards, 
hommes, femmes, ménages de 7, 8 et 12 enfants, viennent implorer un refuge. Ces     
malheureux affolés par le bruit du canon se sont sauvés, emportant ce qu’ils ont pu : ânes 
et chiens tirant des charrettes chargées de hardes et de quelques mauvaises literies ; une 
déguenillée est là, tremblante, une chèvre dans les bras. Tous ces malheureux sont atterrés 
dans un morne silence, on n’entend que les pleurs des bébés de quelques semaines. Après 
s’être restaurés, ils prennent leur repos sur la paille des soldats et nous restent jusqu’au 
vendredi 21. Avant de nous quitter ils font demander la Révérende Mère et s’étant réunis, 
les hommes se découvrent respectueusement, presque tous ont des larmes dans les yeux, 
un vénérable vieillard prend la parole et d’une voix troublée par l’émotion, il exprime 
l’éternelle reconnaissance de chacun. 

En même temps que le groupe susdit nous arrivait, un commandant venait avec son            
régiment demander à prendre chez nous trois heures de repos. Ils ont fait 40 km à pied et   
doivent en continuer autant pour fuir l’ennemi qui se dirige vers Malines. Voyant le      
tableau lamentable que je viens de décrire ils vont s’abriter plutôt au cercle militaire, en 
face de chez nous ; les officiers se reposent dans les lits de notre ambulance et, pendant 
trois heures durant nous lavons les pieds abîmés de ces valeureux défenseurs de la patrie, 
pansant les déchirures, perçant les cloches, fortifiant de teinture d’iode les parties         
sensibles. Ce sont les derniers soldats que nous ayons eus, tous, sans aucune exception, 
ont été convenables, pas un mot malsonnant ni entre eux ni avec nous ; ils se sont montrés 
reconnaissants et des soins matériels qui leur ont été prodigués et des secours spirituels 
promis pour la durée de la guerre. Si Dieu leur prête vie et … mémoire, ils viendront nous 
montrer leur femme et les petits gosses. Oh ! La femme, la vieille mère et les petits … 
cette pensée jette un éclair de tendresse dans leurs yeux mais elle n’y arrête pas la sainte 



Gathering the Fruits of the years 

150 
 

impatience de se battre pour la défense du sol natal : amour sacré de la patrie, oh, non, tu 
n’es pas un vain mot… 

Quelle nuit que celle du 19. Il semble que tout Malines soit sur pied. Sans              
discontinuer de lourds chariots ébranlent les bâtiments, les autos roulent avec une vitesse 
vertigineuse, faisant entendre leur lugubre cornet d’alarme. Que se passe-t-il ?... C’est 
l’approche des Allemands, l’armée belge quitte Malines pour se concentrer dans les forts 
les plus proches ; on y sauve aussi toutes les munitions de guerre. 

Le dimanche 23 août à 5 h. 1/2 du soir nous hébergeons pour 24 heures 18 fugitifs 
de Tirlemont dont une petite vieille de 83 ans ; on lui prodigue des soins tout particuliers, 
elle en pleure de bonheur et tandis qu’on lui lave les pieds, elle dit avec un soupir de    
soulagement « Oh ! que vous aurez une belle chaise au paradis ! ». 

Le lundi 24, c’est une pauvre mère affolée avec ses 2 enfants ; elle a laissé à Louvain 
son homme et ses garçonnets, son inquiétude sur leur sort fait peine à voir… elle nous 
quitte au premier grondement du canon. Le premier grondement du canon ! Comme il 
retentit dans nos oreilles et plus encore dans notre cœur peut-être. 

 C’est le mardi 25, à 4 h. 1/2 du matin qu’il se fait entendre dans le lointain. A 5 h ½ 
pendant la prière, les coups se rapprochent sensiblement et le sifflement des balles serre le 
cœur d’épouvante. La plus grande partie de la communauté fuit au souterrain ; plusieurs, 
en compagnie d’un prêtre ambulancier qui vient providentiellement nous dire la Messe,      
regardent la direction du feu : c’est la cathédrale St Rombaut qui est visée. Le             
bombardement dure une demi-heure environ et nous entendons la Sainte Messe en actions 
de grâces de la protection divine qui nous a été accordée. Nous apprenons, par le prêtre 
qui nous dit une seconde Messe à 7 h., que les vitraux de St Rombaut et plusieurs maisons 
environnantes sont fortement endommagées.  A midi, grande rumeur dans la rue ; il y a eu 
une fusillade entre uhlans et sentinelles belges près de Coloma ; deux allemands se noient 
dans le canal, trois autres sont blessés et faits prisonniers ; c’est le passage de ces derniers 
qui occasionne le   tumulte. Une demi-heure plus tard, un valeureux soldat dont le        
courage est tout électrisé par la médaille Marie-José dont il vient d’être décoré, arrive à la 
hâte embrasser la Zuster Athanase et confiant dans la force patriotique qu’il sent en lui, il 
nous annonce que dans quelques heures les allemands seront loin de Malines. 

Mercredi 26. Les grandes privations commencent à se faire sentir… pas de Messe.         
Monsieur le Curé vient nous donner la Sainte Communion et Jésus nous communique sa 
force divine pour boire le calice qu’il nous prépare. Jusqu’à dimanche nous n’aurons plus 
les saints sacrements pour nous soutenir. Pas un signe de vie d’aucune de nos maisons 
depuis huit jours déjà, pas même de notre cher Coloma, si près de nous….. 

Dans l’après-midi une sœur se risquant à faire une course nécessaire en ville entend 
qu’un gendarme crie dans les rues : « Fuyez ou retirez-vous dans vos caves, il y a        
danger ! ». On lui dit aussi, en exagérant, que tout le monde quitte la ville ; les religieuses 
nos voisines, Apostolines, Pauvres Claires et Carmélites sont parties.  Quelques-unes de 
nous sont épouvantées, presque toutes restent pleinement confiantes en la divine          
Providence. 

Notre Révérende Mère écrit depuis 8 jours à notre Révérende Mère Générale une 
lettre qu’elle complète après chaque alerte. Comment la lui envoyer ? 

Enfin, vers 5 heures un ambulancier de la Croix Rouge, ruisselant de sueur des        
efforts qu’il a dû faire pour arriver jusqu’à nous, nous apporte une enveloppe de Coloma 
et se charge de la lettre de la Révérende Mère. Il n’est pas hors de la maison que le       
grondement du canon et le crépitement de la mitrailleuse se font entendre. Vite, nous nous 
réfugions à la cave, et il est grand temps ! Un formidable craquement nous épouvante… 
tout semble s’écrouler autour de nous, notre maison est certainement atteinte ; on prie, 
plusieurs pleurent, tout le monde tremble. Le bombardement continue une heure durant, 
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moins fort dans notre direction. Le cierge bénit a été allumé, nous prions toujours, serrées 
l’une contre l’autre. Quelle prière, mon Dieu, combien l’épreuve fait sentir, plus que tout, 
le besoin du secours divin. Enfin, on commence à respirer et, à la lueur du flambeau bénit, 
nous lisons les bonnes lignes suivantes de notre chère Révérende Mère Générale : 
« Ma bonne Mère, 

Enfin j’ai trouvé un commissionnaire pour vous demander de vos nouvelles et vous    
donner des nôtres ! Mais je ne pourrrai vous décrire la vie que nous menons ici depuis 
lundi et les inquiétudes que j’ai eues au sujet de votre maison ; on dit qu’à la campagne 
c’est pire qu’en ville. Dimanche soir nous avons commencé par soigner 3 Allemands ; 
lundi cela n’a pas discontinué, plus de 100 blessés belges ; mardi encore, le soir, tous 
devaient être évacués. Une petite fusillade a fait entrer une balle dans le mur de la       
cuisine, a effleuré sœur Gudule… le lendemain cette espèce de bombardement qui doit 
avoir fait tant de dégâts en ville et qui a fait trembler toute notre maison, mais par        
Protection divine nous avons été préservées. Le matin, mercredi, on avait construit un 
pont tout juste devant le portique, un autre un peu plus loin… le soir vers 4 h. ½ on nous 
dit qu’on va faire sauter ces deux ponts et que nous devons toutes fuir à la cave. Le choc 
était terrible ! près de 300 vitres du devant de la maison sont brisées. Ce n’est pas tout. 
Sous le grand pont se trouvent 100 kg de dynamite ; on le fera sauter à l’approche de 
l’ennemi ; mais on attendra le dernier moment. Ce choc sera formidable et on ne répond 
pas de notre maison, mais dans les caves nous sommes en sûreté ce qui fait qu’à chaque 
alerte (et nous en avons pas mal) nous fuyons toutes à la cave… En plus les familles de 
nos voisins et de nos ouvriers sont venues s’y loger depuis 2 jours avec des 6,7 enfants. Il 
n’y a pas jusqu’à une vache abandonnée qui est venue se réfugier ici et qui a déjà donné 
2 seaux de lait. Toutes les caves sont pleines, le plus grand nombre de religieuses y a 
passé la nuit. Quel fléau que la guerre !... On ne vit plus ici mais on prie ; ces centaines 
de personnes qui ne cessent d’implorer Dieu donnent l’exemple des premiers chrétiens 
dans les catacombes…  Demain nous faisons dire une messe pour que le grand pont ne 
doive pas sauter, et samedi en actions de grâces j’espère. Une petite équipe de prussiens 
est venue ce matin sur la chaussée jusqu’à l’église, hier aussi, mais de l’autre côté du   
canal. Ce qui était le plus impressionnant c’était hier soir (quand on attendait l’ennemi) 
le silence morne sur la chaussée, après les 2 jours de vacarme inouï, d’automobiles 
d’ambulance, de soldats, chevaux, canons, etc… et hier plus une âme….. dans le quartier 
tous les gens ont fui (de ceux qui ne sont pas ici). Avec cela pas de nouvelles d’aucune de 
nos maisons, plus aucun train ni poste… et mes lettres ne leur arrivent pas non plus… 
c’est ce qui me serre le plus le cœur. C’était la semaine de notre retraite ! 

Un seul blessé est mort chez nous… pour le moment, nous n’en avons plus… le     
dernier on a presque dû le jeter au-dessus du lattis dans la voiture d’ambulance… on 
craignait l’ennemi… Mes filles sont à bout de force et d’angoisse. Ne tardez pas à me 
donner de vos nouvelles. 

Au revoir ma bonne Mère, mes chères filles, je vous bénis très maternellement et suis 
toute vôtre. 

D.E.M.G. » 
L’ignorance de ce qui se passait à Coloma nous était une peine ; l’inquiétude qui la          

remplace n’en est pas une moindre. Il n’y a que la prière et l’abandon à la divine          
Providence qui puissent nous soulager. 

Vers 6 h. 1/2 tout bruit a cessé, Malines semble une ville morte ; quelques-unes se      
risquent à sortir de la cave. Quel spectacle ! Notre mur de clôture, front à la rue, est      
largement percé par une bombe, les obus ont bouleversé les parterres, troué les murs de la 
façade, la cour tout entière est jonchée de morceaux de briques et de vitres brisées. A 
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l’intérieur, les plafonds sont percés, les escaliers et les corridors ont un tapis de débris de 
verre. 

On sonne, c’est le commissaire de police, il est stupéfait de l’état de notre maison ; 
nous lui montrons notre refuge qu’il trouve dangereux, vu le peu de profondeur de la cave 
et ses quatre grandes fenêtres. 

Après examen, il conclut que notre réduit au charbon est le seul endroit assuré, c’est 
là, entre 3 monceaux de combustible dégageant des odeurs étouffantes, que nous          
réfugierons à chaque bruit inquiétant, et combien ne s’en produit-il pas ?  Une porte qui 
bat, un objet qui tombe donne l’impression d’un bruit de canon et saisit le cœur. Plusieurs 
n’ont pas quitté ce lieu malsain du mercredi au samedi. 

Vendredi 28. Bombardement toute la journée avec redoublement d’intensité vers 3 
h.; on dirait que notre maison sert de cible aux canonniers, c’est qu’ils visent St Rombaut, 
et notre façade latérale se trouvant sur le même plan horizontal que la cathédrale, tous les 
coups maladroits viennent s’abattre sur notre propriété. Deux bombes, avec leurs obus 
éclatant dans de formidables craquements, viennent à nouveau nous remplir d’effroi,   
renversent une porte dans la cave et complètent le brisement des carreaux. A chaque 
coup, la maison semble s’effondrer. Que de supplications ardentes vers Dieu, que 
d’invocations tendrement filiales à la Sainte Vierge, Mère de la divine Providence, au 
cœur de Marie, à N.D. d’Hanswyck, quels appels pieux aux Saints Patrons de la Belgique, 
à tous les Saints dont nous avons les reliques près de nous. Pendant toute cette journée, 
notre vaillante cuisinière, forte de l’assurance que donne l’accomplissement du devoir, 
s’évertue à nous préparer, à travers sa cuisine mutilée, une nourriture que chacune prend 
là où elle se croit plus en sûreté. 

Vers 6 h. le calme se fait, de toute la journée nous n’avions vu personne ; le courant         
électrique ayant été coupé par les chocs, on ne pouvait sonner du dehors ; une corde                     
ingénieusement attachée à la grosse cloche, est passée dans le judas de la porte de la rue 
avec invitation à tirer. Deux de nos braves sœurs se risquent à aller sonner chez Monsieur 
le Curé… personne ; au grand séminaire… personne ! Enfin la Providence met sur leur 
passage 3 individus qui leur apprennent que le drapeau est arboré à la tour, parce que 
l’ennemi est repoussé assez loin, mais qu’il pourrait se venger en lançant des bombes de 
pétrole qui allumeraient l’incendie. Nouvelle panique ; mais aussi nouveau recours plus 
pressant à Dieu et à tous nos Saints Patrons. Malgré la confiance que l’on veut se donner 
quelle nuit encore dans notre infecte chambrée ! Et quand, et comment en sortirons-
nous ? C’est bien le temps propice à la prière « Que m’arrivera-t-il aujourd’hui ô mon 
Dieu… » 

Samedi 29. Samedi ! Ce jour ranime notre espérance et ce n’est pas en vain ; un               
soulagement va nous être accordé. Vers 8 heures, Monsieur l’Aumônier de Coloma nous   
arrive, et constatant l’état de nos bâtiments et leur situation sur la ligne de feu, il nous   
engage à nous rendre à Coloma sans tarder par telle route la mieux accessible, par groupe 
de 3 ou 4. Plusieurs ne se le font pas dire 2 fois et sitôt dit, sitôt fait. D’autres font 
quelques préparatifs et prennent tout ce qui pourra servir à l’alimentation. 

Monsieur l’Aumônier emporte les hosties consacrées et, avec Jésus, notre plus      
précieux trésor, nous quittons la maison, la confiant au cœur de Marie et au cœur de Jésus 
dont la belle statue reste comme miraculeusement intacte au milieu d’un amas de          
décombres et à quelques centimètres d’un trou profond creusé par une bombe. 

Au seuil de la porte nous rencontrons notre dévoué entrepreneur qui déjà s’est mis en 
peine pour nous procurer des vivres ; il veut bien se charger de venir nourrir notre petite 
basse-cour. En route pour Coloma, nous voyons peu de monde ; des chats, des chiens      
abandonnés errent dans la rue ; quelques soldats de la cavalerie semblent faire la          
surveillance de la ville. Un groupe de femmes nous regardent avec étonnement et         
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tristesse. « Vous allez aussi nous abandonner, dit l’une d’elles, tous les riches et les        
religieuses s’en vont. » Nous la rassurons, disant que nous n’allons pas plus loin que notre 
maison de Coloma. Vers cet endroit, on rencontre des sentinelles, fusil en joue… Ce n’est 
pas non plus sans effroi qu’on voit le pont miné de dynamite. Plusieurs font erreur de 
route, les voilà obligées de passer le canal sur une mauvaise planche poussée par un    
vieillard et attirée de l’autre côté par un maladroit gamin de 10 ans. Mais l’heure de Dieu 
n’est pas encore marquée et elles abordent saines et sauves, non sans avoir tremblé. 

Nos bonnes Mères de Coloma nous ouvrent leur maison et leurs bras avec une     
émotion toute maternelle ; nos chères sœurs nous accueillent par une exclamation de    
soulagement : nous allons désormais vivre, trembler et prier ensemble. Trembler ai-je dit, 
mais non, nos mères sont si calmes, si confiantes en la Providence divine, que cet état se 
communique à toutes et, sans rien négliger des précautions que réclame la prudence, on 
puise dans la réception des sacrements et dans la prière en commun la force dont on a   
besoin pour vivre au jour le jour, l’heure à l’heure, dirai-je. A 3 h. 1/2 nous faisons une 
demi-heure d’adoration près de Jésus exposé ; la belle statue du Sacré Cœur les bras     
ouverts, qui surmonte le tabernacle, semble nous dire : « Moi aussi je vous accueille avec 
tendresse ». 

Le dimanche 30, nous avons la consolation d’avoir 3 messes auxquelles assistent 
tous les Colomasiens, vieillards, hommes, femmes et enfants ; ces derniers prient si 
naïvement, communient si innocemment qu’on se sent ému et rassuré en les voyant. 

La menace du pont qu’on pourrait faire sauter précipite les battements du cœur, mais 
après une messe dite à cette intention, les inquiétudes sont dissipées et on nous donne 
presque la certitude que la chose ne sera pas nécessaire. 

Le fils de notre entrepreneur vient rapporter nos clefs et nous avertit qu’il va quitter 
la ville avec ses parents ; le bourgmestre ayant fait publier que plusieurs trains sont mis à       
disposition de ceux qui veulent se mettre en sûreté. Les volailles vont donc se trouver         
affamées ?... Après avoir pris conseil de Monsieur l’Aumônier 3 Dames et 2 Sœurs se         
risquent à aller rue St Jean, après y avoir soigné tout ce qui peut périr, bêtes et plantes, 
elles apportent ici nos dernières petites provisions. 

A peine sont-elles rentrées, qu’une grêle de balles semble s’abattre sur la toiture ; 
c’est une fusillade entre uhlans et sentinelles belges. On se réfugie dans les souterrains 
qui rappellent les catacombes, on y prie. 

Lundi 31. Nous vivons toujours sur le qui-vive ; il y a encore une tentative de                     
bombardement sur la ville, une autre sur l’arsenal, qui est à proximité de Coloma ; le             
grondement du canon ébranle la maison et nous fait grand’peur. 

Notre chère Révérende Mère Générale nous dit non sans inquiétude apparente « Dans 
votre prière demandez quelque chose avec votre pain quotidien » … c’est que les          
provisions s’épuisent, il y a plus de 100 personnes à nourrir, mais avec la dévouée       
économe on s’abandonne filialement à la divine Providence et elle ne nous fait pas défaut. 
Une voisine vient demander d’abriter 3 vaches qui nous donneront leur lait, des Dames et 
des Sœurs font une excursion en ville et parviennent à se procurer des œufs, du sucre, du 
chocolat, du riz, plusieurs fromage de Hollande et même un demi porc ! Il y a provision 
de farine ; nos bonnes sœurs converses deviennent boulangères improvisées et nous      
cuisent le pain nécessaire. 

Mardi 1er septembre. Vers le soir, nouvelle alarmante. Un officier belge vient poser 
des fils téléphoniques à la tour de l’église Saint Joseph, ces fils traverseront le potager.            
Evidemment c’est un nouveau grand danger pour la maison de Coloma ; si l’ennemi   
aperçoit la chose, il aura vite fait de tâcher de l’anéantir, par le canon peut-être, et alors 
quelle terreur justifiée ! Monsieur l’Aumônier, si rassurant jusqu’alors se trouble et mé-
dite s’il y a encore pour nous un moyen de fuite. 
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Notre chère Révérende Mère Générale qui a toujours dissimulé ses inquiétudes 
semble préoccupée ; sa nuit d’insomnie anxieuse lui aura fait puiser gros dans le trésor 
des mérites. Par mesure de prudence, le St Sacrement est descendu au souterrain, un 
groupe de 3 religieuses s’y remplace continuellement. Encore une fois, le recours à Dieu, 
la prière, vient calmer nos cruelles alarmes sans les faire disparaître complètement       
cependant, et nos journées de mercredi et jeudi sont les plus tranquilles que nous ayons 
eues jusqu’alors. 

Trois Dames et quatre Sœurs vont rue St Jean, les soldats belges, toujours en faction 
sur les quais, empêchent les civils de passer le canal, ils y autorisent nos religieuses, c’est 
un radeau qui les conduit à l’autre rive. 

4 septembre. 1er vendredi du mois, nous nous réfugions aujourd’hui spécialement 
dans le Cœur de Jésus pour qu’Il nous y fasse à tout jamais un abri contre les Allemands 
et leurs engins destructeurs. Le soleil est radieux et il l’est aussi dans nos cœurs, car nous 
avons eu 3 messes, la première à 5 h. célébrée par un aumônier militaire, il a passé la nuit 
couché en plein air avec le régiment. Toute la journée on entend le canon dans le lointain, 
il émotionne, car on pense à ceux qui en reçoivent les terribles effets. 

Vers 5 heures, un aéroplane apparaît ; depuis le commencement des opérations de 
guerre, nous en voyons chaque jour. Parfois leur bruit est accompagné de celui du canon 
qui leur fait la chasse. La hauteur de leur vol ne permet pas de distinguer à quelle nation 
ils appartiennent. 

Samedi 5. Tout est tranquille pour le moment, nos sœurs se mettent en route et se      
donnent de la peine pour se procurer des vivres ; un seul boulanger cuit pour toute la ville, 
2 ou 3 magasins seulement sont ouverts, les indigents peuvent, avec l’autorisation civile, 
s’y présenter et être servis gratis ; une charrette ramène à Coloma le résultat des           
emplettes. 

Monsieur l’Aumônier de son côté est admirable de dévouement ; malgré tous les       
dangers, il est continuellement en quête de pourvoir à notre alimentation et s’empresse de 
nous apporter toutes les nouvelles qui sont de nature à nous rassurer. 

Dimanche 6. On espère une journée calme, en conséquence Monsieur l’Aumônier 
nous procure la consolation de l’exposition du Saint Sacrement à la chapelle. A 8 heures 
le canon gronde, une bombe siffle au-dessus de la chapelle, par mesure de prudence le 
Saint Sacrement est descendu au souterrain où l’adoration se continue. Le canon persiste 
à se faire entendre de loin en loin jusqu’à midi ; nous apprenons alors que ce sont les   
manœuvres belges au fort de Waelhem. 

Lundi 7. Ce n’est pas le chant du coq qui nous donne le réveil à 2 heures 40… mais 
une fameuse fusillade intempestive et par trop matinale, tout près de nous, dans la cour 
dirait-on.  Les impressionnables sont sur pied dans les costumes les plus variés ! les 
braves font un demi tour dans leur lit et ont la chance de pouvoir continuer leur sommeil 
interrompu. 

A midi, Monsieur l’Aumônier nous annonce qu’on a bon espoir que l’ennemi va           
s’éloigner. 

Mardi 8. Nos sœurs reviennent de la ville, elles y ont vu les rues noires de soldats ; 
on annonce un combat pour Elewyt à une ½ heure d’ici ; on veut en balayer l’ennemi qui 
y séjourne depuis une quinzaine de jours. De 3 h. du matin à 8 h. du soir le canon ne cesse 
de tonner. A l’heure du coucher un commandant de 200 lanciers demande un abri pour y 
prendre nourriture et repos. La classe ménagère est offerte aux officiers. Ils n’y sont pas 
de 5 minutes qu’une bombe vient éclater à 200 mètres. Pour notre sécurité ils jugent    
prudent de se retirer et nous conseillent de passer la nuit dans les souterrains, en vue de 
projectiles qui pourraient nous atteindre. 
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Jeudi 10, vendredi 11, samedi 12. Chaque heure de ces 3 journées nous donne une       
émotion nouvelle. C’est d’abord la détonation formidable des gros canons de 7 h. du     
matin à 8 h. du soir ! puis les allées et venues incessantes de soldats armés (infanterie et 
cavalerie), de cyclistes, d’autos, de voitures d’ambulance et les lourds engins dont le    
passage fait trembler la maison. Les uns vont vers le champ de bataille les autres en      
reviennent et tout ce tapage sinistre se continue la nuit à travers des pluies torrentielles. 
Ces combats et le tir du fort de Waelhem ont pour résultat de déloger l’ennemi de         
plusieurs petites localités et de lui faire perdre beaucoup d’hommes mais il occupe        
toujours Elewyt où il s’est habilement construit des tranchées. 

Monsieur Woeste, ministre de l’Instruction publique, accompagné du fils du          
président des Etats-Unis et d’un prince espagnol, vient en passant visiter l’établissement 
de Coloma. Des généraux, des officiers demandent des appartements pour s’y réconforter 
et y tenir conseil. Des régiments entiers ayant ordre de se cantonner pour quelques heures 
à Coloma nous arrivent même en pleine nuit. Tout ce monde est charmé de la large      
hospitalité qui est offerte et nous félicite du courage que nous témoignons en restant 
calmes à notre poste dans une maison exposée à tant de dangers. C’est que nous avons à 
notre tête une vaillante générale qui puise en Dieu l’assurance souriante qu’elle sait 
communiquer à son bataillon religieux. Durant toute la période dangereuse elle remplit 
elle-même l’office de portière prête à se présenter la première devant le redoutable        
ennemi. 

Du 12 au 24 la maison de Coloma bien que restant le refuge de tous les malheureux 
des environs devient une véritable caserne pour l’avant-poste de l’armée qui est           
concentrée à Malines. Tout le bâtiment de l’école gratuite y compris la cuisine de l’école 
ménagère est occupé par les soldats. Le pavillon sert de chambre à coucher et de cabinet 
de travail aux officiers ; ils prennent leurs repas dans le parloir attenant à la cuisine. Des 
ingénieurs sont installés à l’orangerie, ils y ont établi un téléphone et un télégraphe qui les 
mettent en communication avec Anvers et les forts environnants. Des engins de guerre, 
canons, mitrailleuses, voitures d’ambulance et autres stationnent dans la cour et sur le 
quai, devant la maison.  

Jeudi 24 7bre. Il est écrit que nous aurons à goûter à tous les genres d’émotions ; le    
matin, après les 2 messes, pendant que la plupart des religieuses font le chemin de Croix, 
on voit entrer à la chapelle un jeune soldat accompagné d’un aumônier militaire et suivi 
de deux gendarmes armés, ceux-ci restent à l’entrée de la chapelle tandis que l’aumônier 
donne la communion au soldat. Après 10 minutes d’action de grâces un des gendarmes 
donne un signal et tous les 4 se retirent. Quelques minutes plus tard nous entendons des 
détonations et nous apprenons avec effroi que le malheureux que nous avons vu à la 
sainte Table vient d’être fusillé en expiation d’infractions réitérées à certaines lois de la 
guerre. Espérons qu’il aura trouvé grâce devant la justice divine. 

Le 25, jour qui avait été fixé pour la rentrée des élèves, pendant une de nos réunions 
de travail, la Rde Mère Générale est demandée par un Colonel. 20 minutes plus tard elle 
revient et nous annonce que la providence nous envoie deux pensionnaires… elle est tout 
émue encore du tableau navrant qu’elle vient d’avoir sous les yeux : un ménage             
octogénaire, les deux derniers habitants d’Hofstade, qu’on n’était pas parvenu jusqu’ici à 
faire déloger de leur pauvre masure, résolus qu’ils étaient à mourir là où ils avaient vécu, 
sont emmenés de force par les officiers qui veulent les soustraire au danger certain qui les 
menace. La femme malade n’a pas quitté le lit depuis 4 mois, on l’emporte sur sa literie, 
sur une charrette, l’homme tout courbé n’est que la moitié de lui-même et se traîne à 
l’aide de deux béquilles. On les installe commodément dans les deux vastes lits de 
l’infirmerie des religieuses, on les dorlote et la naïve vieille de dire « Vous ne partirez pas 
vous autres et nous resterons toujours avec vous ! » En attendant des temps meilleurs 
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Modeste passe une partie de sa journée dans un fauteuil bourré près du lit de sa Thérèse. 
Dans leur commune épreuve leur amour conjugal les console et ils ont des accents       
touchants pour remercier celles qui sont les intermédiaires du bon Dieu pour les secourir 
avec une sollicitude tout angélique. 

Son Eminence, le Cardinal Mercier, vient nous dire son admiration pour la vaillance 
dont nous faisons preuve en restant au poste périlleux ; il nous remercie d’avoir été la 
providence du hameau. Il a une bonne parole pour chacun des réfugiés, pour les vieillards 
surtout, il caresse et bénit les petits enfants, leur distribue des médailles. Il serre           
cordialement la main aux officiers et aux soldats, plusieurs fois il nous envoie provision 
de viande et de légumes à distribuer. Trois fois déjà notre retour à Malines est décidé et 
trois fois on nous donne des nouvelles alarmantes sur la situation ; on prévoit un 6e       
bombardement ! 

 En effet, le dimanche 27, déjà pendant la messe de 6 h. on entend le canon. Après la    
seconde messe, à 8 h. les secousses ne sont plus supportables à la chapelle, le St             
Sacrement est porté au souterrain et alors commence un véritable duel d’artillerie qui 
nous épouvante toute la journée ; le sifflement des balles, le heurt des obus contre nos   
bâtiments qu’ils trouent et brisent à certains endroits, nous donnent le frisson. Dans 
l’après-midi, des fuyards terrifiés viennent chercher un refuge dans nos caves ; on nous 
amène un soldat belge blessé mortellement, il ne tarde pas à expirer. Une mère éplorée 
demande du soulagement pour sa pauvre fillette frappée en route par un éclat d’obus ; le 
médecin militaire constate une fracture au crâne et déclare l’état désespéré. Tout cela se 
passe au milieu du tapage infernal de l’éclat des bombes car c’est la gare et l’arsenal que 
l’on vise et Coloma se trouve sur la ligne de feu. Plusieurs religieuses n’y tiennent plus, la 
Rde Mère générale leur offre l’essai d’un départ pour l’Angleterre mais les                  
communications avec Anvers sont interrompues il faut donc faire le trajet à pied et au son 
et au risque de l’épouvantable canon. Elles sont 7, conduites par un respectable père de 
famille qui, lui aussi, cherche un refuge pour lui et les siens. Après cette émouvante       
séparation quelle nuit, mon Dieu, ou plutôt quelle terrible veille. Vers 6 h. notre héroïque 
Aumônier arrive à travers le feu pour nous distribuer le pain des forts, dans le souterrain. 
A peine nous a-t-il   quittées qu’une religieuse accourt alarmée nous dire qu’il est pris par 
les Allemands. Au même instant nous entendons une vive fusillade dans la cour. Il y eut 
alors parmi nous un unanime gémissement douloureux dont nous ne fûmes soulagées que 
10 minutes plus tard en entendant la voix de notre courageux et saint ami. Voici ce qui 
s’était passé : dès la pointe du jour Mr l’Aumônier s’était mis en devoir de creuser une 
fosse pour le pauvre soldat belge dont la dépouille mortelle nous avait été confiée ; deux 
religieuses l’aidaient dans cette pénible tâche quand se présentent devant eux deux 
Uhlans ; après un interrogatoire les religieuses sont autorisées à se retirer et Mr 
l’Aumônier est sommé de marcher devant les soldats armés. En ce moment des              
sentinelles belges paraissent, une lutte armée se produit entre les adversaires et c’est     
pendant cette fusillade entendue que notre vaillant aumônier s’échappe et vient nous     
raconter sa tragique aventure. Tragique ! c’est bien le mot voulu pour qualifier l’heure qui 
va suivre. Des coups de feu se font entendre autour de nous à toutes les issues ; à coups de 
crosses de fusil les portes et les fenêtres sont forcées et nous entendons une soldatesque 
en furie arpenter la maison du clocher à la cave où nous nous trouvons. Plusieurs            
religieuses se présentent bras levés, au questionnaire qui leur est adressé elles assurent 
qu’il n’y a dans la maison ni soldats, ni hommes ; plusieurs officiers explorent les caves 
et nous conseillent de nous y tenir nous assurant que nous n’avons rien à craindre d’eux. 
Pendant ce temps le fort de Waelhem envoie, à leur adresse, des bombes qui                 
endommagent la maison, notamment l’oratoire et le bâtiment de l’école gratuite dans    
lequel nos soldats belges avaient été abrités pendant plusieurs semaines. Deux lacs de 5 
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m. de diamètre sont creusés dans le parc qui est jonché de branches brisées. Pendant une 
heure durant nous entendons défiler les soldats dans le corridor au-dessus de nos têtes ; ils 
se dirigent vers Malines et pour éviter les bombes de Waelhem qui leur font la chasse ils 
ont passé l’étang sur des barres de fer, traversé le parc et la maison. Ils ont 3 blessés pour 
lesquels ils demandent du secours, nous les pansons. Ils acceptent de donner la sépulture 
au soldat belge dont le cadavre nous est resté ; ils la recouvrent d’une croix de bois y    
traçant cette inscription : « Ici repose un brave qui a succombé pour sa patrie. » 

Pendant toute la journée les monstrueux canons allemands qui ont pris la place des 
nôtres à proximité de notre maison, dirigent leur feu d’enfer sur le fort de Waelhem. Des 
patrouilles de soldats viennent pour de nouvelles perquisitions. Nous apprenons avec   
angoisse que notre dévoué Aumônier est repris et emmené comme otage avec une       
trentaine de personnes (femmes et enfants) qui restaient dans le hameau. Nous sommes 
donc absolument entre les mains des allemands ou plutôt nous sommes entre les mains de 
Dieu qui reste avec nous et se cache de toutes les façons pour mieux éprouver notre foi ; 
elle reste inébranlable et nous ne voulons pas nous demander quand et comment se termi-
nera notre martyre. 

Quelle nuit aurions-nous ? C’est l’interrogation de chaque soir ? En prévoyant la 
marche de l’ennemi et par conséquent celle des évènements, il est évident que le siège 
d’Anvers va être entrepris et qu’ainsi nous aurons plus longtemps encore à nous mettre à 
l’abri des bombes. Plusieurs ne se sont pas couchées depuis plusieurs jours ; on procède à 
la préparation de couchettes : les paillasses sont disposées dans la galerie souterraine on 
s’y placera deux à deux. Vers 10h. ½ nous entendons quelques lourds pas au-dessus de 
nos têtes. Plusieurs religieuses se présentent non sans trembler et engagent avec deux    
soldats une conversation que la plupart ne comprenons pas mais dont nos sœurs nous    
traduisent le résumé : « Ils vont visiter les caves et défense absolue nous est faite de    
bouger et de parler. »  L’un des deux reste à l’entrée de la cave, l’autre muni d’une      
lanterne et de son fusil commence son inspection. Nos paillasses occupant toute la largeur 
du corridor, il est obligé de les enjamber passant ainsi au-dessus de nos corps… Plusieurs 
avaient les dents qui claquaient de frayeur d’autres de mépris et de dégoût. Il répétait trop 
de fois qu’il accomplissait un devoir pour qu’on le crût. D’ailleurs on voyait qu’il n’était 
pas sans crainte ; à chaque entrée des caves latérales il se faisait accompagner par la      
religieuse qu’il avait forcée à l’accompagner. Enfin il rencontre des … bouteilles et on 
entend à ses exclamations que le but de sa visite est atteint ! Le ton élevé de sa voix      
répétant à plusieurs reprises « Oh wein (vin) ! Oh wein ! » est sans doute un signal pour 
son complice qui vient aussitôt le rejoindre révolver en joue. Il nous escalade comme le 
premier et après 5 minutes de délibération dans le caveau ils reviennent les bras chargés 
de bouteilles et nous recommandent toujours de ne pas bouger. Plusieurs ne l’auraient pu, 
elles étaient comme clouées de stupeur. Avec quelle impatience nous aspirions à voir la 
fin de cette nuit terrible entre toutes. Dans la matinée des officiers s’étant présentés on 
leur conte l’inqualifiable aventure, ils l’excusent disant que ce sont des cas isolés et que 
dans toute armée il se rencontre de mauvais sujets qui échappentmomentanément à la 
surveillance. Ils inscrivent sur le portique, en langue allemande, une défense de le franchir 
et y placent une sentinelle. Ils acceptent de nous rendre des services importants pour la 
situation critique où nous nous trouvons ; les vivres vont nous manquer… ils nous font 
amener 3 vaches, 3 porcs et 1 veau. Sous leur garde les sœurs peuvent recueillir les épices 
qui restent dans les petits magasins de quartier (ce dont on tient note pour indemniser plus 
tard les malheureux fugitifs). 

Pendant 3 jours nous avons de cruelles inquiétudes sur le sort de 4 de nos sœurs         
converses restées rue St Jean avec notre ouvrier charpentier… Comment notre maison, si   
endommagée déjà, aura-t-elle supporté le dernier bombardement plus terrible que les          
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précédents ?... Enfin mardi vers trois heures nos braves sœurs sont là, défaites,               
exténuées… et quelle nouvelle à nous apprendre… Depuis 24 h. notre vaste et magnifique 
établissement avec son mobilier scolaire si soigné, si complet, si moderne, notre délicieux 
sanctuaire si bon, si pieux, si reposant tout est la proie des flammes !... Une bombe a     
allumé l’incendie dans une maison particulière, le feu s’est communiqué au couvent des 
Apostolines dont il ne reste que des ruines, de là il a pris l’aile de notre bâtiment, puis le 
corps, la chapelle, la grande salle de patronage, l’académie de musique, le Mont de piété. 
Nos bonnes sœurs affolées ont cru n’avoir rien de mieux à sauver que tout ce qui se    
trouvait à la chapelle, elles en ont pour ainsi dire tout enlevé depuis la plus petite chaise 
sans valeur jusqu’aux lourdes statues pour lesquelles elles ont dû employer une force    
extraordinaire. Elles ont réfugié tout cela dans le bâtiment de l’école gratuite qui a été 
épargné ainsi que les deux maisons de nos locataires. Quel dommage qu’elles n’aient pas 
songé aux secrétaires du cabinet de la Révérende Mère, à d’autres choses précieuses pour 
lesquelles il n’eût fallu que la 20e partie du temps qu’elles ont employé pour transporter 
250 chaises sans valeur. Nos courageuses sœurs doivent ignorer l’amertume du regret qui 
nous étreint car, avec notre brave charpentier elles ont fait preuve d’un courage héroïque. 

Notre sainte Mère générale apprend cette pénible nouvelle avec un calme qui ne    
dément en rien son inébranlable esprit de foi qui lui fait voir en tout, même dans les plus 
douloureux évènements, l’expression de la volonté paternelle de Dieu. Notre bonne      
Révérende Mère Louise, elle aussi, est édifiante de courageuse résignation. Nous voilà de 
vraies pauvres, nous n’avons plus que ce que nous portons sur nous et, à notre tour, nous 
devenons des réfugiées… Mais notre refuge, nous le trouvons chez des mères, chez des 
sœurs et combien nous nous sentons moins à plaindre que les malheureux fugitifs dont 
nous avons, si souvent depuis le commencement de la guerre, momentanément soulagé 
l’infortune. 

Le 2 octobre, les Allemands sont en possession du fort de Waelhem en envahissant        
Malines qui a été complètement évacuée par l’armée et les civils. Ils n’y trouvent, comme 
êtres vivants, que des chats et des chiens abandonnés. Un gouverneur siège à l’hôtel de 
ville, les officiers occupent les grands hôtels et les grandes maisons, des soldats de marine 
font le déblayement des ruines dangereuses et exercent la fonction de pompiers dans les 
quartiers incendiés. D’autres, et en grand nombre, se mettent en devoir de dévaliser tous 
les magasins, ils remplissent d’énormes camions du fruit de leurs rapines. Ils ont vite 
trouvé le cellier des maisons de maitre et les bouteilles vides jonchent les trottoirs. La 
ville offre un spectacle navrant : la gare, la cathédrale, les belles églises paraissent de 
vastes ruines, plusieurs quartiers sont complètement détruits par les bombes ou l’incendie. 
Pendant les premiers jours de l’invasion on ne voit pas un belge, puis les soldats en      
perquisition font sortir de leurs caves les pauvres ouvrières qui s’y cachent avec de petits 
enfants et des vieillards. On leur distribue du pain et des pommes de terre à l’hôtel de 
ville. Nous sommes témoins de toutes ces scènes émouvantes parce que nous avons 
l’autorisation du gouverneur de nous rendre chaque jour à notre propriété de la rue St 
Jean ; des soldats nous accompagnent et nous aident même à rapporter ce que nous      
voulons mettre en sûreté à Coloma. 

Notre aumônier est toujours retenu et nous faisons des démarches pour lui obtenir la      
liberté ou au moins pour nous procurer un prêtre catholique allemand. 

Le samedi 3 octobre, la bonne Providence nous en envoie un vers 6 h. du soir, il est             
accompagné d’une jeune marin qui est tout à la fois son ordonnance et son enfant de 
chœur. Le St Sacrement, qui reçoit nos adorations au souterrain depuis dimanche dernier 
est remonté à la chapelle et le lendemain, pendant la messe du Père, nous avons 
l’émouvante surprise de voir entrer notre pauvre aumônier suivi d’un gendarme armé. 
Après des démarches réitérées, il avait obtenu 3 h. de liberté pour célébrer sa messe. Nous 



DMJ 
 

159 
 

apprîmes qu’il avait passé la semaine dans la prison militaire de Malines en compagnie 
d’une trentaine de femmes et d’enfants d’ouvriers, n’ayant pour se reposer la nuit qu’un 
chantier de tonneaux et pour nourriture du pain avec un ragoût de légumes. L’aumônier 
allemand, ému de cette situation promit d’intervenir auprès de « l’Excellence » ; 
l’héroïque prisonnier est reconduit à 10 h. Vers 11 h. le prêtre allemand le ramène en auto 
et muni d’un écrit du gouverneur lui permettant de circuler de sa maison au couvent de 
Coloma. 

Pendant cette semaine, Coloma est devenue une véritable métairie ; nous avons 6 
vaches, 1 veau, 5 porcs, 14 chèvres, 1 mouton, une cinquantaine de lapins ; le poulailler 
d’enrichit d’une quarantaine de volailles et les chats et les chiens pullulent dans le parc. 
Ces animaux nous sont amenés par des soldats allemands ou nous allons les recueillir 
dans des maisons abandonnées et au milieu des cadavres de leurs semblables morts de 
faim. Chaque jour des religieuses vont dans les champs environnants glaner  la nourriture 
nécessaire à la subsistance de nos bêtes qui procurent à la communauté,  à nos vieillards 
et infirmes leur lait et au besoin leur chair. Des soldats allemands nous ont tué déjà 3 
porcs, abattu une vache et un bouc ; ils découpent complaisamment les grosses pièces, ils 
ont même fait des saucisses, des boudins et certain pâté très réussi. Pour remerciement, ils 
n’acceptent rien d’autre qu’un repas chaud ; cette qualité fait du moindre plat un vrai    
régal pour le soldat en campagne. 

Les provisions de charbon et de pommes de terre n’étant pas faites c’est un sujet de         
souci… n’ayant plus ni gaz, ni électricité on s’éclaire au moyen de bouts de bougie       
piquées dans des bouteilles. Des poêles sont placés dans plusieurs places où on se tiendra                
exclusivement afin de ne pas allumer le calorifère et ainsi économiser le charbon. 

Vendredi 9 8bre. Par l’intermédiaire de l’ambassade espagnole à Bruxelles, la Rde 
Mère générale obtient du gouverneur un laisser-passer pour Bruxelles pour douze          
religieuses de la communauté de la rue St Jean. Six sont destinées à St Josse et six à 
Uccle. Ce n’est pas sans émotion qu’on quitte le cher Coloma après avoir plus que jamais 
goûté les charmes d’une union fortifiée par le support des mêmes épreuves et sanctifiée 
par de communes espérances dans le recours à Dieu. Et notre Nazareth de la rue St Jean 
sera-t-il reconstruit ? Autant d’interrogations qui impressionnent le cœur et rendent la    
séparation plus pénible. 

Notre courageuse Révérende Mère générale nous conduit à la gare ; après une heure       
d’attente nous montons dans un train allemand ; nous sommes les seules voyageuses avec 
un vieillard. Il nous confie furtivement qu’il est frère de Miséricorde et qu’il a gardé seul 
son couvent de Malines sous les livrées d’un domestique. Il a prétexté telle nécessité pour 
obtenir, avec beaucoup de peine, un permis d’aller-retour pour Bruxelles où ses confrères 
se sont réfugiés. Il est placé seul dans un compartiment, des soldats allemands en          
occupent une dizaine d’autres. Ils n’ont pas le maniement de nos voies ferrées et nous 
mettons 1 h. ½ pour le trajet, faisant constamment des mouvements de recul pendant   
plusieurs minutes. Enfin à Schaerbeeck, après 10 secondes d’arrêt, on nous avertit qu’on 
ne sait plus avancer. Plusieurs soldats acceptent complaisamment de porter nos deux 
malles jusqu’au dehors de la gare, celle-ci est remplie de militaires ; nous les voyons     
défiler pour recevoir un ½ pain et un morceau de saucisson gros comme le poing, ils ont 
l’air satisfaits de leur ration. 

Nous sommes reçues à notre maison de la chaussée d’Haecht avec une vraie bonne              
affection qui nous montre que nos épreuves sont comprises et partagées ; nous y            
apprenons avec peine que notre maison d’Alost a, elle aussi, subi les désastreux effets 
d’un bombardement et que communauté s’est réfugiée à Lede chez les Chanoinesses de 
St Augustin et de là, à Mouscron. 
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Dans l’après-midi les destinataires pour Uccle en prennent le chemin et sont reçues 
les bras ouverts. La Rde Mère Adrienne avait précisément organisé un confectionnement 
de vêtements pour les réfugiés, elle nous annonce que nous serons les premières servies. 

A la capitale on a vécu en paix jusqu’ici, mais cela durera-t-il ? Les Bruxellois                  
commencent à s’inquiéter ; des bruits sinistres circulent. On dit que les familles             
allemandes quittent la ville… Serait-ce pour se soustraire à un bombardement projeté ? 
Personne n’est rassuré, les vivres deviennent rares et chers, la farine surtout manque, on 
se retranche sur tout, feu, lumière, nourriture. Nous mettons en Dieu toute notre confiance 
et nous comptons sur sa paternelle protection pour nos âmes, pour nos corps et aussi pour 
nos biens, toujours filialement soumises à sa divine et adorable volonté. 

La correspondance avec Malines est difficile ainsi nous avons rarement des nouvelles 
de Coloma ; ce sont des touristes qui font le trajet partie en tram, partie en carriole et à 
pieds qui nous en apportent. 

 Le 15 9bre, on nous écrit : « Rien de bien particulier ici depuis quelques semaines si 
ce n’est que le nombre de visiteurs augmente chaque jour. Parmi ceux-ci se trouvent 
quelques réfugiés qui retournent chez eux et qui demandent l’hospitalité pour la nuit. 
Souvent ils ont fait plusieurs journées de marche avec de petits enfants qui tombent de 
fatigue. Puis ce sont des connaissances qui viennent nous faire visite ou quelques curieux 
qui demandent à voir les effets du bombardement dans la maison et au jardin ; ils sont 
heureux d’emporter un morceau de bombe souvenir de guerre qui abonde chez nous. 

Depuis le début de la guerre Coloma a fait accueil à 5.260 vaillants défenseurs de la   
patrie. Tous les habitants du hameau qui ont cherché à Coloma un abri contre les 
bombes ont trouvé place dans nos caves et à notre table ; actuellement encore notre 
chère Maison-Mère reste, en attendant des temps meilleurs, le refuge quotidien des        
nécessiteux ; 70 familles viennent chercher journellement la soupe ; chaque jour aussi on 
vient demander des pommes de terre, du charbon, des vêtements, des couvertures, etc… 

Depuis le début des hostilités, la devise de nos bonnes Mères est : ‘ Ne rien refuser’.     
Puissions-nous avoir le bonheur de l’appliquer jusqu’à la fin de cette terrible calamité. 

L’autorité religieuse désirait la réorganisation des écoles et le samedi 7 novembre, 
la Rde Mère générale nous annonça que la Rde Mère et plusieurs religieuses du St Cœur 
de Marie ouvriraient quelques classes au Boulevard des Arbalétriers, dans la maison   
occupée jusqu’à présent par les Dames de Ste Julienne et précédemment par les Pères 
Jésuites. Les Mères Ursulines de Wavre (dont le bel établissement avait d’abord été pillé 
puis incendié) donneraient l’enseignement aux enfants pauvres dans le bâtiment de 
l’école primaire, la seule partie subsistante de notre maison du St Cœur de Marie. Les 
classes s’ouvriront le 30 novembre pour une trentaine d’élèves seulement, les familles 
malinoises de la classe aisée s’étant réfugiées, pour la plupart, en Angleterre et en      
Hollande. Les cours ne se donneront que le matin pendant un certain temps et les        
maîtresses reviendront journellement au foyer de famille, à Coloma.  

C’est un petit retour vers notre œuvre d’apostolat auprès de la jeunesse chrétienne. » 
Jusqu’au nouvel an les religieuses maîtresses de classe firent chaque jour la navette 

de Coloma au Boulevard. Entretemps, de concert avec les sœurs, elles aménagèrent tant 
bien que mal la maison très abîmée par les bombes et encombrée des meubles des          
ex-occupantes qui n’aveint pas eu la facilité d’opérer un déménagement. 

Le 6 janvier (1915 ajouté au crayon) la Révérende Mère générale vint y installer        
définitivement la Révérende Mère Louise et 10 religieuses, 6 Dames et 4 Sœurs.        
Monsieur l’Aumônier de Coloma nous y avait devancées avec le Saint Sacrement. Nous 
entrâmes directement à la chapelle pour y recevoir la bénédiction du St Sacrement. Les 
religieuses sont logées dans deux chambres. Une cuisine cave sert à la fois de réfectoire et 
de salle de communauté. Dans le jardin joliment vallonné s’élève notre belle statue du 
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Sacré Cœur ; une gracieuse petite grotte de N. D. de Lourdes orne l’angle du mur qui    
sépare notre jardin du boulevard. Nous avons 2 serres et quelques bons arbres fruitiers, 
cerisiers et poiriers. Grâce au courage et évouement de nos sœurs lors de l’incendie de 
notre maison de la rue St Jean, rien ne nous manque pour la chapelle qui est fort belle et 
de style gothique. Mgr Mierts, notre confesseur, s’est offert à être notre chapelain. Les 
classes sont meublées de ce que nous avons trouvé de meilleur dans notre école adoptée. 
Nous avons pu faire l’acquisition de 12 nouveaux doubles pupitres. A force d’économie 
dont nous faisons méritoirement de multiples actes de pauvreté et aussi grâce à la          
générosité de notre chère Maison-Mère et de toutes les autres maisons de l’Institut, nos 
bibliothèques, notre lingerie et notre ameublement se reconstituent peu à peu, sans luxe, 
sans abondance mais aussi sans nous imposer trop de dures privations et chaque jour et à 
chaque instant nous bénissons la bonne Providence qui nous aide visiblement. Nous 
n’avions pas de meubles de chambre d’étrangers ou d’infirmerie ; la mort de Madame 
Mertens nous fait héritières, par sa petite fille qui fait partie de la communauté, d’un    
mobilier de chambre en acajou, d’une belle garniture de cheminée, pendule et               
candélabres, et d’une quantité d’autres choses qui nous viennent merveilleusement à point 
un peu partout. 

Nous avons recommencé nos classes le 30 novembre avec 29 élèves, nous terminons      
l’année scolaire avec 72. Beaucoup de familles aisées de Malines sont encore en           
Angleterre ou en Hollande. L’établissement dans la ville de Malines d’écoles primaire et 
moyenne par les Mères Ursulines diminuera probablement le nombre que nous avions 
atteint à la rue St Jean. Nous travaillerons mieux que jamais A.M.D.G. et nous comptons 
sur l’assistance de Marie, Mère de la divine Providence à qui nous confions tous nos     
intérêts spirituels et matériels. 

 

A memoir from the European conflict 1914-1918 

 
Malines  

House of the sacred heart of Mary 
Rue Saint Jean 

 
“Le XXieme Siecle” announced, in its edition of Saturday 1st August, that        

Germany had declared war on France and that the Belgian army was to be mobilised. It 
said, in its article on this: “the mobilisation of our army, in addition to the natural        
emotions roused, must increase the feeling of general security in the Belgian public spirit. 
The hour is extremely grave, we must take care. This is a sign that the political powers 
must recognise the serious nature of our resolution, they must be certain that we want to 
remain neutral” 

That same day we were told that we would have to lodge 300 soldiers, that first great 
trouble, though what was that in comparison with those which we would feel later? Our 
great hall, the courtyard and many classrooms in the free school were put at the            
disposition of 125 men who, during the afternoon, arrived here with rucksacks tired from 
a long forced march. A cart followed with bales of straw. Having quenched their thirst 
and refreshed themselves, they were quick to arrange their improvised barracks. Some 
men came into Malines to be equipped; they left us on Sunday about 10.30am, warmly 
thanking us for the services we had done them: hot drinks, meals, care of their blistered 
feet, etc. 
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The newspaper on 2nd August carried in banner headlines “Germany has given an         
ultimatum to Belgium. Germany has summoned Belgium to join Germany in the 
war against France. Belgium refuses this and declares that she has decided to defend                
energetically her neutrality.” 

On Monday 3rd August two of our sisters returned from Mouscron, they shared 
with us the emotion which reigned at the border; already it was difficult to travel. At    
Malines, much was done to prepare for the reception of ambulances. On the advice of our 
chaplain, the archbishop’s secretary, we prepared 25 beds. We used the Great Hall for this 
and our helpful neighbours also lent us things. 

That same day, the brother of one of our young sisters, accompanied by his friend, 
two brave volunteers, came to ask us whether they could sleep here – they inaugurated 
our new installation. At 10.30 pm, a third came to join them, presenting as a                
recommendation, a letter from his aunt– a former pupil from our Brussels school in the 
Rue de Marais. 

Over the next several days soldiers, individually or in groups of two or three, arrived 
here at all hours to rest: we knew some; friends, nephews, brothers of the religious in the 
community. Each ring of the doorbell brought something new. Once it was a priest             
accompanied by a young man, 17 years old at most. He came in a hurry to ask access to 
the Tabernacle, he gave Holy Communion to his young companion who then went as 
quickly as possible to re-join his regiment with, still beating in his young heart, the God 
who would give him the strength to live and to die valiantly. Then it was a soldier who 
wanted to confess, he then approached the Holy Altar with a most moving respect and 
deportment and, before leaving the chapel, he knelt down and prayed at the Lady Chapel 

On Saturday 8th August we received the first patient in our ambulance station, a            
volunteer, a cold spell had given him pulmonary congestion, and after the military      
doctor’s visit, he was transferred to hospital. Three other volunteers, miners from Liege, 
followed him; they were completely exhausted; 48 hours of rest and of good care enabled 
them to follow their regiment which was leaving the town. 

From Monday 10th to 18th, we gave food and lodging to a brigade of 42 volunteers. 
Our neighbours – workers and small tradesmen – wanted to take part in our patriotic         
charitable work and brought us, for our guests, bread, potatoes and even meat; they         
themselves gave them sugar, cigarettes, etc. These soldiers’ time was occupied by      
shooting practise, training, tiring marches and alerts!  

One evening at 10.30pm, the alarm bell went – everyone was shaken, quickly, quickly 
they had to leave – our good sisters hastily wrapped up the bread and butter prepared for 
the following day’s breakfast. The departure for Gent, started off by a song from         
Brabanconne! Half an hour later they were back – it was a false alarm, with the goal of 
preparing them for nocturnal surprises. 

On 14th August during the evening, reverend mother received – for the Holy Virgin 
– a magnificent bouquet, and a symbolic card on which was written, in a flowery hand, 
this thought more naive than sentimental no doubt “far from the eyes, close to the heart” 

On 15th August they came to mass in our chapel and said their last goodbyes on 18th 
August, loaded with scapulars and medals and promising to give us their news after the 
war! Alas, how many would survive it? 

On Wednesday 19th at 7pm, our courtyard presented a most moving sight; about 
130 fugitives from the neighbouring villages – Betecom, Aestret, Tremmeloo – old     
people, men and women, families with 7 or 8 or 12 children, came here seeking refuge. 
These unfortunates, terrified by the noise of the cannons, had escaped carrying what they 
could: donkeys and dogs pulling little carts full of rags and tattered bedding; one          
ragamuffin was there, trembling, a goat in his arms. All these poor people sat in a    
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mournful silence; one heard only the cries of babies a few weeks old. After something to 
eat, they rested on the soldiers’ straw and remained here till the Friday, 21st. Before      
leaving us they asked for Reverend Mother and the men uncovered their heads              
respectfully, nearly all with tears in their eyes, while a venerable old man spoke and in a 
voice trembling with emotion, he expressed the eternal gratitude of everyone. 

At the same time as this group was here, a commandant came with his regiment    
asking to rest for three hours, they had walked 40km and must then continue to flee from 
the enemy who was heading towards Malines. Seeing the sad scene already described, 
they decided to shelter in a military circle, opposite the Convent. The officers rested on 
the beds in our ambulance station and, during the three hours, we washed the ruined feet 
of these valiant defenders of our country, bandaging wounds, piercing blisters, applying 
tincture of iodine to the sore places. These were the last soldiers we met and all, without 
exception, had been pleasant, not a bad word between them or with us; they showed 
themselves to be grateful for all the material care – which had been prodigious – and for 
the spiritual support which had been promised for the duration of the war. If God would 
grant them life and … memory, they would return to show us their wives and their kids. 
Oh! Their wife, their old mother and their little ones … these thoughts brought a tender 
light into their eyes but they did not stop them from being impatient to fight for the de-
fence of their native soil; the sacred love for the Fatherland, oh no, it is not a vain word… 

What a night was that of 19th. It seemed that all of Malines was on foot.  There were 
heavy carts shaking the buildings, cars being driven at breakneck speed and sounding 
their horns, it never stopped. What was happening? …  It was the approach of the German 
army and the Belgian army left Malines to concentrate on the nearest forts where they had       
stockpiled munitions. 

On Sunday 23rd August at 5.30pm we hosted 18 fugitives from Tirlemont for a day,    
including a little old lady of 83. We took great care of her and when someone washed her 
feet she said with a sigh of relief “Oh! May you have a good seat in paradise!”  

On Monday 24th August it was a poor terrified mother with two infants, she had left 
her man and little boys in Louvain, and her anxiety about them made her pitiable to see 
… She left us at the first rumble of cannon. The first rumble of cannon! How it resounded 
in our ears and even more, perhaps, within our hearts. 

It was on Tuesday 25th at 4.30am that they were first heard in the distance. By 5.30, 
during prayer, the cannon fire was obviously getting closer to us and the whistling of the 
shells was heart-stopping. While most of the community fled to the cellars; several,     
together with a priest/ambulance driver who had come, providentially to say mass, looked 
to see the direction of the cannon-fire. St Rombaut’s cathedral was their target. The heavy 
shelling lasted about half an hour and we heard Holy Mass in thanksgiving for the Divine 
Protection accorded us. We learnt from the priest who said a second mass for at 7am that 
the windows of St Rombaut’s and many nearby houses had been badly damaged. At     
midday there was a great hubbub in the road. There had been an exchange of fire between 
the German Cavalry and the Belgian Guards near Coloma; two Germans had drowned in 
the canal, three others were wounded and taken prisoner; it was the passing of these three 
which caused the tumult. Half an hour later, a valiant soldier, whose courage had been 
charged by the Marie-José   medal which he had just been awarded, hurriedly embraced 
Sr. Athanase and, trusting in his own patriotic fervour, announced that in a few hours the 
Germans would be far from Malines 

Wednesday 26th. The greatest privations began to make themselves felt – no Mass.  
The parish priest came to give us Holy Communion and Jesus shared His divine strength 
to enable us to drink the chalice which he has prepared for us. Until Sunday we did not 
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have the Holy Sacraments to support us. No signs of life from any of our other houses for 
eight days, not even from even from our dear Coloma, so close to us…  

In the afternoon, a sister risking going into the town for necessities heard a policeman 
cry out in the streets “Flee, or hide in your cellars, there is great danger!” He told her too,                
exaggerating, that everyone was leaving the town; our neighbouring religious, the              
Apostolines, the Poor Clares and the Carmelites had left. Some of us were terrified, but      
nearly everyone continued to trust fully in Divine Providence. Our Reverend Mother had 
written, over the last eight days, a letter to our Mother General, which she added to after    
every alert. How could it be sent to her? 

At last, towards 5pm, a red Cross ambulance driver, dripping with sweat from the    
efforts he had made to reach us, brought us an envelope from Coloma and took with him 
Reverend Mother’s letter. He had hardly left the house when the thunder of cannon and 
the rattle of machine-gun-fire were heard. We ran quickly to the cellars, and it was just in 
time! A formidable cracking terrified us. Everything seemed to be collapsing around us, 
our house had certainly been hit; we prayed, many cried, the whole world shook. The 
bombardment continued for an hour, less strong in our direction. We lit a blessed candle 
and continued to pray, pressed one against another. What prayer, my Lord, as with such a 
test we felt, more than ever, the need of divine help. At last, we began to breathe again 
and, by the glow of the blessed flame, we read the following lines from our dear Mother 
General: 

 
“My Dear Mother, 

At last I have found someone I could commission to ask you for your news and to 
give you ours! I cannot describe to you the life which we have been leading since Monday 
and the anxiety I have felt for your house. They say it is worse in the country than in 
town. On Sunday evening we started by taking care of three Germans; on Monday this 
didn’t stop, more than 100 wounded Belgians; Tuesday again, then in the evening all of 
them were evacuated. Some rifle fire sent a bullet into the kitchen wall and grazed Sr. 
Gudule… the following day there was shellfire which did great damage in the town and 
made our whole house shake, but by Divine protection we have been preserved. In the 
morning, on Wednesday, they built a bridge right in front of our gate and another a little 
bit further away. In the afternoon towards 4.30, someone told us that they were going to 
blow up both bridges and we should take refuge in the cellar. The blast was terrible! 
Nearly 300 window-panes at the front of the house were broken, and that is not all.      
Underneath the main bridge they have placed 100kg of dynamite; they will blow it up at 
the approach of the enemy; but will wait until the last moment. That blast will be even 
more formidable and I do not know how our house will react, but in the cellars, we are 
safe, and every time there is an alert (and we have had quite a few) we all rush to the    
cellar. Two days ago our neighbours and our workmen came to stay with their families of 
6 or 7 children. There is even an abandoned cow which has come to take refuge with us 
and has already given two buckets of milk. All the cellars are full, and most of the          
religious spend their nights there. War is such a curse! One does not live any more, but 
one prays; these hundreds of people never ceasing to implore God, it reminds us of the 
first Christians in the catacombs. Tomorrow we will say a mass that the main bridge will 
not have to be blown up, and on Saturday in thanksgiving, I hope. A small team of     
Prussians came this morning on the road as far as the church, yesterday too, but on the 
other side of the canal. What was most striking was yesterday evening, (when we were 
waiting for the enemy) was a mournful silence on the road after two days of                  
extraordinary din, ambulances, soldiers, horses, cannons etc... and yesterday not a soul… 
everyone in the neighbourhood has run away apart from those who are staying with us. 
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There is no news of our houses, neither trains nor post… and my letters are not getting 
through to them either, that is what gives me the most heartache. It was the week of our 
retreat! 

Only one wounded man died here. For the moment there is nobody else. We almost 
had to throw the last one underneath the stretcher in the ambulance… we were afraid of 
the      enemy…. My daughters are at the end of their strength and anguished. Don’t delay 
in giving me your news. 

Good bye my good mother, my dear daughters, I bless you most maternally and I   
remain yours 

D.E.M.G.” 
 
Ignorance of what had been happening at Coloma had been difficult for us; the       

anxiety which replaced it was no less. We could only pray and abandon all to Divine 
Providence who alone could relieve us. 

Towards 6.30pm all noise stopped, Malines seemed like a dead town; some took the 
risk of leaving the cellar. What a sight! Our cloister wall, fronting the street, was mostly           
broken-through by a bomb. Shrapnel had devastated the flowerbeds, made holes in the 
walls. The courtyard was strewn with bits of bricks and broken glass. Inside, there were 
holes in the ceilings and the stairs and corridors were carpeted with broken glass. 

The doorbell rang, it was the Police Commissioner, he was stupefied by the state of 
our building; we showed him our refuge in the cellar, but he found it dangerous, looking 
at how shallow it was and the four large windows. After examining everywhere, he     
concluded that our coal cellar was the only really safe place; and it was there, between 
three heaps of combustibles leaking stifling smells, that we would take refuge at every 
disquieting noise… and how could we do that? A slamming door, anything that fell, 
sounded like cannon fire and made the heart stop. Many people did not leave this          
unhealthy place from Wednesday to Saturday. 

Friday 28th. Bombardment all day which redoubled in intensity around 3pm;    
someone said that our house was a target for the gunners, that they were aiming at St. 
Rombaut, and our side facade is on the same horizontal plane as the cathedral, so all the 
badly-aimed shells come and land on our property. Two shells exploding with a terrible 
cracking as the casings burst, came to fill us with fresh terror, knocking down a door in 
the cellar and completely breaking the tiles. At each blow, the house seemed about to   
collapse. What ardent prayers to God, what tender filial calls on the Holy Virgin, Mother 
of Divine Providence, to the Heart of Mary, to Notre Dame of Hanswyck, what pious 
calls to the holy patron saints of Belgium, to all the saints we had relics of around us. 
Throughout this whole day, our valiant cook, strengthened by the assurance of doing her 
duty, tried very hard, despite heavily damaged kitchen, to prepare some food for us, 
which each could take where she felt safest. 

Towards 6pm it calmed down. The whole day we had not seen anyone. The          
electricity supply had been cut by the blasts and so no one could ring the doorbell. An   
ingenious cord attached to the big bell was passed through the peep hole of the door onto 
the street, with the invitation to pull it. Two of our brave sisters dared to go and see the 
parish priest – nobody there; to the major seminary – no-one! At last Providence put in 
their way three individuals who let them know that the flag was on display at the tower, 
because the enemy had been pushed back that far, but they were taking their revenge by 
throwing petrol bombs which caused fires. This caused a new panic; but also another 
chance to pray even more urgently to God and all our holy Patrons.  Despite the trust that 
one wants to place in them, what a night could we have in this contaminated dormitory! 
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And when, and how, would we be able to get out of this? It was a most propitious time to 
pray “If it should come to me this day, O my Lord....” 

Saturday 29. Saturday! This day gave us fresh hope which was not in vain; we were 
given some relief. About 8am the chaplain from Coloma arrived, and looking at the state 
of our buildings and their position on the front line, he advised us to take ourselves to   
Coloma at once, by whichever route was the most accessible, in groups of 3 or 4. Some 
did not need to hear this twice, no sooner said than done. Others made some preparations 
and took everything that could serve as food. 

The chaplain carried the consecrated hosts and, with Jesus, our most precious      
treasure, we left the house, trusting in the heart of Mary and in the Sacred Heart of Jesus – 
whose beautiful statue rested miraculously intact in the middle of a mass of rubble and 
just a few centimetres away from a deep bomb crater. 

On the doorstep we met our devoted builder who had already gone to much trouble to 
provide provisions for us; he was happy to undertake to come and feed our little         
farm-yard. En route to Coloma, we saw hardly anybody; cats and abandoned dogs roamed 
the streets. Some cavalry soldiers seemed to be watching over the town. A group of   
women looked at us with astonishment and sadness. “You are going to abandon us too”; 
said one of them, “all the rich people and the religious are going.” We re-assured them, 
saying that we were not going further than Coloma. Near there, we encountered sentries, 
swaggering with rifles.  It wasn’t without fright that we saw the bridge, mined with       
dynamite. Some mistook their way and were obliged to cross the canal using a poor 
plank, held on one side by an old man and on the other by an awkward 10-year-old boy. 
But the hour of God had not yet arrived and they “landed” safe and sound, though not 
without trembling. 

Our good mothers of Coloma opened their house and their arms with a most maternal 
emotion; our dear sisters welcomed us with cries of relief; from now on we would now 
live, tremble and pray together. Tremble, did I say? No, our mothers were so calm, so full 
of trust in Divine Providence, that this state transmitted itself to everyone and, without 
neglecting any prudent precautions we could, in the reception of the sacraments and in the 
communal prayer, find all the strength needed to live day to day, hour to hour. At 3.30pm 
we had a half-hour of Adoration before the Jesus exposed ion the Blessed Sacrament. The 
beautiful statue of the Sacred Heart which was over the tabernacle with its open arms 
seemed to tell us: “I, too, welcome you with tenderness.” 

On Sunday 30th we had the consolation of three masses attended by all the people 
of Coloma, the elderly, men, women and children; these last prayed so simply,          
communicating such innocence, that we were moved and reassured by the sight. 

The threat that the bridge would be blown up gave us palpitations, but after a mass 
said for this intention, our worries were dispelled and we felt almost certain that blowing 
up the bridge would not be necessary. Our contractor’s son came to bring us our keys and 
to warn us that he was going to leave town with his parents. The mayor had announced 
that several trains were available for those who wanted to go somewhere safer. So, would 
our poultry starve?...  Having talked with the chaplain, three Dames and two Sisters 
risked the journey back to the rue St Jean, and having taken care of everything that might 
perish, whether animal or vegetable, they brought back the last of the food. 

No sooner had they returned when there was a hail of bullets that sounded as though 
it was hitting our roof – it was a fire fight between Uhlans (Polish Cavalry) and the      
Belgian sentries. We took refuge in the cellars again which reminded us of catacombs, 
and there we prayed. 

Monday 31st. We are always on the alert; there is more shelling of the town, another    
attempt on the arsenal – which is close to Coloma; the roar of cannon shakes the house 
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and made us very afraid. Our dear Mother General told us, without evident anxiety, “In 
your prayer, you must ask for something with your daily bread”. … because our stock of 
food is running out. There are more than 100 people to feed; but with the devoted bursar 
we entrust ourselves to Divine Providence and it did not fail us. A neighbour came to ask 
shelter for three cows, which gave us their milk, the Dames and Sisters made a journey 
into the town and managed to buy eggs, sugar, chocolate, rice, several Dutch cheeses and 
even half a pig! There was enough flour; our good lay sisters became improvised bakers 
and baked the necessary bread. 

Tuesday 1st September. Towards evening there was another cause for alarm. A 
Belgian officer came to put telephone lines up on the tower of St Joseph’s Church; these 
wires crossed the vegetable garden. Obviously this is another new and great danger for 
the Coloma house: if the enemy sees it, they will do their best to damage or destroy it, 
using cannon-fire perhaps, the chaplain, so reassuring so far, is worried wonders if there 
may still be a way we could flee. 

Our dear Mother General has always hidden her anxieties seems preoccupied; her 
night of anxious insomnia may have made the treasure of her merits great. As a            
precaution, the Blessed Sacrament was taken down to the cellars, and groups of three    
religious prayed there in turns. Once more, turning to God in prayer calmed our cruel    
terrors without making them disappear completely, and Wednesday and Thursday were 
the most peaceful days we had had up till then.  

Three Dames and four Sisters went to the rue St Jean. Belgian soldiers, guarding the    
canal banks vigilantly, were stopping civilians crossing the canal, but they let the sisters 
cross – it was a raft which took them to the other side.  

4th September, first Friday of the month, and we take refuge today in the Heart of 
Jesus asking that he would always shelter us from the Germans and their destructive     
machines. The sun is radiant, and it was also in our hearts as we had three masses, the 
first at 5am celebrated by a military chaplain, who had spent the night sleeping in the 
open air with his regiment. All day long we hear distant artillery fire; it upsets us, because 
we think of those who suffer its terrible effects. 

Around 5pm, an aeroplane appeared. Since the beginning of the war we have seen 
them each day. Sometimes their noise is accompanied by that of the guns which hunt 
them. They fly so high that we cannot see enough to know to which nation they belong to. 

Saturday 5th September. Everything is calm for now, and our sisters set out and did 
their best to buy food for us; one solitary baker cooked for the whole town, just two or 
three shops were open. The poorest people could, with authorisation, present themselves 
and be served free. A little cart brought back all their shopping to Coloma.  

The chaplain, for his part, is admirable in his devotion. Despite all the dangers, he             
continually tries to find food for us and brings us any reassuring news. 

Sunday 6th September. We hoped for a calm day, so the chaplain gave us the           
consolation of Exposition of the Blessed Sacrament in our chapel. At 8am cannons roared 
and a bomb whistled just over the chapel. As a precaution, we took the Blessed            
Sacrament down to the cellar where the adoration continued. There was persistent cannon 
fire from here and there up till midday; we thought it might be Belgian manoeuvres at the 
fort at Waelhem. 

Monday 7th. It was not a crowing cock which woke us up at 2.40am but a loud burst 
of rifle fire, untimely and far too early in the morning, very close to us in our courtyard, 
you would say. The more impressionable were out of bed and afoot in the most varied of         
costumes! The braver people turned over in bed and tried to get back to their interrupted 
slumber. 
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At midday, the chaplain told us that there was great hope that the enemy would go       
further away. 

Tuesday 8th. Our sisters returned from the town. They had seen the roads black with 
soldiers. It was said that there was a battle at Elewyt - half an hour away from here – they 
wanted to sweep the enemy away from positions they have been occupying for the last           
fortnight. Between 3am and 8pm the thunder of cannons never stopped. At bed time a            
commander of 200 lancers asked for shelter where they could eat and rest. We offered the 
domestic science classroom to the officers. They hadn’t been there five minutes when a 
bomb exploded just 200m away. For our security they thought it prudent to go elsewhere 
and       advised us to spend the night underground, in view of the missiles which might 
reach us. 

Thursday 10th, Friday 11th, Saturday 12th. Every hour of these three days 
brought us a new emotion. Above all, there were the great explosions of big guns from 
7am to 8pm! Then the incessant goings and comings of armed soldiers – both infantry 
and cavalry – of   cyclists, cars, ambulances and lorries so heavy that their passing made 
the whole house shake. Some were going to the battle field, others were returning from it 
and all this sinister disturbance continued throughout the night despite torrential rain. 
These fights and the shooting from the fort at Waelhem have had the result of dislodging 
the enemy from numerous areas and have made them lose a lot of men, but they still     
occupy Elewyt where they have skilfully dug trenches. 

Mr Woeste, minister for public information, accompanied by the son of the president 
of the United States and a Spanish prince, came to visit our establishment in Coloma. 
Generals and officers asked for rooms where they can rest a little and have meetings. 
Whole regiments with an order to remain for a few hours at Coloma arrive here even in 
the middle of the night. Everyone is delighted at the great hospitality offered,              
congratulates us on the courage we show in remain peacefully at our post in a house ex-
posed to such danger. It was because we have as our head a valiant General who has such 
smiling trust in God that she can communicate this to her battalion of religious. During 
the whole of the most dangerous time, she herself acted as portress, ready to show herself 
first to the redoubtable enemy. 

From 12th – 24th the house at Coloma remained a refuge for all the unfortunates of 
the area but also became an outpost for the army which was concentrated at Malines. The 
whole free school building, including the kitchen of the domestic science school, was    
occupied by soldiers. The pavilion served as the officers’ bedroom and staff headquarters; 
they ate in the parlour beside the kitchen. The engineers were installed in the orangery 
and had set up telephone and telegraph there which allowed them to communicate with 
Anvers and the nearby forts. Their military machines, cannons, machine guns,                  
ambulances, etc were all parked in the courtyard and on the quay in front of the house. 

Thursday 24th September. We tasted a whole range of emotions that day. In the     
morning, after the two masses and while most of the religious were making the Way of 
the Cross, a young soldier entered the chapel accompanied by a military chaplain and    
followed by two armed policemen. These stayed at the entrance to the chapel while the 
chaplain gave communion to the soldier. After the ten minutes thanksgiving, one of the 
policemen gave a signal and all four left. A few minutes later we heard rifle shots and   
realised with horror that the unfortunate man we had just seen at the Lord’s Altar had 
been shot because of some breaking of the laws of war. We hoped he would find grace 
before Divine Justice. 

On the 25th, the day which had been fixed for the return of our students, and during 
one of our work periods, a Colonel asked to see Mother General. Twenty minutes later 
she returned and told us that Providence had sent us two boarders. She was still moved by 
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the sad picture that had she had just seen. An octogenarian couple, the last two inhabitants 
of Hofstade, who did not want to be dislodged from their poor tumble-down old cottage, 
resolute that they wanted to die there, where they had lived, had been brought here by 
force by the officers who wanted to save them from the certain danger they were facing. 
The sick old lady had not left her bed for four months, and they carried her on a stretcher 
on a little cart. The old man was completely bent and a shadow of himself, barely       
managing to walk with the help of two crutches. We made them comfortable in the two 
huge beds in the infirmary for the religious. We pampered them and the innocent old lady 
said “you will not leave and we will stay here with you forever!” While waiting for better 
times, Modeste spent part of his day in an armchair crammed in close to his Therese’s 
bed. In this shared trial their conjugal love consoled them and their accents touched us as 
they thanked those who were intermediaries of the Good Lord in helping them with such 
angelic solicitude.  

His excellence, Cardinal Mercier, came to tell us of his admiration for the courage 
which we have shown by remaining at our perilous post throughout this testing time. He 
thanked us for having been providence in the village. He had a kind word for each of the 
refugees, especially for the old people, he stroked and blessed the little children, and gave 
them all medals. He shook hands cordially with both soldiers and officers. He sent us, 
several times, meat and vegetables for distribution. 

Our return to Malines had been decided upon three times, and three times we had 
been given alarming news of the situation – a sixth bombardment was foreseen! 

Indeed, on Sunday 27th, there was cannon-fire already starting during the 6am mass.       
After the second mass, at 8am, the shocks were no longer bearable in the chapel and the 
Blessed Sacrament was taken to the cellars. Then a great artillery duel began which we 
had to endure the whole day; the whistle of shells, the explosions as shrapnel hit our 
buildings – making holes in them and breaking them in some places – these made us 
shiver. During the afternoon some terrified runaways came to look for shelter in our      
cellars; we were brought a mortally wounded Belgian soldier, he died soon afterwards. A 
tearful mother begged for relief for her poor little daughter, hit by a piece of shrapnel on 
the way. The military doctor reported that she had a fractured skull and her condition was 
desperate. All this was taking place during the infernal din of exploding shells as they 
were aiming at the station and the arsenal and Coloma was in the line of fire. Some       
religious could no longer bear it. Mother General said that they could try to depart for 
England, but with communications with Anvers interrupted they would have to get there 
on foot with all the noise and the risk from these terrible cannons. Seven religious went, 
led by the father of a respectable family who was also looking for a refuge for himself 
and his family. After this emotional departure, what a night, my God, or rather what a   
terrible vigil!  

Monday 28th.  Towards 6a.m. our heroic chaplain arrived through the shell-fire, to 
give us the bread that strengthens us, in the cellars. Hardly had he left us when an alarmed          
religious rushed in to tell us that he had been taken by the Germans. At the same moment 
we heard a burst of rifle fire in the courtyard. We all groaned in unison with pain which 
was relieved when ten minutes later we heard the voice of our courageous and holy 
friend. This is what had happened: since daybreak our chaplain been doing his duty of 
digging a grave for the poor Belgian soldier whose mortal remains had been entrusted to 
us; two religious were helping him in this difficult task. Suddenly two Cavalry men     
(Uhlans) were there before them. After questioning the religious were allowed to leave 
but the chaplain was forced to walk in front of these armed soldiers. At that moment some 
Belgian guards appeared and there was a fire fight between the two groups – this was the 
gun fire which we had heard – during which our valiant chaplain escaped and came to tell 
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us of his tragic adventure. Tragic! That was the right word to describe the next hour. We 
could hear guns shooting all round us, coming from everywhere. Then we heard rifle 
butts smashing through the doors and windows, forcing them. We heard furious soldiers 
running up and down the house from the bell tower to the cellars where they found us. 
Several sisters went out, with their hands up, and in response to questioning assured the 
soldiers that there were neither soldiers nor men in the house. Some officers explored the 
cellars and told us to stay there, assuring us that we had nothing to fear from them.      
During this time, the fort at Waelhem sent, towards them, more shells which damaged the 
house further, particularly the oratory and the free school building which had sheltered 
Belgian soldiers for several weeks. Two lakes some 5m in diameter were made in the 
grounds, which were strewn with broken branches. During the next hour we could hear 
the soldiers running through the corridors over our heads; they were hurrying towards 
Malines and to avoid the bombs from Waelhem which were targeting them they crossed 
the pond by the iron railings, cutting through the grounds and the house. They had three 
wounded men, who they asked us to help. We bandaged them. They agreed to bury the 
dead Belgian soldier whose corpse was still here. They covered him with a wooden cross 
on which was written “Here lies a brave man who died for his country”.  

Throughout the day, monstrous German cannons which had taken the place of our 
own, close to our house, directed their infernal fire towards the fort at Waelhem. Soldiers 
on patrol arrived for new searches. We heard with anguish that our devoted chaplain had 
again been taken and led as a hostage with some thirty people – women and children – 
who had stayed in the village. We were absolutely in the hands of the Germans, or, rather, 
we were in God’s hands who was still with us and was hidden in many ways to better test 
our faith; it remained unbreakable and we did not want to ask when or how our            
martyrdom might end. 

What would the night be like? This was the question every evening. Seeing that the       
enemy was advancing and all the other events of the day, it was evident that the siege of       
Anvers had begun and that we could not long manage to remain sheltered from the 
bombs. Some had not slept for several days. We proceeded to prepare “bunks” – straw 
mattresses were taken into the cellars and placed two by two along the underground      
corridor. Towards 10.30pm we heard heavy footsteps over our heads. Some religious 
went out to see what was happening, not without trembling, and spoke with two soldiers – 
a conversation most of us could not understand –but our sisters translated the gist of it 
“They are going to visit the cellars and forbid us to move or speak.” One of the two 
stayed at the cellar entrance, the other, armed with a lantern and his rifle, began his in-
spection. Our straw mattresses occupied the whole width of the corridor and he had to 
stride over them, right over our bodies… Many of us had teeth chattering with fear, and 
others with comtempt and disgust. He repeated too often that he was only doing his duty 
for us to believe it.  At every side entrance he forced the sister accompanying him to go 
ahead of him. At last he met … bottles! We heard his exclamations and understood that 
the goal of his visit had been achieved! He raised his voice, repeating several times “ Oh 
wein (wine)! Oh, wein(wine)!”. This was, no doubt, a signal to his accomplice who came 
at once to join him, gun at the ready. He climbed over us like the first and after five 
minutes deliberation they emerged from the cellar, arms full of bottles, and climbed back 
to the ground floor, still warning us not to move. Some of us could not have, they were 
rooted to the spot, stupefied. We waited with great impatience to see the end of this night, 
the worst of all. 

In the morning, some officers arrived and we recounted this horrible event, but they           
excused it. They said that these were isolated cases. In every army there were some bad     
apples who could get out of hand sometimes. They wrote a notice, in German, over our 
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porch, forbidding soldiers to cross it, and placed a guard. They agreed to provide what we 
needed in the critical situation in which we found ourselves… we lacked food. They 
brought us three cows, three pigs and a calf. Under their guard the sisters could collect a 
few spices etc which were left in the nearby local shops (we took notes so that the poor 
fugitives could be repaid later). 

Tuesday 29th. For three days we had great anxiety as to the fate of four of our lay 
sisters who had stayed at the rue St Jean with our carpenter. How had our house, so badly 
damaged already, got through the last bombardment which had been even more terrible 
than the preceding ones?  At last, on Tuesday towards 3pm our brave sisters returned, 
overcome and exhausted, and what news they brought us. ..A day earlier, our vast and 
magnificent establishment with its school building so neat, so perfect, so modern, our 
wonderful sanctuary so beautiful, so prayerful, so restful – all of it had gone up in flames! 
A bomb had caused a fire in one house, this fire had spread to the Apostolines’ convent 
which was now in ruins, and then it had blown towards our outbuildings, then the main 
building – the chapel, the great hall, the music academy, the Holy Mountain. Our good 
sisters, panic-stricken, believed that they could do nothing better than save everything that 
was in the chapel.   So they did this. From the smallest little chair, which had no value at 
all, up to heavy statues which must have taken extraordinary strength to move.  They took 
all this into the free school building which had been saved, as well as the two tenants’ 
houses. What a pity that they did not think of removing the filing cabinets in Reverend 
Mother’s Office and other precious things which would not have taken even a twentieth 
of the time which they had used to carry out 250 useless chairs!  Our brave Sisters must 
not know the bitterness of our regret, because, with our carpenter, they had shown heroic 
courage.  

Our holy Mother General received this terrible news with a calm which nothing 
could shake and with the spirit of faith with which she saw in everything, even the most 
painful events, an expression of the paternal will of God.  Our good Mother Louise also 
edified us with her courageous resignation. Now we were truly poor, we had only what 
we could carry with us, and in our turn we had become refugees. But our refuge was with 
our mothers and our sisters and we knew that we had much less to complain about than 
all the unlucky fugitives who had, so often since the beginning of the war, received a little 
relief here. 

On the 2nd of October the Germans gained possession of the fort at Waelhem and             
invaded Malines, which had been completely evacuated by the army. They only living 
beings they found there were cats and dogs which had been abandoned.  A governor took 
over the Town Hall, officers occupied the grand hotels and big houses, and marines 
cleared all the     dangerous ruins and acted as firemen in the parts of the town that were 
still burning. A great number of others set themselves to empty every shop, filling       
enormous lorries with the fruit of their looting. They found the wine cellars in the main 
houses, and empty bottles littered the pavements.  The town offered a distressing       
spectacle; the station, the cathedral, the beautiful churches, appeared like vast ruins and 
many parts of the town had been completely destroyed by the bombs or by fire.  During 
the first days of the invasion there were no Belgians to be seen. Then soldiers, as they 
searched, made the poor workers come out of the cellars where they hidden with their    
little children and their old people. They gave them bread and potatoes at the Town Hall.  
We were witness to all these emotional scenes because we were authorized by the Town 
Governor to go each day to our property in the Rue St Jean. Soldiers accompanied us and 
helped us to carry anything that we wanted to take back safely to Coloma.  Our chaplain 
was still in custody and we made many trips to try and obtain his liberty or at least to get 
a German Catholic priest.  
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On Saturday 3rd October Divine Providence sent a chaplain to us around 6pm. He 
was accompanied by a young marine who was at the same time his armed guard and his 
choir boy. The Blessed Sacrament, which we had adored in the cellar since last Sunday, 
was taken back to the chapel.  

The following day during the Mass (said by this German priest), we had a wonderful       
surprise, seeing our poor chaplain enter followed by an armed policeman.  After repeated         
attempts he had obtained three hours of freedom to celebrate Mass. He told us that he had 
spent the week in a military prison in Malines together with 30 women and workmen’s      
children with nothing to lie down on for the night except the place for wine barrels and, 
for food, only bread with vegetable stew.  The German priest, moved by this situation, 
promised to intervene with “His Excellency”. Our heroic prisoner was taken back at 
10am. Towards 11am the German priest brought him back by car bearing an official     
paper from the governor which allowed him to move between his house and the convent 
at Coloma. 

During this week, Coloma had become a real farmyard. We had 6 cows, one calf, 
five pigs, fourteen goats, a sheep, some 50 rabbits, the hen run had been enriched by 40 
fowl, and cats and dogs ran around the grounds.  These animals had been brought to us by 
German soldiers, or we went to gather them from abandoned houses and in the middle of 
carcasses of their kind that had died of hunger.  Each day some religious went into the 
surrounding fields to glean the food necessary to feed our beasts which gave to the       
community, the old people, and the sick, their milk and when necessary their flesh.    
German soldiers had already killed three pigs, a cow and a goat for us. They butchered 
the largest pieces and even made sausages, puddings and a certain, very successful, paté.  
As thanks, they accepted only a hot meal. This quality made the smallest bit of food a   
really royal treat for a soldier on campaign. 

We did not have much coal left, and there were not many potatoes. This was         
worrying because there was neither gas nor electricity, and our only lighting was by 
means of candle-ends stuck into bottles.  The stoves were moved to different places 
where we could use only them without lighting the boiler and soeconomise on coal. 

Friday 9th. Using the Spanish Ambassador to Brussels as an intermediary, Mother        
General obtained from the Governor a travel permit for Brussels for twelve religious from 
the community of Rue St Jean. Six were destined to go to St. Josse and six to Uccle. It 
was not without emotion that they left dear Coloma, having known more than ever the 
joys of a union made stronger by bearing the same trials and sanctified by common hopes 
in the recourse to God. And would our Nazareth on the Rue St Jean be rebuilt? There 
were many questions resounding in our hearts and making the separation more painful. 

Our courageous Mother General went with us to the train station where we waited for 
an hour before climbing onto a German train. An old man was the only other traveller. He 
told us furtively that he was a Brother of Mercy, and that he had stayed behind alone to 
guard his house in Malines, dressed as a domestic servant. He had invented some need to 
obtain, with a lot of difficulty, a permit to allow him a return ticket to Brussels where his 
brothers had taken refuge. He was alone in a compartment; German soldiers occupied ten 
others. They were not used to our railways and it took us 1 ½ hours to get there, shunting 
backwards and forwards constantly. At last, at Schaerbeek, after a 10 second stop, they 
warned us that the train would go no further. Some soldiers agreed, pleasantly, to carry 
our two trunks as far as the outside of the station. This was full of military; we saw them 
line up to receive half a loaf and a lump of sausage as big as a fist, they looked satisfied 
with their rations. 

We were received at our house on chaussée d’Haecht with real affection, showing us 
that our trials were understood and shared. We learnt there, sadly, that our house at Alost 
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had also suffered the disastrous effects of bombardment and that the community had   
taken refuge at Lede near the Canonesses of St Augustine, and then at Mouscron. 

In the afternoon those destined for Uccle continued their journey and were received 
with open arms. Mother Adrienne had organised, with precision, a mixture of clothes for 
the refugees, and told us that we should have first choice. 

In the capital, they had lived in peace up till now, but how long would it last? The 
people of Brussels began to feel anxious as rumours circulated. It was said that German 
families were leaving the town – was this to avoid an expected bombardment? No-one 
was reassured, supplies became both rare and expensive, flour was particularly short, but 
we had to cut down oneverything, firewood, light, food. We put our whole trust in God 
and counted on his paternal protection for our souls, for our bodies, and also for all our 
goods, always submitting as daughters to his divine and adorable will. 

Correspondence with Malines was difficult and we rarely had news from Coloma; it 
was only travellers who went partly by tram, partly in old carts or on foot, who brought us 
news. 

On 15th September they wrote “Nothing in particular has happened here for several 
weeks except that the number of visitors increases every day. Amongst them there are 
some refugees who are returning to their homes and who ask hospitality for the night. 
Often they have walked for several days with little children who are falling down with 
fatigue. Then we have people who we know, who come to pay us a visit; or curious people 
who ask to see the effects of the bombardment in the house and garden; these are happy 
to take away a bit of shrapnel as a souvenir of the war – there are plenty of these at our 
place. 

Since the beginning of the war Coloma has welcomed 5,260 valiant defenders of the 
country. All the villagers who looked for a shelter from the bombing found a place in our 
cellars and at our table; and still our mother house remains, as we wait for better times, a 
daily refuge for the needy; 70 families go there every day for soup; every day too there 
are people asking for potatoes, coal, clothes, blankets, etc... 

Since the hostilities began, the motto of our good mothers has been “refuse nothing”. 
Pray that we can have the good fortune to apply this until the end of this terrible          
calamity. 

Religious authorities have asked for a re-organisation of schools for Saturday 7th        
November. Mother General has told us that Reverend Mother and some religious of the      
Sacred Heart of Mary will begin some classes at the Boulevard des Arbaletriers, in the 
house occupied until now by the Dames of St Julienne and before that by the Jesuit       
Fathers. The Ursuline sisters at Wavre (whose lovely house was first pillaged then burnt) 
will teach poor children in the primary school building, the only part of our house left 
standing. Classes will open on 30th November, for just 30 pupils, the pupils from Malines 
from wealthier families have taken refuge, mostly, in England and Holland. We will teach 
only in the mornings for a time, and the teachers will return daily to their family at        
Coloma. 

It is a small return to our apostolate with young Christians. 
 
Till the New Year the religious who taught in the school shuttled back and forth each 

day between the boulevard and Coloma. In the meantime, together with the sisters, they 
managed as best as they could to restore the house which had been so badly damaged by 
the bombs and cluttered with furniture left by ex-occupants who had not had the capacity 
to do any clearing. 

On the 6th January (1915 was added in pencil) Mother General came to move 
Mother Louise and ten religious – 6 Dames and four sisters – back to Malines                
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permanently. The chaplain of Coloma went in front of us with the Blessed Sacrament. We 
all processed directly to the chapel to receive the Benediction of the Blessed Sacrament.  

The sisters lived in two rooms. A cellar kitchen served at the same time as refectory 
and as community room. In our pretty undulating garden we raised our beautiful Sacred 
Heart statue. A lovely little grotto for Our Lady of Lourdes adorns the corner of the wall 
which separates our garden from the boulevard. We had two greenhouses and some good 
fruit trees – cherries and pears. Thanks to the courage and devotion of our sisters when 
our rue St Jean house had been on fire, we lacked nothing for the chapel which is very 
beautiful and gothic in style. Monsignor Mierts, our confessor, offered to be our chaplain.  

Our classrooms were furnished with the best we could find in our adoptive school. 
We had managed to acquire twelve new double desks. By dint of economy and numerous 
acts of Poverty we have made, and thanks to the generosity of our dear Mother house and 
of all the other houses of the Institute, our libraries, our linen, and our furnishings were 
restored little by little, without luxuries, without abundance, but also without imposing 
too much privation on us. Every day and every moment, we blessed Providence which 
was such a visible help to us. We did not have any furniture for the guest room or the     
infirmary but when Madam Mertens died we inherited, through her grand-daughter who 
was part of the community, mahogany bedroom furniture, a well-decorated chimney-
piece, a clock, candelabra, and a quantity of other things which were exactly what we 
needed. 

We had re-started classes with 29 pupils on the 30th November, but we ended the          
academic year with 72. Many of the richer families in Malines were still in England or in 
Holland. The Ursulines had now established in Malines both primary and middle schools 
and this probably reduced the numbers that we would receive at the Rue St Jean. We 
worked harder than ever AMDG and we counted upon the assistance of Mary, Mother of 
Divine Providence to whom we confided all our spiritual and material needs. 
 

 
 

Historique de la guerre de 1940 

Malines 
Maison du Saint Coeur de Marie, 

Rue Saint Jean 
Vendredi 10 mai 

Au milieu du déjeuner, un coup de téléphone suivi de plusieurs autres : « Y-a-t-il 
classe ? Les Allemands ont envahi la Belgique, la Hollande et le Grand-duché de     
Luxembourg. La radio conseille la fermeture des écoles ! » Nous avons fait classe la     
matinée durant, avec les élèves présentes ; à midi les enfants ont emporté leurs objets 
classiques. « Prenez tout ; si d’ici peu l’horizon s’éclaircit, vous reviendrez. » « Ça n’a 
pas l’air, ma Mère ! » « Au revoir et que Dieu vous garde et vous ramène ! ». 
L’atmosphère est lourde, les coeurs sont inquiets. Où allons-nous, mon Dieu ? Dans la 
soirée, rien d’anormal en dehors de l’insécurité latente et la fièvre des mobilisations      
hâtées. 

9 1/2h. du soir. – A peine au lit, un bruit insolite devant la maison ; tout le boulevard 
s’éclaire extraordinairement. La façade de notre couvent semble en feu. Des bombes                   
incendiaires viennent d’être jetées sur la ville. Du feu à côté de chez nous, derrière nous, 
chez nous. Heureusement l’engin infernal est tombé sur la terrasse où faute d’autre      
aliment, il consuma le tuyau d’écoulement des eaux de la gouttière. N’ayant ni sable, ni 
terre sous la main, on éteignit les flammes avec de l’eau, qui malgré les gerbes 
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d’étincelles, finit par avoir raison du feu, grâce à la pierre et au ciment dont est faite la 
terrasse. Au même moment, dans le domaine voisin, acquis en avril, encombré encore de 
madriers et de planches, s’allumaient trois foyers d’incendie que les voisins, sautant     
par-dessus les murs, vinrent éteindre. Dans l’atelier Claessens, devenu aussi notre        
propriété, les mêmes voisins, cassant un carreau, étouffèrent le feu qui léchait les          
machines et la prise de courant électrique. Une partie de bombe tombée contre la façade 
de notre maison, à proximité de la cave à charbon, fut éteinte par un passant. Nous en 
fûmes quitte pour la peur. Mais la panique était jetée dans la ville où brûlaient une      
vingtaine d’immeubles ; les sirènes achevèrent l’affolement. Lugubres ces modulations de 
sirènes, pour annoncer l’approche de l’avion ennemi et les combats aériens. 
Samedi 11 mai 

Abri public. Une section de la Défense passive réquisitionna nos caves bétonnées, 
afin de servir d’abri public. La première nuit, il y eut deux familles ; la 2e plusieurs : 
riches et pauvres. La communauté descendit paillasses et couvertures et s’installa à la 
salle de récréation. Deux religieuses dormaient au réfectoire pour mieux surveiller la 
porte d’entrée. Campement de fortune ! Aggravé par l’embarras d’une obscurité complète 
; car toute lumière était prohibée. 
Pentecôte 

Quelle fête de l’Esprit ! Cette fête de lumière et d’amour est pleine d’angoisse et de 
trouble ! La sirène hurle de plus en plus. Des évacués de Bourg-Léopold viennent       
chercher une halte dans leur fatigue, une restauration dans leur faim. Après l’aide         
charitable, on leur fit comprendre que Malines n’était pas sans danger, qu’il valait mieux 
s’installer à la campagne, car il était question d’évacuer la ville. Les malheureux partirent 
donc à l’aventure. 

Au milieu de la nuit, un coup de sonnette. Le soldat Van de Kerchove, frère de Mère   
Marie-Ghislaine est là, fourbu de fatigue. Il revient à pied de Diest, sa compagnie est en 
fuite. Demain matin, rassemblement des éléments dispersés, à la grand ‘place de Malines. 
On lui offre rafraîchissements, nourriture, logement ; il verra sa soeur au réveil. Au matin, 
il se trompe de porte, descend à la cave, jette le trouble parmi les dormeurs de l’abri. « 
L’armée belge se replie, demain, les Allemands seront ici ! ». Du coup, la cave se vide ! Il 
était 4 h. du matin. En ville, c’est la panique ! Le gouvernement belge vient de rappeler 
les hommes de 16 à 35 ans. Les gens s’affolent : les familles partent pour suivre les     
mobilisés. Hélas, ils courent au danger et dans la gueule du loup ! La Rde Mère, craignant 
les émotions d’un bombardement possible et les difficultés de la course à la cave, décide 
d’envoyer à Uccle Mère Bathilde et Sr Athanase, impotentes toutes deux. Coup de        
téléphone pour trouver une auto. On en promet une pour une heure ; elle arrive enfin vers 
deux heures. Le chauffeur, un homme rappelé, qui partira ce soir même pour l’arrière du 
front, ménagea son essence, pour pouvoir ramener la machine. 
Nuit du mardi 13 mai 

Du charroi, du charroi, des pas de chevaux, encore, encore et sans discontinuer !              
« Hourrah, l’armée anglaise ! » Non les troupes passent devant la maison, c’est la retraite 
de nos soldats. Mon Dieu, pitié ! Un coup de sonnette énergique ! Trois soldats belges en 
quête de cantonnement pour leur compagnie. La cave est occupée, la salle aussi ; nous 
leur montrons les classes de l’étage. Acceptées, Une heure plus tard, deux autres soldats 
se présentent pour préparer le logement des 300 hommes de la compagnie. Faute de       
literie, ils dormiront sur le plancher, les braves. Les heures passent, attente vaine ! La 
compagnie n’arrive pas… l’armée belge passe sans cesse, elle passera tout le jour. 
Mercredi 14 

Dans la rue, de lamentables cortèges d’évacués. Par précaution, chaque religieuse a 
reçu l’avis de préparer un paquet, afin d’être prête à partir, si l’ordre en est donné. - Vers 
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10 h. nous apprenons que la communauté de Coloma part et que les trains ne roulent plus 
l’après-midi. Nous partirons donc aussi en 3 groupes ; le premier en chemin de fer ; les 
deux autres à pied vers Bruxelles. Vers midi, consommation des saintes espèces ; émotion 
indicible lorsque nous recevons sur la main tendue le Corps adorable de notre bien-aimé 
Jésus et que la Rde Mère Clémentine vide, tremblante, le ciboire qui sera emporté en exil, 
afin de le soustraire à la profanation des envahisseurs. Enfin, vers 1 heure, nous         
abandonnons notre demeure, le coeur serré, confiantes quand-même, car Dieu est avec 
nous. Si Dieu est pour nous, qui sera contre nous ?... – En route pour Bruxelles ! 
Bruxelles est loin pour des religieuses cloîtrées… chargées de valises et de paquets. Mais 
St Joseph, dont c’est le jour, met sur notre route la famille Denis, et grâce à elle, le 3e 
groupe peut monter dans un camion militaire jusqu’au pont de Schaerbeek. L’accueil fut 
cordial à la Maison de l’Immaculée Conception, où les groupes de Coloma et du St Coeur 
de Marie arrivent à intervalles dispersés. 
Jeudi 17 

La rumeur publique prévoit le bombardement de Bruxelles. Serions-nous courues 
dans la gueule du loup ? Le Saint Sacrement est descendu à la cave, chaque religieuse a 
son heure de garde ; on se relaie, tandis que là, tout près, dans le couloir et les pièces    
adjacentes, on essaie de s’étendre pour prendre un peu de repos ; on y est plus mal que 
bien, aussi vers minuit, plusieurs d’entre nous décident de reprendre le chemin du dortoir, 
puisque la nuit est calme. Le lendemain, la messe fut célébrée à la cave, dans une atmos-
phère de catacombes. Le Saint Sacrement y resta exposé toute la journée du vendredi et 
ce fut une suite de supplications ardentes. 
Vendredi 18 mai 

L’armée belge recule. La ville de Bruxelles est épargnée grâce à des pourparlers                    
diplomatiques, dit-on. Vers le soir, le St Sacrement est reporté processionnellement à la          
chapelle. Par prudence, afin d’éviter les rencontres dangereuses, M. l’Aumônier,          
demande logement au couvent. Mais il retourna chez lui le lendemain, parce que,          
disait-on, l’armée allemande n’était pas celle de 14. 
Dimanche 20 mai 

Les combats autour de Malines, violents les jeudi et vendredi 17-18 mai sont        
terminés. Le retour chez soi est à l’ordre du jour. Après le dîner, « Conseil… de guerre », 
entre les dirigeantes des deux communautés sur les moyens à prendre pour récupérer leur 
demeure respective, le plus vite possible. Les démarches en ville furent vaines. 

Lundi 21 mai 
La question du départ se précipite. Démarches à l’hôtel de ville pour obtenir un visa 

pour le voyage, mais de véhicule point… En route donc par le tram jusqu’à la station de              
Schaerbeek… et puis à pied. Il est 10 h. du matin. Au pont de Schaerbeek, une             
camionnette de lait condensé charge la Rde Mère Clémentine et deux mauvaises         
marcheuses. Les sept autres continuent à pied. A Vilvorde, halte sur un banc de la grand 
‘place, mais une soeur noire nous a aperçues et prie son hôtesse de nous recevoir en sa 
maison. Installées dans le   salon du pharmacien, nous entamons nos petites provisions. 
Après une heure de repos, en route pour Malines, par la chaussée jusqu’à la Senne, puis 
par des chemins de détour à cause de la destruction des ponts. En cours de route, deux 
religieuses sont recueillies par une auto diplomatique aux couleurs espagnoles, elles      
arrivèrent à Coloma vers 5 heures. Les cinq autres n’ayant pas eu la chance d’une voiture 
arrivèrent une heure plus tard au boulevard où la « Deutsche Feldpost » était installée. 
Grâce à la connaissance complète de leur langue, Mère M. Stéphanie obtint du chef, après 
pourparlers, la permission d’occuper la classe ménagère et d’employer nos dix paillasses 
pour la nuit. Au souper, touché par la frugalité du repas (pommes de terre en casaque et 
tartines) le « Quartier Meister », apporta du café moulu dans une enveloppe et trois bâtons 
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de chocolat. Il instigua même une formule à adresser à l’« Ortchef », pour obtenir        
libération complète de la maison. En attendant, lui et ses hommes occupaient tout 
l’immeuble. 
Mardi 21 mai 

La Feldpost évacua complètement son installation, nous laissant tout le Couvent et 
les traces de leur passage. Alors commença le nettoyage héroïque, la remise en place de 
tout le désordre, la constatation attristée des nombreuses soustractions en fait de linge, de             
couvertures, de vivres, d’ustensiles de ménage, d’instruments de travail. Pas une armoire 
qui n’ait été fouillée, pas une boîte qui n’ait été vidée ou emportée. La Rde Mère Marie-
Clémentine, chef indomptable et infatigable, dirigea les travaux d’assainissement et de       
réinstallation avec un entrain tel que le samedi de la même semaine, la maison était nette. 
Restaient chez nous une cinquantaine de matelas à propriétaire inconnu. – Au soir de ce 
même jour, arrivèrent à pied de Bruxelles, Mère M.Gonzague et Jeanne-Françoise. La   
communauté était reconstituée. 
Jeudi 23 mai 

Fête-Dieu. Exposition du St Sacrement dans la custode : les vases sacrés étant restés 
à Bruxelles. 
Vendredi 24 mai 

Fête de Marie-Auxiliatrice. Nous avons ré ouvert les classes avec 8 élèves. Le       
lendemain il y en eut 16, puis 27 ; le nombre monta jusqu’à 50. Bien des familles avaient 
fui jusque dans le midi de la France et l’on se demandait quand et comment elles           
réintégreraient leur domicile. 
Mardi 28 mai 

Le Roi a capitulé avec 500.000 soldats sans munitions et secours efficaces des alliés. 
Quel serrement de coeur ! L’opinion est divisée ; les uns (l’armée et le peuple) portent le 
Roi aux nues ; les autres (le gouvernement et la France) le malmènent. Nous manquons 
des éléments nécessaires pour juger avec équité. Sachons attendre la vérité historique. 
Mais connaissant les vertus héroïques de notre Roi bien-aimé, nous n’hésitons pas à    
penser qu’il a agi avec sagesse. 
Mercredi 29 mai 

Visite au bureau du Commissaire de police au sujet des matelas. Le lendemain, Mr      
Devis, de la rue Notre-Dame vient les réclamer comme son bien. En attendant que        
lumière fût faite sur l’affaire, ils ont servi à reposer des réfugiés brisés de fatigue par leurs 
longues marches de retour au foyer. 
Nuit du 30 mai 

Légère alerte ! Sonnerie à la porte. Une camionnette allemande à la recherche de la         
Feldpost ! Un brave homme, peut-être un policier, fait tous ses efforts pour les éloigner de 
notre demeure. De la fenêtre du second étage descendent des mots sauveurs : « Ici, c’est 
une école qui fonctionne ; la station du chemin de fer est toute proche. » Les soldats     
braquent leur lumière électrique vers la fenêtre d’où vient la voix, chauffent leur moteur 
et s’en vont… Dieu merci ! 
Vendredi 31 mai 

Fête du Sacré-Cœur de Jésus, célébrée en toute simplicité. Le groupe de nos élèves       
assiste à 10 h. à St Rombaut à la messe avec assistance pontificale, réduite à sa plus 
simple expression. Le Cardinal au lieu d’utiliser le trône, est resté dans les stalles         
canonicales, merveilleux dans son recueillement. A la fin de l’Office religieux, avant de 
quitter le chœur, il s’est retourné pour bénir l’assistance. A la grand ‘place, les officiers 
allemands, attablés dans les cafés, des autobus remplis de soldats gris en partance, le long 
des halles, des masses de pauvres en files compactes attendent leur pain. Ce même jour, 
délicatesse divine, les vases sacrés sont rapportés de Bruxelles où ils étaient restés en    
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dépôt. La communauté se relaie de demi-heure en demi-heure au pied du Tabernacle. 
C’est le moment de chanter un Te Deum d’action de grâces à la Divine Providence qui 
n’a cessé de nous montrer sa main paternelle dans une foule de détails 

petits ou grands de notre vie de communauté, au cours de cette tourmente. Maison 
bien conservée, chapelle intacte, conseils, secours, personne s’offrant à point nommé pour 
nous venir en aide. Jamais nous n’avons manqué ni messe, ni communion, ni vivres. Dieu 
en soit loué, ainsi que nos Saints Patrons Marie et Joseph. 
Samedi 1er juin 

Fête de notre Maison du Saint Coeur de Marie. On commence par demi-heure une 
chaîne de chapelets afin que la Ste Vierge nous protège et nous obtienne des grâces de                  
sanctification !  
Dimanche 2 juin 

Encore relais de prières. Il faut violenter le Ciel et mériter des grâces de conversion 
pour le monde coupable. Dans les églises est lue une lettre pastorale du Cardinal Van 
Roey, lettre qui est une mise au point des faits de reddition de l’armée belge et une         
réfutation des incriminations mensongères de félonie lancées à l’adresse du Roi Léopold 
III. Monument historique marqué au coin de la prudence et de la sagesse, et qui a dissipé 
des doutes douloureux. Le Cardinal que les occupants avaient ignoré jusque-là, devint du 
coup un grand homme et « mérita » leur visite. La lettre, polycopiée à l’origine pour 
n’exposer aucun éditeur, fut imprimée par eux et placardée sur les murs de la ville !! 
Lundi 3 juin 

Nos élèves reviennent de plus en plus nombreuses. Toutes ont vécu de lamentables 
heures d’évacuation et de bombardement. Plusieurs d’entre elles réfugiées en Flandre 
n’ont cessé de se trouver dans la ligne de feu. Toutes cependant ont bénéficié des divines 
attentions de la Providence ; bien des familles ont réappris à prier dans la tourmente. Une 
ancienne élève Yvonne Puttemans atteinte par une bombe sur le chemin du retour, mourut 
sur le coup, tandis qu’elle chantait un refrain de l’école. 
Début juillet 

La question des examens est résolue : ils auront lieu. Nous attendons des précisions 
de l’autorité ecclésiastique quant à la date et à la durée des vacances. Il nous manque    
encore une centaine d’élèves. La guerre est bien loin d’être finie ! De nombreux sacrifices 
nous attendent. Marchons la main dans la grande main de notre Père qui est aux Cieux… 
et vivent l’amour et la confiance. 

 

 
 

 
Maison de Sacre Coeur de Marie 

Rue St Jean 
 

History of the War of 1940 

Friday 10th May 1940 
In the middle of lunch there was a phone call – the first of many. 
 “Do you have classes? The Germans have invaded Belgium, Holland and            

Luxemburg. The radio advises us to close all schools.” 
That morning we had normal school classes with the pupils who were there; we sent 

the children home with their things at noon. 
 “Take everything. If the situation improves, you can come back.”  
“It does not look like it will,  ma mere”.  
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“ Good bye, God keep you safe and bring you back!” 
The atmosphere was heavy and we were very concerned – dear Lord, where are we       

going?  That evening there was nothing unusual except the underlying insecurity and     
fever of the hasty mobilisation. 

9.30 pm -We had barely gone to bed, , when there was a strange noise in front of the 
house and there was an extraordinary light in the boulevard as though the front of our 
house was on fire.  Incendiary bombs were dropping on the city. Fire next door, behind 
us, in our house! Then one dropped on the terrace, where for lack of other food it         
consumed a drainpipe from the guttering.  Having neither sand nor earth handy we fought 
the fire with water which despite showers of sparks finally beat the fire , thanks to the 
stone and cement the terrace was made of. At the same time in the neighbouring area, 
bought in April and still full of planks and timber, three fires started but our neighbours, 
jumping over the walls, ran to put them out.  In the Claessens workshop, which was also 
now our property, the same neighbours broke a window and put out a fire that was       
beginning to burn the machines and the main electrical point.  Part of another bomb,    
fallen near the front of the house, started a fire near the coal cellar, which was              
extinguished by a passerby. We remained very afraid. People were panicking in the town 
where some twenty buildings were burning, and the sirens only added to the panic. Those 
mournful wails of the sirens announced the approach of enemy aircraft and fighting   
overhead. 
Saturday 11th May 

A section of the Civil Defence requisitioned our concrete cellars as a public shelter. 
The first night there were just two families, the second there were several both rich and 
poor. The Community brought down straw mattresses and blankets and moved into the 
recreation room. Two nuns slept in the refectory so that they could better monitor the 
front door. We were all in a make shift camp, made more difficult because it was      
completely dark – all light was prohibited. 
Pentecost 

What a feast of the Holy Spirit! This celebration of light and love was full of anxiety 
and turmoil! The sirens wailed more and more often. Evacuees from Bourg-Leopold 
came looking for a rest in their tiredness and some food in their hunger. After helping 
them, we had to make them see that Malines was not safe either, that it would be better to 
continue to the countryside, because we might have to evacuate the town. These poor   
unfortunates set off on their adventure. 

In the middle of the night the doorbell rang. It was Van de Kerchove, a soldier, 
brother to Mere Marie-Ghislaine. He was almost overcome by exhaustion, having walked 
from Diest – his company was on the run. Tomorrow morning they would be                 
re-assembling in the town square. We gave him food and lodging for the night, and told 
him he would see his sister in the morning. In the morning he mistook the door and went 
down to the cellar, casting confusion among the sleepers in the shelter. “The Belgian    
army is retreating; tomorrow the Germans will be here!” Suddenly the cellar was empty!! 
It was just 4am and many were panicking in the town. The Belgian government had 
summoned every man between 16 and 35 years old for military service, and in the panic, 
many families decide to follow the mobilised men. Alas, they ran into the wolf’s mouth - 
into danger! 

Reverend Mother, afraid of further upheavals if we were bombed again and of the              
difficulty  of trying to get everyone down to the shelter in our cellar, decided to send 
Mere Bathilde and Sr. Athanase, both frail, to Uccle. She phoned for a car and was    
promised one for an hour later. It came at last at 2pm. The driver, a conscript, who would 
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leave that very evening for the front was conserving his petrol so he would be able to 
bring the machine back. 
Night of Tuesday 13th May 

Convoys of vehicles and hoof beats of horses, again and again, without cease.    
“Hurrah! It is the English Army!” But the troops passing in front of the house were our 
soldiers retreating. God, have pity on us! Suddenly there was an energetic ringing of the 
doorbell! Three Belgian soldiers on a quest to find quarters for their company. Both the 
cellar and the main rooms were in use, so we showed them the upstairs classrooms and 
they accepted these.  Two hours later two other soldiers presented themselves to prepare 
quarters for the 300 men. Lacking bedding, they would sleep floor -brave men. Hours 
passed, but we waited in vain, the company did not arrive. The Belgian army passed us all 
day long  without ceasing. 
Wednesday 14th May 

In the street we saw sad processions of evacuees, like a funeral cortege. As a          
precaution, each religious had been warned to prepare an evacuation pack so that we 
would be ready to go at once when the order was given. Towards 10am we heard that the 
community at Coloma was leaving and that the trains would stop running that afternoon. 
So we also decided to leave, in three groups. The first would go by train and the other two 
groups walk towards Brussels. Around noon we emptied the tabernacle; I cannot describe 
our emotion as we took communion, receiving on our outstretched hands the lovely body 
of our beloved Jesus – and saw our Mother Clementine empty the ciborium, trembling, so 
that we could carry it away into exile and save it from desecration by the invaders.        
Finally, about 1pm, we abandoned our home, hearts torn with anguish, but confident too, 
because God was with us. If God is for us, who can be against us? 

So there we were, on the road to Brussels! Brussels was far away for cloistered       
religious, loaded with suitcases and packages. But St Joseph, it being his day, put the 
Denis family in our path, and through them the third group got a ride in a military truck as 
far as the Schaerbeek Bridge. We were warmly welcomed at the Immaculate Conception 
convent, where the groups from Coloma and we from the Sacre Coeur de Marie convent 
arrived at scattered intervals. 
Thursday 17th May 

Rumour had it that Brussels was going to be bombed. Had we run into the wolf’s 
mouth? The Blessed Sacrament was taken down to the cellar and every religious had an 
hour of watching in shifts, while in the corridor and adjacent rooms we tried to stretch out 
a little and take some rest, more bad than good. Around midnight several of us decided to 
go back to the dormitory because the night was quiet. 
Friday 18th May 

Mass was celebrated in the cellar, in an atmosphere like that of the catacombs. The 
Blessed Sacrament remained exposed there all that day and we continued to pray           
ardently. 

The Belgian Army retreats. Brussels is saved thanks to diplomatic negotiations, they 
say. Towards evening, the Blessed Sacrament was taken in procession back to the Chapel.  
The chaplain prudently asked to sleep at the convent for safety and to avoid dangerous              
encounters. The next day, however, he returned home because he said that the German 
Army was not like that of 1914. 
Sunday 20th May 

The fighting around Malines which had been violent on 17-18th May – Thursday and        
Friday – was now ended. Returning to our home was the order of the day. After dinner 
there was a “Council of War” between the leaders of both communities as to how to get 
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back to our respective houses as soon as possible. We tried in vain to get information in 
the city. 
Monday 21st May 

The question of leaving was precipitated.  At the Town Hall we could get a permit 
for the journey, but there were no vehicles. So we went by tram to Schaerbeek and then 
on foot. It was 10am. At Schaerbeek Bridge, a van carrying condensed milk picked up 
reverend Mother Clementine and two poor walkers. The other seven continued on foot. 
At Vilvorde we halted at a bench in the town square, but a black sister saw us and asked 
her host to receive us in his house. Installed in the pharmacist’s living room, we had a 
snack. After an hour’s rest we continued to Malines, by the road as far as the Senne, but 
then we had to make various detours because bridges had been destroyed. Along the way, 
two religious were picked up by a diplomatic car carrying the Spanish flag.  They arrived 
at Coloma around 5pm. The five others, not having been lucky enough to get a ride,      
arrived an hour later at the boulevard, only to find the “Deutche Feldpost” there.  

Mother M Stephanie was fluent in German and used this knowledge of their language 
to obtain from the senior officer there, after some discussion, permission for us to occupy 
the domestic science room and sleep there on our ten mattresses for the night. After     
supper, touched by the frugality of our meal – jacket potatoes and sandwiches – the     
quartermaster brought us some powdered coffee in an envelope and three bars of       
chocolate. At the same time he advised us on how to ask the “Ortchef” to have the      
freedom of the house.  In the meantime, he and his men had occupied the whole building. 
Tuesday 22nd May 

The “Feldpost” evacuated the house completely, leaving us the convent and the 
marks of their occupation. So began a heroic cleaning and tidying up to do of all the 
mess. We were sad to find numerous “subtractions” in the way of linen, of blankets, of 
food, household utensils and even tools. There was not a wardrobe unrifled, not a box that 
had not been searched, emptied or looted. Mother Marie-Clementine, indomitable and 
indefatigable leader, directed our work of cleaning and re-organising with such gusto that 
by Saturday this same week, the house was clean. We still had fifty mattresses in the 
house, belonging to some unknown person. On the evening of that same day M. Marie 
Gonzague and Jeanne-Francoise arrived on foot from Brussels and our community was 
back together again. 
Thursday 23rd May 

Corpus Christi. We had Exposition of the Blessed Sacrament using the pyx – the             
monstrance had remained in Brussels. 
Friday 24th May 

Feast of Our Lady, Help of Christians.  We re-opened classes, with eight students. 
The next day there were 16, then 27, and then the number went up to 50. A good number 
of families had fled to the South of France and one wondered when, or how, they would 
get back to their homes. 

The King, left with 500,000 soldiers but without ammunition and without relief from 
the Allies, has surrendered. What heartbreak! Public opinion is divided, while some – the 
army and the people – praise the King to the skies; others – France and the Government – 
would destroy him. We don’t know enough to judge fairly, let us wait for the truth to be 
revealed by history. But knowing the heroic virtues of our beloved King, we do not      
hesitate to think he acted wisely. 
Wednesday 29th May 

We visited the Office of the Police Commissioner about the mattresses. The next day, 
Mr Devis of Rue  Notre Dame came to claim them as his own. While waiting for light to 
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be shed on this case, they served to give rest to refugees broken by fatigue on their long 
journeys as they returned to their homes. 
Thursday 30th May 

In the night, the doorbell sounded – it was a German truck looking for the          
“Feldpost”. A brave man, perhaps a police officer, was making every effort to keep them 
away from our home. Then, from the first floor windows come the saving words “This is 
a functioning school; the railway station is nearby”.   The soldiers pointed their electric 
torches at the window where the voice came from… then warmed their engines up... and 
went! Thanks be to God! 
Friday 31st May 

Feast of the Sacred Heart of Jesus, celebrated very simply.  Our students attended the 
10am mass at St Rombaut as a group, a Pontifical High Mass reduced to its most simple    
expression. Instead of using his throne, the Cardinal remained in the choir stalls,         
wonderfully recollected. At the end of Mass, before leaving the choir, he turned to offer a 
blessing. In the town square there were German officers sitting at cafe tables, buses filled 
with grey soldiers heading onwards. In the market there are crowds of poor people in 
packed queues waiting for their bread.  

That same day, with Divine delicacy, the sacred vessels were returned from Brussels 
where they had been kept safe. The community took turns half-hour by half-hour at the 
foot of the Tabernacle. It was time to sing a Te Deum to thank Divine Providence for the 
graces we had received. It never stopped showing us the Father’s Hand in so many ways, 
small and large, in our community life throughout this turmoil. Our house was well      
preserved and our Chapel intact, we received advice and help, and someone coming to 
our aid when we needed assistance. We have never lacked Mass or communion or food. 
May God be praised, our holy patrons Mary and Joseph too. 
Saturday 1st June 

Feast of our house, the Sacre Coeur de Marie. We started a chain of rosaries every            
half-hour, that the Holy Virgin might protect us and obtain for us the graces of            
sanctification! 
Sunday 2nd June 

We continued our prayer relay. We must storm heaven to ask for grace to convert a 
guilty world. Cardinal Van de Roey has written a pastoral letter which was read at Mass. 
This letter explained the facts of the surrender of the Belgian army and it is a refutation of 
the false and incriminating accusations made against King Leopold III. This historic     
letter, marked by prudence and wisdom, dispelled any painful doubts. The Cardinal, 
whom the occupants have ignored up till now, has suddenly become a great man and 
“merited” a visit from them. The letter, copied from the original so as not to expose any 
editor, was then printed and posted on the walls of the city! 
Monday 3rd June 

More and more of our students were returning. All have lived through lamentable 
hours of evacuation and of bombing. Several of them who took refuge in Flanders were 
continually in the line of fire. All, nevertheless, have benefitted from the Divine         
Providence; many families learnt how to pray again in the turmoil. One former pupil, 
Yvonne Puttemans, was hit by a bomb on her way home, dying instantly while she was 
singing a school song. 
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Sr. Philomena Whyte et Sr. Cécile Walrave 

 
Beginning of July 

The question of exams was resolved: they will take place. We awaited clarification 
from the church authorities as to the date and the duration of the holidays. We were still 
missing about a hundred students. The war was far from over! Many sacrifices awaited 
us, but we walk hand in the great hand of our Father who is in Heaven... and we live with 
love and in trust.  

  
 

BRAZIL 

PARTAGE D’UNE EXPERIENCE- Cécile Walrave dmj 

J’ai eu la chance de           
commencer ma « Vie Religieuse » 
dans le Nord-Est du Brésil.                                                          

 Ce fut comme un 2e noviciat, 
un noviciat dans la vie, une vie bien       
concrète dans un contexte bien dur. 

Cela m’a transformée. Là est 
né mon profond désir de      

« proximité » avec les gens 
moins favorisés. 
 J’étais partie comme sœur 

« missionnaire » et suis revenue en Belgique comme sœur « ouvrière ». 
Vivre la proximité, l’apostolat de l’amitié avec des familles marocaines et turques, en    

vivant dans le même quartier et par la similitude du travail. 
Merci à toutes mes sœurs, « supérieures » et autres qui ont, non seulement, permis 

mais encouragé ce choix.    
                                                              
                                                 
Bruxelles, le 3 avril 2016.   
 
 
I was fortunate to begin my "Religious Life" in the 

North-East of Brazil. 
 It was like a second novitiate, a novitiate in life, a very 

concrete life in a very hard context. 
That changed me. There was born my deep desire to 

"close" to the less favoured people. 
I left as a "missionary" sister and   returned to Belgium 

as a "worker" sister; living the closeness, the apostolate of 
friendship with Moroccan and Turkish families, living in the same quarter and doing the 
same kind of work. 

Thank you to all my sisters, "superiors" and others who have not only allowed but       
encouraged this choice.  
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Mémoires-Marie Jeanne Mevisse 

Mon lien avec les Dames de Marie ? Il existe depuis 1959. Tout d'abord comme 
élève au secondaire à Uccle et ensuite par mon travail au secrétariat et a l'économat 
et cela jusqu’en 1998.  

Apres le Concile de Vatican Il, il y a eu dans l'Eglise une ouverture vers les pays 
voie de développement.  

Précédemment les Belges allaient surtout au Congo, au Rwanda et au Burundi. 
Les Dames de Marie ont décidé d'aller travailler en Amérique latine. Sœur Marie-
Claire Focquet et Sr Simone Vandensteene sont parties pour I 'endroit où les        
premières Dames de Marie iraient s'établir. Elles ne souhaitaient pas créer des 
écoles etc. ... mais se mettre à la disposition pour aider.  

En 1965, Sr Simone (Irmä Joana) a demandé que les laïques souhaitant les        
rejoindre là-bas se préparent. Nous avons donc Thérèse Martin, Micheline Dusart et 
moi suivi des cours d’assistante médicale a la Faculté de Lille et puis avons suivi une 
préparation au Collège d'Amérique latine à Louvain pour l’étude du portugais,     
l'histoire du Brésil, etc.  Nous avons aussi suivi a L’institut des Pays en                      
développement. 

Et le grand jour est arrivé. Nous sommes parties à 3 (Thérèse Martin, Micheline         
Dusart et moi) pour rejoindre la première équipe à Macau (500 km environ de       
Recife) 

Nous avons Vécu une expérience merveilleuse qui nous a marquées.  Nous             
partagions la vie des religieuses (aucune clôture) Notre maison était ouverte à tous. 

L'équipe était chargée de différentes missions. Il y avait les cours à l'école pour 
toutes car des professeurs locaux manquaient : cours de de mathématiques, de     
français, d'anglais, de religion... Le travail en paroisse : le prêtre était chargé de     
plusieurs paroisses en Macau et notre aide était la bienvenue.  

Il y avait les mouvements de jeunesse dont Sr. Margarete et Micheline             
s'occupaient, la catéchèse qui était principalement du ressort de Sr. Marie-José       
Baranyanka.  

Nous travaillions aussi dans les quartiers populaires : cours d'alphabétisation 
pour les ouvriers des salines, petites causeries sur l'alimentation, l'hygiène, les soins 
dans un petit dispensaire.  

Nos contacts avec les habitants étaient excellents. Les sœurs qui étaient déjà là 
nous ont aidées à nous intégrer. Comme deux Brésiliennes vivaient avec nous, dès le 
debut, notre langue commune était le portugais. Nous avons toute « oublié » notre 
langue     maternelle.  

Après un an à la demande de I ‘évêque, une autre 
maison à Santa Cruz, (autre localité du Nordeste) a été 
tenue par les Dames de Marie : Micheline, Sr. Margarete 
et Sr. Cécile y sont allées. 

A Macau, suite au départ d’Irma Joana (pour raison 
santé) Sœur Ruth est arrivée des USA, Sr. Mary Cronin 
et Sr. Sheila Tucker. Nous avons continué le partage du         
quotidien, des réflexions, et nous avons gardé des     
souvenirs que nous n’oublierons jamais. Nous avons des 
liens entre nous religieuses et laïques et sommes des 
amies. Nous avions le même idéal et notre retour nous 
avons continué nous rencontrer.  
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Quant aux élèves de Macau, après 50 ans, j'ai encore des élèves. 3 sont déjà      
venues en Belgique pour voir.  

Après le Brésil, j'ai repris mon travail à l'école d'Uccle.  
Quand j'ai pris ma retraite, Sr Laetitia m'a demandé de travailler avec Sr. Edmée, 

l'économe de la Région Belgique. J'ai accepté et depuis lors je fais partie de la cellule 
gestion et administration avec Srs. Agnès Charles, Iaetitia Geerærts, Cécile Walrave 
et Marie–Thérèse Vankrunkelsven.  

 
 

Memories from Marie-Jeanne Mevisse 

 
My connection with the Ladies of Mary? It has existed since 1959.  First as a high 

school student in Uccle and then through my work in the secretariat and the finance office 
there until 1998. 

After the Second Vatican Council, there was an opening up in the Church to the           
developing countries. 

Previously Belgians went mainly to Congo, Rwanda and Burundi. The Ladies of 
Mary decided to go to work in Latin America. Sister Marie-Claire Focquet and Sr.     
Simone Vandensteene left for the place where the first Ladies of Mary would settle. They 
did not want to create schools etc ... but put themselves at the disposal of the Church and 
the people in order to help. 

In 1965, Sr. Simone (irma Joana) asked that the lay women wishing to join them 
there prepare themselves. So we, Thérèse Martin, Micheline Dusart and I, attended      
medical assistant courses at the Faculty of Lille and then attended a course at the Latin 
American College in Leuven to study Portuguese, Brazilian history, etc.  We also          
attended the Institute of Developing Countries. 

And the great day arrived. We went together, we 3 (Thérèse Martin, Micheline 
Dusart and I) to join the first team in Macau (about 500 km from Recife). 

We had a wonderful experience that made a deep impression on us. We shared the 
life of the nuns (no enclosure) our house was open to all. 

The team was in charge of various missions. There were classes at the school for all            
because local teachers were not available: courses in mathematics, French, English,     
religion ... Work in the parish: the priest was in charge of several parishes in Macau and 
our help was welcome. 

There were the youth movements of which Sr. Margarete and Micheline took care, 
the catechesis which was mainly the responsibility of Sr. Marie-José Baranyanka. 

We also worked in the working-class neighbourhoods: literacy classes for workers, 
who worked in salt manufacturing, little talks about nutrition, hygiene, and caring in a 
small dispensary. 

Our contacts with the people were excellent. The sisters who were already there 
helped us to integrate. As two Brazilian women lived with us, from the beginning, our 
common language was Portuguese. We all "forgot" our mother tongue. 

After one year at the request of the bishop, another house in Santa Cruz (another     
locality in the Northeast) was taken by the Ladies of Mary: Micheline, Sr. Margarete and 
Sr. Cécile went there. 

In Macau, following the departure of Irma Joana (for health reasons) Sr. Ruth arrived 
from the USA, Sr. Mary Cronin and Sr. Sheila Tucker. We continued sharing our daily 
life,  reflections, and we have memories that we will never forget. We have ties between 
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us religious and lay women and we are friends. We had the same ideals and on our return 
we continued to meet. 

As for the students of Macau, after 50 years, I still have students. 3 have already 
come to Belgium to visit. 

After Brazil, I resumed my work at the school in Uccle. 
When I retired, Sr. Laetitia asked me to work with Sr. Edmee, the bursar of the     

Belgium Region. I accepted and since then I am part of the finance and administration 
group with Srs. Agnès Charles, Iaetitia Geerærts, Cécile Walrave and Marie -Thérèse 
Vankrunkelsven. 

 

Une  « expérience marquante de vie » au Brésil, où je  vis depuis 1963-                                                                                              
Sr Margarete Malfliet 

J’ai pu vivre la dure réalité de 5 années consécutives de sécheresse dans le diocèse de 
Crateus au Céara, situé dans le triangle le plus aride du Nord-Est brésilien. Les              
travailleurs ruraux, sans récoltes ont du faire face à la famine.  Par des travaux publics le 
long des routes, revendiqués auprès des autorités, souvent avec beaucoup de répression, 
de négociations et d’humiliations…. un petit salaire leur était versé mais qui ne permettait 
pas de vivredignement. Avec plusieurs agents de la Pastorale dans les communautés de 
base nous nous trouvions dans une grande désolation sans savoir, ni comment renouveler 
l’espérance, jusqu’à ce qu’un bibliste interrogé chercha dans la bible d’où pouvait naitre 
une petite lumière. Et c’est dans Isaïe, dans les 4 chants du Serviteur (Deutéro-Isaïe 40 à 
66) qu’une espérance a surgi. Surtout pendant les carêmes de partage : « pain pour qui a 
faim, et fraternité oui –violence non ! » nous avons essayé de mettre des gens pauvres   
ensemble en petits groupes de 7 pour lire ces chants d’Isaïe et voir ensemble ce qui     
pouvait en sortir pour aider à survivre.  

J’ai vu des merveilles sortir d’une réalité d’oppression, de non reconnaissance et             
d’humiliation : lorsque une parole de Dieu tombe dans le cœur : « Tu es le préféré de mon 
cœur… toi qui ne cries pas sur les places, qui ne rompt pas le roseau broyé, ni éteins la 
flamme vacillante (Is. 42) » et qu’alors des yeux s’illuminent, la tête se redresse, soudain, 
quelqu’un comprends et dit : « donc moi une affamée, moi une humiliée… je suis la     
préférée du cœur du Dieu Vivant » … une résurrection, comme les gens simples l’ont 
nommée, s’est produite. Ils ont commencé à s’organiser avec les moyens dont ils           
disposaient, ils ont contacté des voisins abandonnés, isolés sans espoir ; à faire des petits 
travaux extra ensemble, à interpeler les autorités à leur manière p.ex à inviter le       
bourgmestre à venir manger la soupe communautaire et bien d’autres initiatives. Ces 
mêmes merveilles j’ai pu les constater à l’occasion d’un carême de partage de la culture 
afro-brésilienne (descendants des esclaves) et amér-indiennes (le petit reste des peuples 
indigènes, passé sous silence et déclaré mort). C’est quand on croit 
être faibles qu’on est forts. La vie renait, les petites gens se recon-
naissent dignes… et deviennentumière. 

      De ces années d’extrême souffrance est née « la Fraternité 
du Serviteur souffrant » déjà présente activement dans 19 états   
brésiliens et 4 pays d’Europe, en Amérique du Nord et au Canada. 

 Durant 54 années de présence au Brésil j’essaie de témoigner 
du Souffle de Vie et d’Espérance, illuminer les réalités dures que le 
peuple opprimé doit endurer. 

« Il fait noir mais je chante » dit un poète brésilien, comme les 
psaumes qui surgissent tout au long de l’histoire du Peuple de Dieu.  
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A "life-changing experience" in Brazil, where I have lived since 
1963- Sr. Margarete Malfliet  

I have been able to experience the harsh reality of 5 consecutive years of drought in 
the diocese of Crateus in Ceara, located in the most arid triangle of the north-eastern    
Brazil. The rural workers without crops had to face famine.  For working on public works 
on the roads, claimed by the authorities, often with much repression, negotiation and   
humiliation....  they were paid a small salary, but not enough to live allow them to live 
with dignity. With several Pastoral workers in the grassroots communities, we found    
ourselves in great desolation of unknowing and with no way of renewing hope, until a 
Scripture Scholar delved into the Bible looking for a little light. And it was in Isaiah, in 
the 4 songs of the Servant (Deutero-Isaiah 40-66) that a hope arose. Especially during the 
lent of sharing: "bread for the hungry, and fraternity yes - violence no!” We tried to bring 
the poor people together in small groups of 7 to read these songs of Isaiah and see         
together what could come out of it to help them survive. 

I saw  marvels emerge from a reality of oppression, ungratefulness and humiliation: 
when a word of God touches the heart: "You are the one in whom my heart delights ... 
you who do not cry out in the street, who do not break the crushed reed, nor extinguish 
the    smoldering flame (Is. 42) " then the eyes light up, the head suddenly straightens up, 
someone understands. “So I, a starving, humiliated person ... I am the one who delights of 
the heart of the Living God "... a resurrection, as the simple people have named it, had 
occurred. They began to organize themselves with the means at their disposal, they      
contacted lonely neighbours, isolated without hope. They did extra little works together, 
to challenge the authorities in their own way, e.g. inviting the mayor to come and eat the 
community soup with them and many other initiatives. These same wonders I saw during 
a Lent of sharing afro-brazilian culture (descendants of slaves) and amer-indians (the few 
remaining indigenous people, passed over in silence and declared dead). It is when you 
think you are weak that you are strong. Life is reborn; the little 
people recognize themselves as worthy ... and   become Light. 
From these years of extreme suffering was born "the Fraternity 
of the Suffering Servant" already actively present in 19          
Brazilian states and 4 European Countries, North America and 
Canada. 

Through 54 years of presence in Brazil I have tried to bear 
witness to the Breath of Life and Hope, to shed light on the 
harsh realities that the oppressed people must endure. 

"It's dark but I sing," says a Brazilian poet, like the psalms 
that have arisen throughout the history of the People of God.  
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CALIFORNIA 

Memories of Morning Star School- Sr. Mary Walsh  

 
I arrived in San Francisco on October 12,1973, and was met at the airport by Sister          

Margaret O’Rourke and Sister Eileen Cronin.  I was totally amazed by the enormous car 
that they drove.  It was a typical American car of the time and was big enough to 
transport the   sisters at St. Michael’s community. (Three months later the energy crisis 
began and cars started to downsize!)  When we arrived at our convent on Pine St. I was 
surprised one more time.  It was a beautiful Victorian building three stories high, and it 
also had a basement.  It was the property of the Archdiocese of San Francisco.   I had a 
great welcome from our sisters, Kathleen Flynn, Bridget Johnston and Helen Vigil. 

The next morning, I looked out the    
window and saw a beautiful blue sky and all 
the children playing at recess.  The majority 
of the students were oriental.  Our school,    
Morning Star, was started for Japanese 
Americans in 1929.  In 1942 all the students 
and their families were interned in camps for 
the duration of World War II, so the school 
was opened to all ethnic groups.  Our, sisters 
visited the students and their families in        
Tanforan Racecourse, while they awaited 
their removal to the camps.  Sister Josephine 
Leyne taught religion classes in Seabiscuit’s 
stall!   

I enjoyed my four years teaching in Morning Star.  The majority of the students were 
not Catholic, but they all took part in religion classes each day.  The students loved to go 
to mass, celebrated by our pastor Father Joseph Guetzloe, SVD.  When the Catholic stu-
dents received the Sacrament of Reconciliation. the non-Catholic students took the 
opportunity to chat with Father Guetzloe.   The students were eager to learn in all subject 
areas.  For a treat, my students would ask if they could do some work with bases in the 
afternoon, changing numbers to base 8, base 2 etc.  Because I always loved math, I was 
very happy to oblige!   

San Francisco is a city with opportunities, so we got to go to the opera, the ballet, and 
exhibits at the de Young Memorial Museum.  One of the most memorable for me was 
The Treasures of Early Irish Art.  The docent asked my students what they had come to 
see.  They answered, “The Book of Kells, The Cross of Cong, The Tara Brooch, and The 
Ardagh Chalice”.  She was very impressed!   Sister Helen, who was the principal, learned 
to drive the school bus.  My class had the first field trip on the bus, to the Cow Palace.  As 
we left the school and drove down Gough St. the students sat in silence, but they broke 
into applause when we went onto the freeway.  Sister Helen had passed the students’   
driving test!   Interestingly enough, that day the Cow Palace featured cows, beefalo and a 
variety of other farm animals.  In the words of the students it was a “cow beauty contest”, 
which they all enjoyed!   

The 70’s had a share of interesting television shows.  The girls identified with     
Charlie’s Angels, imitating Farrah Fawcett’s hairstyle and turning in papers with Jill 
Munroe as the author.  They enjoyed the Bionic Woman and called Sister Helen the      
Bionic Nun, as she was able to move volleyball poles with ease!  The boys thought of 
themselves as the Six Million Dollar Man and liked to play with their Raideen figures 
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during recess.  Some African American students rediscovered the Supremes and wanted 
to stay in at recess to dance to their music.  One class of third grade girls just loved Pink 
Lady!   

Another highlight at the school was the official visit of the Emperor and Empress of     
Japan.  We walked to Japan Town to welcome them. Our students took our big Morning 
Star School banner and some smaller ones on Love, Peace and other topics.  All the     
banners were in both English and Japanese. They had a choice of waving either Japanese 
or American flags.  Pictures of the event appeared in newspapers in Japan, which was a 
great source of joy for some of the students’ grandparents who lived there. 

In those years in San Francisco a big percentage of the Japanese primary students         
attended Morning Star.  Some had come directly from Japan and some were born in the 
U.S.  By fifth grade some students were not able to talk with their own mothers, as the 
students just wanted to speak English and their mothers spoke only Japanese.  To address 
this need Sister Helen approached the San Francisco Unified school District, which with 
funds from the ESAA Program provided a Japanese teacher and teacher aide and all the 
teaching supplies needed to teach the language.  Japanese became a subject on the       
curriculum for any student who chose to participate.   

Our convent was utilized to the maximum by the school.         
Japanese was taught in the library, Korean in the kitchen, ESL in 
the dining room, the kindergarten had their classroom in the 
basement, and kindergarten educational television was viewed in 
the community room!  At lunchtime, students got in line on the 
kitchen stairs to have Sister Helen provide hot water for their 
cups of noodles! The teachers had lunch in the dining room.  
There was a strong spirit of respect among teachers, students and 
parents under the leadership of Sister Helen, our Kocho Sensei.  
Morning Star School was a wonderful    introduction for me to 
teaching in the United States.  It will always be a place of happy 
memories! 

 

 
 

Memories of my Happy Days at St Michael’s School, San Francisco-          
Sr. Theresa Berry 

 
It was the year of 1967 that I arrived at St Michael 

School in San Francisco, feeling very excited about starting 
a new year in new surroundings and a new community of 
sisters.  I had a few weeks to prepare for classes and I got 
to meet many of the parents in school settings. 

School began in early September, I was assigned to 
teach second grade.  I had taught this age-level before and 
had very    positive experiences with the children, so I was 
feeling excited and happy.  I must say that in my first week 
at St Michael School I learned that these lovely children 
were very lively, full of energy and very musically         
endowed.  They would come into the classroom in the 
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morning smiling and happy and their chatter would begin as soon as we had finished 
Morning Prayer.   

To help these lively children and the quieter ones, I decided to employ the use of a      
record player and play some relaxing classical music as a background to their creative       
abilities.  The results were astounding as these children loved all music, but this softer,         
classical music helped to keep a calmness about them.  They and their parents alike com-
mented many times about the difference in their quiet demeanour and work skills as they 
smiled and moved their little bodies to the rhythm of the music.  It made for a lovely           
beginning to our school day.  We were all at a place of peacefulness and quiet, because 
when it was time for ‘quiet’ work, copying their spelling words from the blackboard or 
practising their handwriting, I would play the music!! 

As the years moved on, I assumed responsibilities for the Fourth Grade.  I brought 
my record player along with me!  It was like a Plan Book which I brought to every class-
room.  I recall one Fourth-Grader asking me if the class could have music at Art Class!  
And so we did.  After all, this was Music Appreciation time as well as Art Appreciation!!  
During the class, these young ladies of 9 years of age would quietly dance/ act out up and 
down the aisles.  The ‘call to dance’ was in their bones.  So yes, they danced and made 
beautiful movements.  Some of the boys were amused at this lovely display of innate     
talent, so I invited them to show us their same talent.  I would watch as they demonstrated 
their gift of movement!  Absolutely wonderful, always showing the talent of their         
heritage. 

Now, as for the parents of these children, I must say that they were so great about 
their involvement in their children’s lives.  I felt so lucky always having them              
volunteering around the school in many different ways.  They helped inside and outside 
the school.  The fathers of the children made sure that every team had a coach for the    
different sports because we didn’t have funds enough to pay for a coach.  The Dads    
themselves were the coaches- volunteers.  These generous, hard-working men also      
supplied the teams’ uniforms. 

They were great years I had at St Michael in SF.  I still meet up with some of the 
families when I visit my family in that city by the Bay.  Memories of St Michael stay 
strongly with me and often play a role in my interaction with children to this day.   
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MY TRIP TO AMERICA -  Sr. Florah Tuhirirwe 

America has always held a certain appeal for me.  I cannot switch off and stop      
thinking about its system, people’s generosity, huge buildings, the big highways and 
beautiful houses.  It is still real, because I was there physically.  

I have heard people talk about going to the USA as a long journey; indeed, it is “real 
travelling”. The flight took about 20 hours. 

My journey started when Sr. Patricia Pearson, Provincial gave me the information 
that I was likely to join Sr. Paskazia in doing mission appeals for the year 2016 in       
California. I was so excited and could not sleep after that information. I started thinking 
about travelling.   

Good enough Sr. Pat gave me a hint on how to reduce my fears, starting with online    
application and Visa interviews process, with her outstanding question “Why are you    
going to America”? Which was the actual question I answered during my interviews in 
the American Embassy. 

I became so excited after getting a two-year visa and I was ready to move before I 
had booked the ticket.  My excitement increased day by day until I finally reached Los 
Angeles airport. 

It was a sunny day, 30th May 2016, when I woke up in morning with mixed feelings; 
same good feelings of happiness because I was to leave my country and to visit another     
continent, but at the same time sad feelings because I had to leave the people I have been 
with for years especially the pupils of St. Helen’s primary school, Nyamitanga, Mbarara. 

During the flight, we had a 3-hour stopover in Iceland, an emergency landing to save 
the life of one of the passengers who was ill. I was so anxious, I couldn’t sleep at all, the 
flight became long and I was restless. I recited the Rosary many times asking the           
intervention of Mother Mary to help me because I had no communication at all with any 
of our sisters.  Finally, after 23 hours flight we arrived at Los Angeles International      
airport. It was about 6 o’clock.  After picking up my baggage, I saw my sisters; Paskazia, 
Annette Lawrence, Linda Peters and Linda Webb, all coming to pick me, what a          
surprise!!!!  I was so happy.  

I was warmly welcomed and I felt at home the moment I entered Marian Residence 
on 31st May 2016 at 6:45pm.  I had no words to express myself, I was so tired but      
humbled.  It was an opportunity for me to experience the kindness, love, care, support, 

generosity, friendship and above all the life of 
prayer. 

There were a lot of discoveries and learning 
experiences for me, during the mission appeals 
in different Dioceses and Parishes.  I was       
honored and blessed to be a Daughter of Mary 
and Joseph and to talk about the DMJ’s in       
Africa.  

I became a community member of Marian 
Residence; a caring, healing and loving home 
especially as I observed our sisters, and Margaret 
O’Rourke’s last days on earth. 
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It was my first time out of Africa, and it gave me a chance to be exposed to other  
cultures and different ways of living and to meet some of our sisters I had never met. This 
experience became one of the most important in my life. 

Generally, people were so good to me no matter the age gap.  They gave me a new    
purpose in my life; they opened up a world of adventure for me in giving me spiritual      
nourishment that is to say Iconography, riding the horse, participating in physical          
exercises, swimming/ walking near the ocean, making sandwiches, visiting Francisco 
Homes, celebrating Birthday     
parties especially Mary Rose’s 
85th at Nazareth and 90th             
anniversary of St. Augustine 
School, watching films and      
movies, eating popcorn, touring 
the LA city.    

It was hard to believe that I 
finished three months in            
California. The time went fast 
without realizing it, yet I gained so 
much. The sisters opened their   
office doors for me to learn and 
improve on my computer,         
accounting and secretarial skills. 
Above all they allowed me to    
improve my DMJ spirit and    
Charism of compassion, love, joy 
and sharing.  

It was hard to leave them but I 
had to. 

All my experiences are      
recorded in my memory and I will tell the next   generation. 

In conclusion, I had a very good trip and a great time with my sisters and all people 
around. 

Thank you, my dear sisters, 
for being there, inspiring and     
allowing me to be part of you, I 
really felt at home with each one 
of you.  

For every one who             
contributed to this trip thanks so 
much for being there for me. 

God bless America and my   
Congregation as we celebrate 200 
years of our existence. 
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Living our Charism with those who had Lost Hope - Sr. Pascazia 
Kinkuhaire 

 
For the past two years, I have been blessed to volunteer once a week at the Francisco 

Homes - Downtown Los Angeles where Sr. Teresa Groth is the Managing Director of     
Transitional Houses for ex-prisoners. This is a facility that welcomes men newly released 
from prison. Francisco Homes offers these men the possibility of being re-integrated into   
society.  I am also blessed to have Srs. Linda Peters and Nuala Briody who give me 
weekly rides since they too volunteer there. 

My interaction with the Francisco Homes community has been a blessing.  It has   
given me another chance to exercise my Daughters of Mary and Joseph Community 
Charism:  Instruments of Mercy and Compassion in God’s Hand. I have been able to    
interact with some of the men who have just come out of prison, those who have been out 
for a while and those who are already off parole. It is an experience of joy, hope and 
gratitude to God. For the men on parole, it is a blessing to share in the joy of seeing the 
sun again, walking the beach, doing some gardening, walking the streets unaccompanied, 
sitting and eating in a restaurant or walking to a store and buying what they need. Some 
have jobs and can earn some money to help them plan for the future. Wonderful! 

According to my new friends, prison is a dark, hopeless place. Prisoners often live 
their lives without friends, without family, staring at the prison bars and feeling guilt and 
anger burning in their hearts. They live their lives wondering what is next.  Some are sure 
they will never come out of prison. Their hopes are shattered more especially when they 
go to the Parole Board hearing and they are denied release. Most of them have spent 20 – 
40 years in prison.  A good number of them went to prison in their teens. As God always 
surprises us, they are one day surprised to know that they would be released and another 
day they find themselves either on a bus or a train heading to the transitional houses like 
the one where I volunteer! 

Full of hope, these guys embrace the challenges of technology; making phone calls,     
texting, emailing, googling for jobs and availability of housing! The world has moved on 
for some of them! To some, hopes of finding ready jobs are shattered, to others the world 
is unfolding at a snail’s pace, while to others, life could not be better than it is today at       
Francisco homes. Way to live again! Great attitude! 

With them, we share their life stories before, during and after incarceration regarding 
their re-entry into community.  Their experiences are sometimes hard to take in, kind of   
painful   l but full of hope.  Sometimes it is hard to think of how difficult it can be to keep 
faith with all the suffering that they had to go through. Some of the families these men 
come from do not even want to hear about them.  They wish they had died in prison, 
some are warmly welcomed home; some find that members of their immediate family are 
all dead. Each of them has a different story to tell.  As I share in their moments, I have 
come to learn a lot from them.  Much as they think I am helping them, they do not know 
that they too are helping me to live our charism. 

As an Instrument of Mercy and Compassion, I am challenged to listen without        
judgment, without having to offer solutions or answers. It is a great way to be with my 
friends. Maybe all they need from me is just a greeting and that is enough! Maybe it is a        
listening ear or a presence! It is interesting that even those who pass by me without a 
word, ask the next time I come around why I did not visit the week before! Interesting! 

The other take-away from my experience is that in dialogue, there is listening       
without judgment, assumptions or stereotype; there is listening for understanding rather 
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than debate or even agreement; there is an atmosphere of safety and mutual respect.    
Maybe I am re-learning how to be a compassionate presence. 

 

I have learnt that other people can be a door to God’s presence as sure as prayer can 
be a doorway for us to speak to Jesus Christ.  Sometimes Christ’s Spirit will enter despite 
our locked doors, but more often Jesus waits for us to open the door and let him in.  We 
can provide hospitality for the encounter waiting at our own doorways to receive the    
other, or we can keep that door resolutely closed out of fear.  How can one be happy with 
these men that were incarcerated because they killed someone? Think about that? These 
might be actual murderers, but myself, can I resonate with them in any way?  Of course, 
yes.  What about you? Think about it.  This makes me think of the fact that one reaction 
to the presence of the other is to form an opposing party called “us” and name the other 
“them.”  Once in a while I meet neighbours who see me entering these houses and come 
out to warn me that those   houses are for ex-prisoners. In other words, be careful they are 
not like us, something is wrong with them. True indeed but this kind of advice if not 
thought through can allow us to control our fears and develop assumptions about the     
differences between us and them.  These assumptions may or may not be true but they 
form an effective barrier of defense.  But our fear can also try to re-make the other in our 
own image with a lens of sameness that blinds us to differences and refuses to see the 
possibilities of change that might come to us from acknowledging the other.  In both      
cases dialogue and mutual listening become impossible because our minds are made up, it 
is easy to label and stereotype.  And it is just this           
commitment to listen and dialogue with the other that makes 
us available to one another and to God.  

All in all, I am learning: acceptance, letting go,          
hospitality, trusting in God, forgiveness, tolerance,         
simplicity, peace, justice, compassion, and mercy from my 
new friends.  Each Wednesday I visit with them, I hear about 
how all these Gospel values are lived.  This gives me a new 
look at life and a willingness to change.  Shall I call it 
metanoia? It is life changing.  Out of Africa to a new        
ministry that does not exist in my home country, here I am 
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as a social worker interacting with African American, Asians, Hispanics, Caucasians and 
Arabs – a real taste of internationality. Maybe I should have started with this ministry in 
order to learn to be an Instrument of Mercy!  Not yet too late though I have to remind 
myself that I am over 50 but, I live one day at a time and I think that to do any good act, it 
is never too late.  I brace myself with the light of Christ to go on with my volunteer work 
there which involves listening to their stories so as to be a spiritual, emotional and social 
support. Other than being a listening ear to the men, my attentive compassionate listening 
helps the Case Manager of Francisco Homes to know what the needs of the residents are. 
That is another way in which my visits are of help. 

May God continue to make us available for those to whom society says “there is no 
place for you here”. 

 

 

Happy Memories of the DMJ Sisters- Norm and Barbara (California) 
 

My husband Norm and I started attending day and 
also evening times of prayer at Mary and Joseph Retreat 
Center about 1977 and about 1984 or 1985 we started 
making a oneweek Retreat in the summer with Fr.      
Joseph Glynn, O.C.D.  and Sr. Johanna Leahy, D.M.J.. 
 We did this for about 5 years until Fr. Joe returned to 
Ireland.  This was such a rewarding time for us.  It 
opened our eyes and hearts to what being a Catholic was 
really about.  The teachings on contemplative prayer by 
Fr. Joe were amazing and Sr. Johanna was an inspiration. 
 She walked the talk with us from participating with us at 
recreation time to a genuine loving and caring           
Hospitality for the entire week. 

After Fr. Joe left Sr. Johanna continued to teach 
classes that I attended and later she provided counseling 
for me that was so helpful. 

We have a family of 6 children which have grown to 
34 today. Sr. Johanna invited me to join the DMJ        
Associates but we had become very involved with a 12 
step program due to the involvement of our daughter and 
Norm and I have continued in 12 step programs for 27 
years.  We felt we were open to this program because of 
the experiences we had with Fr. Joe and Sr. Johanna. 

Through the years our experiences of coming back 
to The Retreat Center was always like coming home.  All 
of the DMJ Sisters have always been so kind, thoughtful 
and loving to Norm and I.  In 2001 I became a DMJ    
Associates.  The DMJ Sisters are such beautiful role 
models sharing their love and kindness and listening 
skills to all.  Because of my commitments to my husband 
and family I have not been able to be very active or able 
to get to know the Sisters as I would have liked.   

Each Sister has their own special gifts and I have         
received counseling from Sr. Julia Costello which was 
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very helpful.  Associate leadership from Sr. Renee Bauerly, and also enjoyed the beautiful 
grounds at the Retreat Center that she helped design.  And leadership from Sr. Mary Enda 
Creegan and now Sr. Nuala Briody.  Besides we are greeted with big smiles and hugs and 
warm friendship from each one anytime we are able to participate in a DMJ function. 
 Sharing with all of the beautiful Sisters is always a gift and fun.  Thank you for being 
there for us.  We love you.  

 

 

DAUGHTERS OF MARY AND JOSEPH -Francine (California) 

It is with no doubt that God blessed me with the sisters of the Daughters of Mary and   
Joseph.  My relationship with the sisters began 30 years ago when my husband took a 
new job and moved me and our two sons from Texas to California.  I complied with the 
move with much objection and unfortunately became depressed.  I learned of the retreat 
center from my sons' school secretary.  I went on my first day retreat shortly after and   
became a retreat "junkie"; attending several one day retreats plus 2 weekend retreats per 
year.  It was the joy exuded by the sisters that kept me going on retreats.  I was in 
search for that "joy" state of be-ing that God promised was also mine to have.  For several 
years traumatic family events continued to keep me in a dark joyless place.  It was only 
recently that God revealed how He had been working in my life.  For 30 years God kept 
me functional and alive by putting and keeping me on the quest for that joy. With the 
traumatic events behind me, God ended my quest and filled me with the knowing of the 
source of that joy.  Thank you, dear sisters of the Daughters of Mary and Joseph, for    
being a faithful servant to God that I would come to experience the love and joy of God 
as you have shown me. 

 
 

ENGLAND 

St. Anne’s College Sanderstead through 2 World Wars -                               
From the College Magazine 

… life during these years was not 
without its difficulties, not the least 
of these being the terrible experience 
of two World Wars.   When the First 
World War broke out, the plans that 
were afoot for extending the school 
by building the badly needed new 
wing had to be postponed, and the 
shadow of the tragic happenings of 
every day dimmed even the          
celebrations of the centenary of the 
Foundation of the Institute of the 

Ladies of Mary in March 1917.   There followed 21 years of peace, during which the 
School grew and prospered, but in 1939 came the beginning of the worst war that the 
world has ever known, and the repercussions were immediate.   For some ninety girls the 
September term opened in Hatchlands, amid all the upheaval and hardships of evacuation, 
while in St. Anne’s there could be no school at all until there was an air-raid shelter.   At 
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last the bottom corridor was reinforced, and thus permission was granted to re-open – but 
there were only four nuns left to run the school:  Mother Mary Michael, Mother Therese 
Marie, Mother Mary Brendan, and Mother Mary Dominic. They sent out pamphlets to the 
parents, asking if they would like their children to return to St. Anne’s, but when the slips 
marked “yes” or “no” began to return they found to their consternation that they had      
forgotten to leave a space for names and addresses on the slips.   In consequence, they 
found themselves one morning awaiting the arrival of 250 girls of completely unknown 
age and variety!  The three nuns simply divided the time-table up between them and 
taught everything in turn; Mother Mary Michael just sat in a classroom and taught         
anything desired to anyone who came in!   After a while school life returned to something 
like normal, except that nearly the whole day was spent in the “air-raid shelter”, even to 
Mrs Williams’ netball practices, during which the undaunted team threw the ball       
backwards and forwards along the corridor. The G.C.E. examinations became rather a      
different kind of test when the lights were dimmed just as the girls were engaged in    
drawing sweet peas!  

However, with 1944 came the flying bombs, and in the face of this nerve-racking   
ordeal the great decision was taken to evacuate the whole school to Scotland.   This      
experience will never be forgotten by those who took part, and has been recorded       
elsewhere in these pages.   It was a wonderful day when the school was re-opened in St. 
Anne’s, in 1945, and since then we have been thankful gradually to regain our peace and 
settled routine.   It was still 
a long time before all traces 
of war-time and its           
restrictions were gone at 
last, but now, fourteen years 
after the end of the war, 
when only our senior pupils 
were even “war babies”, our 
faces are set with             
determination towards the 
future.  
  

 

  

 

The Second World War – Evacuation 1939-1945-From a History -        
Sr. Mary Baptist Taylor 

 
The threat of a European war led to meetings between the various school authorities 

and the children’s parents.   The Government declared London and towns immediately              
surrounding it “evacuation areas”, one of which was Scarborough.   In 1938 after the 
German occupation of Czechoslovakia, preparations for evacuation were made at      
Croydon, Sanderstead and Forest Hill, but the Munich Agreement gave temporary respite 
during which plans were shelved.   It had been agreed that Coloma and St’ Winifride’s 
School should participate in the schemes that were being made for the evacuation of   
London children whilst the nuns at St. Anne’s preferred to make their own arrangements 
for a private scheme of evacuation. 
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War was declared on the 3rd September 1939 and the Croydon children’s turn to be     
evacuated came on the 5th.   On the preceding day they had to go to school to collect their 
identity discs and get their instructions.   On the 5th, three hundred pupils gathered in the 
school hall at Coloma with a small parcel of clothes and food each.   The previous school 
year had ended with 460 pupils in the Secondary School and 130 in the preparatory 
School and Kindergarten.   They set out by train in the afternoon accompanied by the 
headmistress, Mother Winifride, four other nuns and some of the lay teachers.   No one 
knew their destination until the next day when a card arrived saying that they were in 
Eastbourne, a town which, being on the south coast, was not considered by many people, 
a very safe place. 

During the autumn, those Coloma schoolchildren 
who had not taken part in the evacuation scheme or 
been sent away to other areas wanted to go on with 
their education. On 21st November, Mother Winifride 
returned to Croydon and received forty pupils in the 
school hall. Mother Marie Lucie was left in charge at 
Eastbourne.   As time went on, the number of pupils 
at Coloma increased, whilst that at Eastbourne        
became smaller, as children gradually returned to 
their homes. 

In May 1940, the fall of France made the south 
coast too dangerous for evacuees and, in June, the 
children were moved from Eastbourne to Llandeilo, a 
village in the South of Wales, and lodged with local 
Welsh families. The three nuns who had                 
accompanied them had great difficulty in finding 
lodgings owing to the strength of anti-Catholic    
prejudice that had lasted there for more than two 
hundred years.   In the end, it was the local vicar who 

took them in.  There was no Catholic church in the village, the nearest one being eight 
miles away. The nun’s greatest privation was to be without daily Mass.  On the Sunday 
after their arrival, Mass was said in an Inn.   This was only the second time that Mass had 
been offered in Llandeilo since the Reformation.  The nuns then found lodgings at    
Ammanford where they could go to daily Mass but they were able to stay there only for a 
few months, as travelling backwards and forwards to school became a difficult problem 
when winter arrived. 

At the onset of the war, a small contingent of twenty-four of St. Winifride’s pupils 
were evacuated to Merstham in Surrey, being accompanied by Mother Mary Joachim, a 
lay teacher and some of their mothers.   Three weeks later, the first mentioned returned to 
Forest Hill, leaving the children “in good hands”.   The Catholic pupils went to school at 
St. Joseph’s Convent at Redhill, whilst the non-Catholics attended a school in Merstham 
itself.   St. Winifride’s community was dispersed, though Reverend Mother Elise stayed 
at Forest Hill with Mother Columba and Sister Lucille.   They were able to carry on their 
work, Reverend Mother having a class of four to eight year olds and Mother Columba the 
other children, whose ages ranged from eight to fifteen years.  Towards the end of       
November, Mother Celine and two lay teachers joined them. 

As in Croydon, many children gradually returned home when the first scare of the 
war was over and, in the spring of 1940, there was a marked increase in the number      
pupils attending St. Winifrides’s School.   An air raid shelter had been completed using 
half of the school hall and all school activities were being carried on normally.   At first, 

Mother Winifride 
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by the special of request of the parents, classes had been held in the mornings only but, 
later on, there two sessions daily at the usual times.   By the end of the summer term, 
there were over a hundred pupils on the registers, 63 of them being in the Preparatory 
School.   On 3rd May 1940, the twenty-fifth anniversary of the founding of St. Winifride’s 
Convent was celebrated quietly because of the war.   There was a Solemn Mass followed 
by “as grand a dinner as possible” in the school hall and the day ended with Benediction. 

At the first threat of war, a place of safety had been sought for St. Anne’s pupils.   
Mr. Goodheart Rendell, a recent convert and the architect of the new Prinknash Abbey, 

who owned a large property 
called “Hatchlands” at East 
Clandon in Surrey, offered it to 
the nuns rent free, for the       
duration of the war, he himself 
being a serving officer in the 
Grenadier Guards.   It was a 
Georgian-style house with an 
interior decoration by the       
famous Adams brothers and, 
besides the large reception 
room, had twenty-six bedrooms.   
It was estimated that in the 
house and in its outbuildings 

accommodation could be found for about 115 pupils as well as a community of nuns, the 
Novitiate from Forest Hill, to help with the work and several lay teachers.   The parents 
agreed to the scheme and plans were drawn up for any emergency.   When war broke out, 
some parents were already at Hatchlands with their children before the nuns arrived!   At 
first there was difficulty in fitting everyone in for Lodging, meals and classes but order 
was gradually established and, to keep the children occupied, lessons were started at an 
earlier date than usual. 

Everyone at Hatchlands was delighted with the house and park.   The latter included 
a farm and kitchen-garden supplying milk, eggs, poultry and vegetables.   A small staff 
including the butler, a gardener and several assistants, had been left to attend to the 
maintenance of the premises.   Each pupil had to bring everything needed for personal use 
including a bed and bedding and table ware as well as clothes.   The owner provided the 
nuns with beds, crockery and kitchen equipment.   His most precious furniture was 
stacked in three large rooms. 

Not all St. Anne’s pupils were evacuated to Hatchlands; some of those living in 
Croydon took part in the London scheme and went to Eastbourne where they were taught 
with the   Coloma children; others stayed at home with their parents and these were    
anxious for the school to re-open at Sanderstead.   This could not take place until October, 
as an air raid shelter had first to be provided.   The basement corridor of the main building 
was chosen for this purpose.   The ceiling was supported by steel girders throughout its 
length with thick beams set into the walls on either side to support the girders.   St.     
Elizabeth’s, a room in the basement, was sealed off against poisonous gas and fitted with 
an electric stove, an electrical purification system, a radio set for communication with the 
outside world, sofas, armchairs, etc.  In November 1939, Mother Mary Benignus returned 
from Eastbourne and went to Sanderstead, where the Training College was installed as 
Sanderstead was considered a safer place than Croydon.  In July 1940, the Training    
College examinations were held there. Invasion was expected at any moment but so far 
the planes flying over day and night were British. 
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Scarborough had, as already noted, been declared a “Reception Area” and so, in         
September 1939, the two nuns working at St. Peter’s School found themselves acting as     
billeting officers.   They and their various helpers had to find billets first of all for women 
and children evacuated from Hull but fewer people came than had been expected, as 
many did not consider Scarborough a safe area seeing that it had been twice bombarded 
during the First World War.   As a result, about a fortnight or so later, groups of evacuees, 
women and children, were brought in from West Hartlepool.   It was much more difficult 
to find accommodation for them, as the Scarborough people had heard such tales of the 
dirty habits of some of the people from the slums of Hull that they were very chary of 
opening their homes to strangers. However, in the end, places were found for all those 
who wished to remain in Scarborough, some of the evacuees having decided to return 
home when they found that they were to be placed for safety in a town that had been 
bombarded in the previous War. 

In the reception area, the problem of carrying out the children’s education was solved 
by sharing the local school premises with the evacuated schools.  Thus, at St. Peter’s, the 
local children were taught in the mornings and taken for walks or games on the sands in 
dry days or supervised in a hall in the town on wet days in the afternoons.  The boys from 
St. Vincent’s School, Hull, were taught at St. Peter’s in the afternoons by their own staff.   
A somewhat similar arrangement was made at the Convent, where Our Lady’s school 
children had morning classes one week and afternoon lessons the next, alternating with 
the evacuees from the school run by the Faithful Companions of Jesus at West             
Hartlepool.   However, Forms V and VI had lessons full time.   When the weather was 
good, the Convent pupils were taken for walks, swimming at Peasholm Lake or games on 
the sands, when not having lessons.  As the morning or afternoon sessions were       
lengthened to fit in as many lessons as possible, the staff were kept fully occupied.        
Before the end of the session 1939-1940, so many of the evacuees had returned home that 
the remaining few were incorporated into the Convent School and the ordinary school 
routine was resumed. 

As far as possible in war-time conditions, the nuns strove to carry on their religious 
life in accordance with their rule.   The Music Room in Hatchlands was converted into a 
chapel where they were fortunate enough to have daily Mass.   For a time the Josephite 
Fathers used to come over from Weybridge; sometimes, Father Dolman, the parish priest 
of Sydenham, came to stay for a few days for a rest and, later, a resident chaplain was   
appointed.   As contact with Belgium had become impossible, Reverend Mother         
Constance acted as the regional or provincial superior for the period of the war.   Clothing 
and profession ceremonies took place in England, usually at Croydon, beginning there at 
Easter 1940 when Mother Mary Dominic and Marie Victoire made their final vows, the 
first time that ceremony had even been held in England.   In the following August, the 
ceremonies of profession, and clothing were again held in Coloma chapel but, in April 
1941, owing to continual air raids on Croydon, they took place at Hatchlands. 

In July 1940, a group of Belgian refugees moved into the Novitiate house at Forest 
Hill which had been empty since the Novitiate had gone to Hatchlands to help with the 
evacuees there. 

On 15th August 1940, the first German air raid on Croydon occurred and, from      
October onwards, during the Battle of Britain, there were continual raids on the London 
area. Croydon was a special target, as it was at that time the site of London’s civilian    
airport and some of the main railway lines to the South Coast passed through it. One 
bomb fell near Coloma, breaking most of the windows but fortunately no one was hurt.   
Lessons were held in the air raid shelter. 
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On the night of 30th September 1940, a land mine completely demolished St.         
Winifride’s High School, killing three lay sisters, Sisters Dymphna, Lucille and Francis 
who were sleeping in the cellar.   The rest of the community who were in the air raid     
shelter escaped unharmed, though badly shocked.  This air raid shelter had been made out 
of half of the school hall next to the chapel and was separated from the demolished     
building only by the stage and other half of the hall. After this disaster, the rest of the 
community at Forest Hill was dispersed among the other convents but, at Easter 1941, at 
the earnest request of the parents, St. Winifride’s Preparatory School reopened with about 
twenty pupils.   Mother Columba and Mother Mary Clement went there daily by bus from 
Croydon and were helped by a former pupil.   By September there were 36 pupils who 
were accommodated in the convent, as the nuns could not afford to pay for the heating of 
two buildings.  On 6th November, Mass was said at St. Winifride’s for the first time since 
the evacuation.  In the year 1942, they had nearly sixty pupils and in September of that 
year, the numbers had increased to 82, which included some of the senior girls who had 
returned to their “alma mater” from Sydenham High School.   In the following              
September, the numbers had risen to a hundred, and one class had to be accommodated 
on the stage in the hall. 

Meanwhile, about mid-Lent 1943, the Belgian evacuees moved out of the Novitiate 
house and Mother Anastasia and one of the novices went there for a day to tidy it up.   
They found the task too great; so, after the clothing at    
Easter, the whole of the Novitiate went over to St. Monica’s 
for a day to do some more cleaning and to celebrate the 
completion of the translation of the Belgian Life of the 
Founder into English.   This had been done mostly during 
“fire-watching” at Hatchlands by Sister Mary Baptist. 

“Fire- watching” was the current phrase at Hatchlands 
for air raid warden duty at night to keep a look-out for fires 
started by incendiary bombs.  It was a very serious and    
rather trying job in towns like Croydon and Scarborough, 
though it had its lighter moments and was a means of       
getting to know one’s neighbours better; in a country place 
like Hatchlands it was something of a sinecure and the fire 
that watched was generally the one in the staff room grate!   
The watch was divided into two parts, one up to 1.00am and 
the other from 1.00am until the nuns and novices got up 
about 5.40am.  Only on one occasion was a stick of six bombs dropped in the park but for 
many nights there was a bright red glow in the sky over London where there were nightly 
raids with incendiary and other bombs. 

For the two years from 1941, the Ministry of Labour occupied the Preparatory 
School premises at Bedford Park, Croydon, as offices, and the Preparatory School pupils 
were accommodated in three classrooms in the Secondary School.  However, when the 
Battle of Britain air raids were over, children were recalled in increasing numbers.  At the 
end of the school year 1941-1942, it was decided to bring back the evacuees from      
Llandeilo and about sixty pupils, four nuns and three lay teachers returned to Croydon.   
In September 1942, there were over four hundred children in Coloma Secondary School 
and a hundred in the Preparatory School; so conditions were rather cramped until the 
Ministry of Labour handed back the Preparatory School buildings in July 1943.  There 
had been few air raids during the previous winter and it was considered safe to bring the 
Training College students back from Sanderstead to Coloma for the session beginning in 
September 1943. 
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The 17th June 1944 was the seventy-fifth anniversary of the founding of Coloma and 
great celebrations had been planned for the occasion.  However, the eve of that day was 
marked by the first flying-bomb attack. There were air raid warnings all day and the     
bombing continued all night and throughout the next day.  All the windows in the       
convent were broken, many ceilings were down and doors torn off their hinges, but the 
celebrations went on all the same with the Mayor of Croydon and some of the town   
councillors present.  There was even the traditional garden fete in the afternoon! 

On June 21st, St. Winifride’s convent was badly damaged by a bomb and the nuns 
from Forest Hill took refuge at Coloma and Sanderstead.   The school remained open, two 
nuns going over from Croydon every day and being helped by two lay teachers.  It is   
recorded that at that time the school was 50% Catholic.  There were many non-Catholic 
pupils in the schools belonging to the Ladies of Mary.  This shows the esteem in which 
they were held not only for their academic work but also for the training they gave in 
spiritual and moral values and in etiquette and general good behaviour.  It helped to break 
down anti-Catholic prejudice. 

With the advent of the flying bombs or “doodle-bugs” as the V-1 Rockets were    
generally called; the number of pupils in the London area quickly diminished, as parents 
sent their children away to safer areas.  As the evacuation to Llandeilo had been given up, 
Coloma was not in a position to ask for another evacuation, and so the schools there    
remained open and work was carried on as best as possible, often in the air raid shelter.   
The School Certificate examinations in July 1944 were held in the Gymnasium next door 
to that shelter.   In those days, as during the Battle of Britain, whenever the whining notes 
of the air raid siren were heard, everyone who could took refuge in a specially constructed 
air raid shelter until the single note of the “all clear” was sounded.   If the engine of 
“Doodle-bug” stopped over your head, you knew you were safe as it would fall to ground 
about two miles away. 

In August 1944, it was considered desirable to send the two oldest nuns from Forest 
Hill, Mother Elitrude and Sister Rose, to stay with the Sisters of Mercy in                   
Wolverhampton, which was considered to be “far way from the danger zone”. The      
Preparatory School and Novitiate House there had been badly damaged by a bomb that 
fell nearby, but they were repaired for the reopening of the school in the September of 
that year.   The children gradually returned and by Christmas there were 75 pupils on the 
registers. 

In that same August, St. Anne’s took advantage of the government-sponsored scheme 
of evacuation and, as a result about 270 children, whose ages ranged from four to       
eighteen years, found themselves lodged in the Dunblane Hydro, a large hotel, not very 
far from Stirling, with a grand view of the Grampian Highlands.   The Scottish authorities 
generously provided the necessary equipment which was on a rather large scale, the 
smallest jug, ironically referred to as the “cream jug”, being just a quart sized one.  The 
community comprised eleven nuns and they were assisted by many of the lay staff and a 
number of parents and relatives of the children.  There was much work to be done and 
one old lady spent her time preparing bread and butter!  In spite of the distance from 
Sanderstead, the nuns were relieved to be away from danger in such beautiful and quiet 
surroundings.   They were fortunate in having a chaplain to say Mass for them daily.   An 
old priest, Fr. Cary-Elwes, who was staying with relatives in the district, used to come in 
and take choir practice from time to time; he kept the children so long that on one         
occasion they arranged the hands of the clock to think it was later than it was!   School 
was carried on as well as possible and there were occasional outings, as, for example, to 
Callander and to Edinburgh.  During the winter, the rising sun tinted the snow on the 
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mountains with delicate shades of yellow, orange and red and the children at breakfast in 
the big dining-room used to get up from their places to admire the lovely view! 

There were drawbacks as well as pleasures at Dunblane.   One was a chickenpox    
being introduced. It broke out in waves and every three weeks, and led to a wing of the 
hotel being set aside for the victims; another was dirty hair which resulted in very a      
intensive de-lousing programme to which many of the staff generously devoted         
themselves.   Then there was the great distance from home, which gave the community a 
sense of isolation; some of the children were so homesick, that they had to be fetched 
home by their parents.  As in other cases of evacuation, the numbers returning home     
increased as the V-1 or “doodle-bug” raids decreased and by Easter there a hundred     
children fewer at Dunblane with the likelihood of still more being recalled home.   It was 
deemed advisable for the whole party to return to Sanderstead and this was done shortly 
after Easter (1945).   In gratitude for what the nuns and their helpers had done for their 
children during their stay at Dunblane, the parents insisted on presenting the community 
with a painted glass window which was set up in the entrance hall of St. Anne’s Convent. 

Meanwhile, the nuns at Croydon and Forest Hill and those remaining at St. Anne’s      
carried on their work as best they could, though with fewer pupils, during the school year 
of 1944-1945.   At Coloma, the school reopened in September 1944 with about 300 pupils 
but the year ended with 500 pupils in the Secondary School and 175 in the Preparatory 
School.   There were fresh V-bomb attacks in the spring of 1944-1945, when the V-2 
rockets were launched.   Finally on the 8th May 1945, Victory Day in Europe (V-E Day) 
was celebrated.   At Coloma, the nuns sang the “Te Deum” and the pupils were given two 
days extra holiday.   At Hatchlands there was a bonfire and the novices recorded that they 
watched the floodlights over London where the sky was “all crossed by circling lights”.   
Next day, there was a picnic for the pupils to the Silent Pool, the Pilgrims’ Way and St. 
Martha’s Church, a favourite outing for special treats.  The novices walked from           
Hatchlands to Guildford but were brought back in the parish priest’s car. 

A sad note was struck just after the end of the war by the 
death of the Headmistress of Coloma and St. Anne’s         
Secondary Schools. Mother Therese-Marie, the head of St. 
Anne’s, who had been suffering from cancer for some time, 
had to be brought back from hospital in Edinburgh at Easter 
by ambulance ‘plane. Mother Winifride, who had been 
Headmistress at Coloma for twenty-six years, died rather 
suddenly from complications after an operation which in    
itself had been successful.   These two deaths seem to have 
heralded the many changes that were to take place in the post-
war years. 

 
 

Sr. Mary Baptist Taylor  RIP 
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DMJ in Croydon 1939-1945 – From the Archives 

This document was provided from the archives by Sr Noreen Murray and typed by 
Sr   Kathleen Clancy   

The European situation become more and more grave and war was inevitable.       
During the summer holidays preparations for the evacuation of London children went on.   
Each district’s turn was announced by the BBC.   On Saturday evening 3rd September, it 
was announced that the departure of Croydon children would take place on Monday 5th            
September.  All day Sunday the pupils came to get their identity badge, information about 
the journey etc.  This morning war between England and Germany was declared.... a 
quarter of an hour later London had its first warning! On Monday morning about 300    
pupils assembled in the hall, each carrying a small bundle of clothes and food.   In the   
afternoon they set off accompanied by the Headmistress, Mother Winifride, four other 
nuns and a   number of lay mistresses.  At the station they boarded the train not yet     
knowing their destination!   It was a sad departure, full of anxieties for those who were 
going away and for those who remained behind.  On the next day, however, a postcard 
was received from Eastbourne which was rather assuring.  War had been declared but 
nothing happened; everywhere people resumed their ordinary way of life.  The pupils 
who had remained at home wished to continue their studies.   The Government allowed 
the schools to be reopened for these children.   On the 21st of November Mother          
Winifride came back to Coloma and received 40 pupils in the Hall – a very small number 
but the house was not without children.   Mother M. Benignus returned from Eastbourne 
also and went to Sanderstead, where the Training College was installed.   Mother Mary 
Adelaide and Mother Augustine were recalled from Eastbourne and gave lessons here, 
where the number of pupils continued to increase whilst that at Eastbourne diminished.   
Mother M. Lucie directed studies here.  

The ceremony of profession took place at Coloma (for the first time) at Easter 1940 
when Mother M. Victoire and Mother M. Dominic made their perpetual vows.  

In May with the fall of France it became evident that the South Coast was too       
dangerous and the order to leave it was daily expected.   That order was given on the 20th 
June and the next morning we left in a train full of children.   Towards evening we arrived 
at Llandilo, a small village in the south of Wales.   Here the children were lodged with 
Welsh families.   The three nuns found accommodation with difficulty.   The people of 
this country still keep their prejudices of two hundred years ago.   The greatest privation 
for our sisters was Holy Mass.  There was no Catholic Church; the nearest was eight 
miles away.  On the Sunday after their arrival, Holy Mass was celebrated in an inn ... it 
was the second time since the 15th century that Llandilo had had that happiness ... so great 
but so poorly appreciated there.  The nuns found lodgings at Ammanford near the Church, 
where they remained for a few months, but it became impossible to make the journey to 
school in the winter and they were obliged to their great sorrow to leave the place where 
the Blessed Sacrament was and to come and live in Llandilo, where there was Mass only 
on Sundays and sometimes once during the week.  

On the 15th August, the Feast of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary,      
Croydon had its first air raid.   On the 17th, however, the ceremonies of profession and 
clothing were held in our chapel.  

In October we lived in continual danger.  During that long winter, day and night, air 
raids went on.   All night long bombers passed over the house.  Days and nights were 
spent in the shelter where the pupils had their lessons.   In November Rev. Mother and a 
few members of the Forest Hill Community came here to live with us.  M. Winfrides 
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house had been hit by a bomb – the school had been completely destroyed and three of 
our dear sisters buried in the ruins.   What grief, what sorrow for our superiors!  

Here a bomb burst near the house and nearly all the windows were broken by the 
force of the explosion but none of us was injured, Deo Gratias!  Raids continued during 
the spring of 1941 and the convent suffered fresh damage but nothing serious.  The      
Sacred Heart has indeed protected His house.  

At Easter the little school of St. Winifride’s had been reopened and Rev. Mother M.    
Columba and four nuns went back there to live. Summer was a little quieter and the        
evacuated nuns came back to make their annual retreat with the Community.  

The Ministry of Labour had requisitioned the Kindergarten building which had been 
empty since the beginning of the war and the little pupils occupied three rooms in the        
Secondary School.   During the following months, pupils continued to come here and the 
number had increased to two hundred. However, the evacuees were returning from 
Wales.  The return of everyone was desired.  The school year ended at Llandilo with sixty 
pupils, four nuns and three lay mistresses.  In July our four sisters returned to their      
convent after three long years of absence.  It was evident that our dear Rev. Mother 
Mathilde was failing; she had to spend a few months at Hatchlands.   The trouble and 
worry experienced during that long bombardment had undermined her health.   She felt 
she was no longer capable of governing so large a house.   Her resignation was accepted 
and she was replaced by Rev. Mother Mary Colomba whilst Rev. Mother Mary Gertrude, 
newly elected, was named        Superior at Forest Hill.  

At the beginning of the school year in September 1942, there were more than four      
hundred pupils in the Secondary School and about a hundred in the Kindergarten.   Air 
raid warnings were less frequent this winter and lessons were given as usual.   Everything 
seemed calm and daily duties were gradually resumed.  The Kindergarten was needed 
now ... there were no longer enough classrooms for the children in one house.  

In July 1943 the Government officials gave us back our building which they had had 
for two years.  

In September 1943, Mother Mary Benignus and the students of the Training College 
left St. Anne’s, where they had been for two years and where they had received so much 
kindness and hospitality.   Towards the middle of September the College was working at 
Coloma again and it continues to prosper there.  

In December 1943, Sister Sophie had fallen ill; her condition became worse and she    
received the Last Sacraments and was later taken to hospital where she died on 16th     
January at the age of 85 years.   She was a very good sister, very devoted to the Institute.   
She was portress here for over twenty years and many people knew her.   She was        
respected and loved by all.   At this time, our dear Rev. Mother Constance was also ill 
and her condition was becoming more and more serious.    

On the 17th of January she received the Last Sacraments but we kept on hoping.    
She died on 21st  

January, two months before her Golden Jubilee for which preparations were already    
being made.    

Her death was very edifying, calm and peaceful. What a loss for the Institute and        
especially for the English houses to which she had devoted herself for more than forty 
years, some thirty of which had been spent in the House of the Sacred Heart.  She was a 
beloved mother whose loss is still mourned.  

In May 1944 Mother Winifride celebrated her Silver Jubilee as Headmistress of     
Coloma.  The pupils offered her a donation for a statue of the Blessed Virgin that she 
wanted for the new building.   They read a beautiful address and a rich spiritual bouquet 
was presented to her. The young nuns of each house in England and America expressed 
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their gratitude for all that she had done to help them in their studies.  They offered her a 
spiritual bouquet and a beautiful address.  

The 17th June marked the 75th birthday of the house.  It was the day after the Feast of 
the Sacred  

Heart.   Great preparations had been made and celebrations worthy of the occasion 
were expected.    

On the vigil of the 16th, there was a continual warning – it was the beginning of the      
flying – bombs.   In the morning, however, High Mass was celebrated, the harmony of the 
music mingling with the noise of the explosions.   This lasted all day; night was even 
worse, and towards morning on the 17th one of those infernal missiles fell a few yards 
away.   All the windows of the three buildings were broken at one go.  Many of the rooms 
had no more ceilings, doors were wrenched off and the house suffered considerable    
damage.   In spite of everything it was decided not to change the arrangements already 
made.   In the afternoon the Mayor of Croydon and some of the town councillors arrived.   
An old pupil read an address to which the Mayor replied, expressing the pleasure that he 
felt on this occasion.   He spoke at length of the excellence of the school and the good   
education the pupils received in it – among them his own daughter. Later in the afternoon 
there was a “Garden Fete”; and many people were present; but warnings were becoming 
more and more frequent and towards   evening the garden was deserted.  

The flying bombs continued to come during the ensuing months.  The number of      
children diminished, but lessons went on until the last day of the bombs, 20th September.   
In July, the Higher School and School Certificate Examinations took place in the         
gymnasium.   There, near the shelter, about sixty pupils were installed.  All went well, 
thanks be to God, and the results later were excellent.   These air raids went on during the 
summer holidays; everything was in a state of uncertainty but it was decided not to 
change the date fixed for the opening of the school year, 20th September.  That day,   
nearly three hundred pupils were present. The term passed uneventfully and fairly quietly.   
In the spring there were fresh attacks by rockets.   On 8th May victory in Europe was    
celebrated by two days holiday.   It was the occasion of a fervent Te Deum of joy and 
thanks to God who had crowned with success the soldiers of Great Britain and her allies 
who had protected all of our houses during this long war.  

This joy was followed by a very sad event, the death of our dear Sister Winifride.   
She died on the 18th June after an operation.   For some time, she had been suffering and 
that operation became inevitable.   She had been Headmistress of Coloma for twenty-six 
years, and had always devoted herself whole-heartedly to her pupils and to the work of 
education.   Her death was a great loss for the Institute and for this house, especially at 
that critical moment for Catholic schools in England.   

The hundreds of letters received after her death bore witness to the great respect and   
admiration that Mother Winifride inspired in all who knew her.  

The school year 1944-5 ended with a great increase in the number of pupils; there 
were 520 in the Secondary School and 165 in the Kindergarten.  

On 15th August 1945 Mother Marie Winifride arrived in Coloma to take up the        
arduous and very difficult task of Headmistress.  She had just succeeded in obtaining the 
continued recognition of our house in Scarborough as a Direct Grant School, and she was 
faced with the task of securing the acceptance of Coloma by the Local Education           
Authority as a Voluntary Aided School.   This in itself was formidable, but by the end of 
her first year of office, Mother Marie Winifride had established most friendly relations 
with the local officials and a big development plan was proposed.  This included the 
building and equipment of a new   laboratory for Chemistry and Physics, a new Art Room 
- as the existing one was considered unsafe in case of fire – and a room for the use of the 
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School Secretary.   The curriculum too was changed in many respects to meet the          
approval of the Inspector.  

 

 

Stoicism in the face of tragedy- From the Archives. 

 
At Easter 1940 Mother Ediltrude returned from Scarborough.   She was there when 

the war broke out and it was thought that she should remain there for some time as most 
of the nuns of St. Winifred’s were evacuated.  During the summer term there was a      
considerable increase in the number of pupils.  The register showed more than a hundred 
names.   Sixty three of these were Preparatory School children.   Early in this term    
Mother Mary Gertrude came to us from Scarborough.   Later M. Celine left us to replace 
her in Scarborough. 

 
The 3rd May, Feast of the Finding of the Holy Cross, was the 25th anniversary of the 

Foundation of the Convent and on account of the war the jubilee was celebrated in a very 
quiet manner.  The Superiors of Croydon and Sanderstead with their assistants were        
invited and the nuns who had been dispersed to convents in the south also returned for the 
occasion.   We had Solemn High Mass and Benediction at which six priests were present.   
We had as grand a dinner as possible in the School Hall and all did their best to make the 
day a very happy one although we missed the congratulations of our dear Reverend 
Mother General and also of the Superiors of our Belgium houses.   Many old pupils came 
for the Mass and offered us their congratulations.   After this all went on quietly for a 
time until bad air raids commenced.  For six weeks we tried to sleep in our air raid shelter 
but this was simply impossible on account of the London guns and bombs falling around 
us.   One night there was terrible crash near Forest Hill Station.  Many homes were       
destroyed and all our windows blown out on the garden side.   On September 30th, 1940 at 
2.30am came the climax.   A bomb gave a direct hit and our lovely little High School was 
in a moment completely destroyed.   We had worked so hard to bring it up to date in 
modern lines but its loss is nothing when compared to the death of three dear Sisters.   On 
the same day the members of the community were dispersed to other convents.   Our dear 
new Reverend Mother Mary Columba, appointed Superior only five weeks before, was 
wonderful through all, so calm and brave, and all our sisters were admirable.  Our dear 
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Lord sent us another big cross in Reverend Mother’s serious illness but thank God she is 
better.  All we want now is to return to our dear little convent which has undergone so 
many trials.  Surely God has something in mind for it in the future and He will give us the 
courage to make a fresh beginning. 

 
The 3 sisters who died were Sr. Lucille Lapière, Sr. Dymphna Durnin and Sr. 

Frances Robertson.  May they rest in Peace. 
 

 

MEMORIES OF HATCHLANDS, EAST CLANDON  1939 – 1945 -         
Sr. Mary Jude Parkinson 

 
Nobody knew how long we had come for.  On Friday, September 1st, my friend 

Muriel McDermott and I travelled down in her father’s car with our mattresses, a day’s 
ration of food, a case with our belongings and a sense of adventure.  War was declared on 
Sunday, 3rd September. 

When we arrived on that sunny day we found many of the nuns and teachers already 
there.  During the day pupils 
of all ages kept arriving. We 
were put into bedrooms      
according to our ages.  The 
younger ones had one of the 
nuns sleeping with them. 

Hatchlands is a large 
country house in extensive 
grounds with its own farm 
run by Mr. White, and a lake 
and a kitchen garden, looked 
after by Mr. Tremlett.  There 
was a pheasant wood – out of 
bounds, and a dell with a     

dangerous unguarded opening  -  also forbidden territory, together with smaller woods 
and fields in which we played cricket and rounders. The main drive to the Golden Gates 
was a mile long.  This was a favourite walk on a Saturday to the local village of West 
Horsley, supervised by one of the lay staff. 

We soon settled down to an orderly routine.  Meals were eaten in the servants’ hall 
and butler’s pantry near to the kitchen, but we soon had to move to the main hall and    
entrance when our numbers increased.  Off this hall was a study used by the Community 
and another room used for a classroom / study, which still bears the ink stains. 

The owner, Mr. Goodhart-Rendel, a retired army officer, preferred to lease Hatch-
lands to schoolgirls rather than the army.  His furniture was stored in one of the main 
downstairs rooms  -  again out of bounds and locked.  The music room became the chapel 
with kneeler / chairs.  A watchful eye was kept on everyone and everything by Mr.    
Brewster, who lived with his family in apartments backing onto the courtyard which we 
used for recreation.  Round the courtyard was a coach house, used for country dancing, 
stables, offices used as a laboratory, a house and a flat. 

In 1940, after the bombing of Forest Hill where three nuns were killed, including Sr. 
Francis who cooked for us, the Noviciate came to join us in Hatchlands. This was an               
interesting addition to our school life as some postulants and novices taught us.  They also 
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took over our washing-up after our meals, having to carry hot water from the butler’s    
pantry. 

Because of the shortage of water only five inches were allowed for your weekly bath, 
which the younger ones shared with as friend.  There was also a dynamo in the upper      
courtyard for our own electricity. 

When there was heavy bombing around Croydon, because of the three airports, some 
of our families came and lived in the house and flat.  These included my mother and     
sister, aged 19 months. We were joined by the Jenkins, and in the house the Collins and 
MacLoughlin families. 

Because of our numbers (and ration books), about 70 pupils, nuns, staff and day    
pupils, we were never really hungry and had a good variety of food with fresh vegetables 
from the kitchen garden, milk and eggs from the farm. 

In 1941 / 42 two girls contracted polio - one senior and one junior.  Because of this 
we were placed in quarantine with no visitors from the outside.  Following straight on 
from the polio, two others contracted scarlet fever and had to go to the Isolation Hospital. 
After this the Health Authorities inspected and said that we were too cramped and would 
have to look for more space. 

High Clandon House, on the other side of the road, was acquired for use as          
classrooms for the senior pupils. This entailed a half-hour walk twice a day back to 
Hatchlands for lunch and then tea.  We also had to collect milk from the farm for         
mid-morning break.  On Saturdays some of us helped the Sisters clean High Clandon.  
During the Summer of 1944 three families shared the house for the holidays so that it 
wouldn’t be taken over by squatters. 

The lay staff organised various activities for us in the evenings: country dancing,   
ramatics, knitting, encouraged by listening to the radio, concerts, entry to local poster    
competitions, Guides and camping and walks on Saturday and Sunday afternoons. 

To begin with the Josephite Fathers came over from Weybridge each morning to         
celebrate Mass.  Later we had our own chaplain, Fr. Benker, a Dutch missionary. 

Exams were taken each Summer and we had a yearly religious examination. 
As our needs and numbers altered it wasn’t surprising to find bedrooms changed   

during the holidays.  At one time when there was a lot of bombing over Weybridge due to 
the aircraft factories, we ended up sleeping down in the cellars.  I can remember my      
father and Uncle John spending the Sunday afternoon getting rid of the gnats by candle 
flame before we slept down there.  Before that we only went down there when the siren 
sounded.  The nuns and staff took it in turns to firewatch.  We did have five bombs       
explode in the grounds and doodlebugs where we went camping.  

Various other outstanding memories are: 
 The cold Winter of 1940/41 when the lake was safe to skate on.  Our snowmen 

lasted long after the snow had melted on the ground. 
 Going to collect two balancing benches from West Clandon Station and walking 

back with them along the main road.  Most of our PE was gym / drill, musical 
movement, balancing, netball, tennis, rounders and cricket. 

 The fun when we had mumps or measles.  About 12 of us in one room with one 
gramophone record. 

 Being allowed to attend the Clothing and Profession Ceremonies of the Novices. 
 Going by pony and trap to give Catechism lessons at Send. 
 A sad day when cows contracted Foot and Mouth disease and all had to be         

destroyed. 
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 On a happier note after homework was finished going to help pick fruit and    
vegetables. 

 Weeding in the fields and helping with the harvest. 
Waiting in Spring for the arrival of calves, 
lambs and foals. 
 Buying baked potatoes from Mr. 

Tremlett who cooked them in the 
greenhouse furnace for us. Taking 
home snowdrops, sweet peas,          
cucumbers, tomatoes and lettuce all in 
season. We even created our own bus-
stop outside Mr. Tremlett’s . . .  fare to 
Croydon one shilling. 
 The annual dance on leaving with 

the Grenadier Guards when you 
reached the 4th and 5th forms. 

 May processions and celebrations of Church feasts, and the final celebrations 
for Peace with two extra day’s holiday, which included picnics 
with the nuns, a large bonfire and hot drinks. 

 
The year the war ended we broke up earlier to enable the 

move back to Sanderstead and on to Merrow. The Archbishop 
asked for a Catholic Grammar School to be established in the 
area so Merrow Grange came into existence, with the Novici-
ate and Preparatory school moving to Rydes Hill, the other side 
of    Guildford.    

 
 

 

Rejoice and Give Thanks-Laura Lambe 

 
As we celebrate this 200th anniversary I find myself deeply             

indebted to the Founder, as the key to the spirituality of Canon 
Van Crombrugghe was rejoicing and thanksgiving.  He had a 
continual song of praise in his heart and he believed that this    
attitude of rejoicing and, thanksgiving enabled the person to     
better bring the mercy and love of God to others.  He saw God in 
creation and nature. He wrote to his Sisters in 1836, 
GRATITUDE forbids that you grow weary of singing in your 
heart a perpetual hymn of thanksgiving. 

Well in 1962 as a young newly professed Sister in the     
Convent, Queen’s Street, Scarborough, when it came to going on 
our summer holidays to Ravenscar, North Yorkshire, gratitude and praise was certainly in 
my heart and that of the community. 

How could you not be grateful and praise God for our wonderful Summer home, 
Cliff House? 
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This was a seven bedroomed house with a 
four hundred foot drop to the sea and exposed 
to the north easterly gales.  However, the situa-
tion of the house was very special as from its 
vantage point you could view north west across 
to Robin Hood’s bay. The front room was the 
chapel and we were fortunate enough to have 
daily mass as Mother Mary Edmund’s brother 
lived in a caravan at the rear of the house. We 
were allowed to make our meditation outside in 
our new countryside and seaside environment. 

I am not sure what the neighbouring folks 
and the guests at the Ravenscar Hotel in this 
quiet village thought as they encountered a 
group of nuns crossing the golf course en route 
to the very steep slopes leading to the sea       
below.  I am not sure if they were amused as 
they had to stop their game of golf to let us pass 
by.  Perhaps the only such site they had seen 

were the nuns in the Sound of Music!   But we were not daunted, as led by Mother Mary 
Ambrose we reached the rocky beach.  We clambered over rock pools and boulders until 
we reached a comfortable and secluded spot where we disrobed from our habits, changed 
into our swim gear and swam in the cold North Sea.  I wonder where we acquired such an 
array of swimwear and if Mother Mary Ambrose, now 96 remembers. (Sr. Anna          
Mahoney RIP Dec 2016). She was a very strong swimmer and helped those who were not 
so brave!  Of course, it was not so easy when we had to get dressed again and climb back 
up the slopes to Cliff House but the prospect of a good nourishing meal kept us going.  
Mother Mary Brigid was great at having treats for us at recreation time. 

I am certainly grateful to those Sisters who had the foresight to purchase Cliff House 
so that the community could be re-created before returning to work in the Convent   
boarding school and the neighbouring schools. 

Sadly the house is now up for sale but if those walls could speak they could tell many 
a tale about the Sisters who enjoyed their holidays there.  I remember all my wonderful 
friends with whom I spent one of the most memorable times of being in the community in           
Scarborough and with whom I can still reminisce about our carefree Summer holiday. 

 
Having read Laura’s contribution Sheila Barrett (née Tucker) responded with her 

own memory of Ravenscar  
 

Interesting piece Laura! I remember staying there too and finding wonderful fossils 
on the beach and rocks. I’ve still got the pebble split in half by a geologist working there. 
It revealed a perfect ammonite which was swimming there fifty million years ago. He   
also showed us a fossilised Ichtothaurus stretched out on the rocks. Certainly a cause for 
rejoicing and thanksgiving. 
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Report on the Social Work being carried out by Sister Mary Francis 
O’Connor 

St. Paul’s House 
St. Paul’s Road 

Southsea 
 

St. Paul’s Shelter is run by the FREE CHURCH WOMEN’S COUNCIL. Their main 
work consists in looking after girls of all denominations, with deep-seated problems 
which are many and varied.   They are housed in a modern one storey building, with     
individual rooms which are nicely decorated and very pleasant to live in. 

On September 16th 1963, I took up my appointment as Warden in this SHELTER!  In 
my seven months experience, I have certainly seen a completely different side of life.   I 
have my own self-contained flat, complete with telephone, attached to the building.   
Since coming here, I have not ceased to thank God for the security of my home and 
catholic upbringing because the degradation of these girls is brought about by the           
insecurity of broken and loveless homes and families.  Consequently, I feel privileged to 
be at their service and to have the chance of bringing the Christ I know into their unhappy 
lives.   You will wonder how I achieve this – how I became involved with them.   Here is 
a brief summary of how I find myself doing it.   The phone rings at any hour of the day or 
the night it might be the police, Social Security or the Children’s Probation Officer.  They 
may have a teenager who has run away from home, a drug addict picked up in the streets, 
a pregnant mother deserted by her husband and nowhere to go, or a young mothere with a 
babe in arms having a sad, sad story.   I am asked if I can accommodate one of these      
pitiful cases.   Some time later, she is brought here and I admit her to the SHELTER.   It 
is essential to take down some details of her case history. 

The next step is to find out what she possesses in the line of clothing or worldly 
goods.   In many cases, I find the girl has nothing to wear except what she arrived in, so I 
provide her with nightdress, towel, soap and other toilet requisites.   While she is having a 
hot bath, I   prepare a meal for her.   Obviously meals on the whole are at a set times but 
as I can, and when the occasion arises, I prepare a little extra snack for her.   I find that 
these small kindnesses have a lasting influence as can be seen from the following           
experiences. 

An eighteen year old girl arrived one evening, being sent by the Children’s            
Department.   She looked dismayed and dejected and greeted my welcome in a very      
off-hand and indifferent manner.   She looked at me with suspicion and mistrust as if to 
say “This is another jail-like place, ruled by very harsh and indifferent people so –I’ll 
keep my mouth shut!”  This attitude persisted for a few days despite my many efforts of 
kindness to her.  She was silent at meals and all I could get from her was a “Yes” or a 
“No”.   She was indeed a closed book.   There was no dialogue there!!   How could I win 
her trust?   I was determined to persist in my acts of kindness towards her and at 9.30 one 
evening my efforts were rewarded.   I prepared a tray - a few sandwiches and a cup of 
coffee, and took it to her room.   I knocked gently on her door but got no reply.   I         
repeated the action a second time with a louder knock but no response came.   I prayed 
for guidance and opened the door and walked in.   My friend was in bed and turned her 
back towards me.   “Linda” I said, “I have brought you some coffee and sandwiches.   I 
noticed you were tired when you came in”.   There was still no response.   Suddenly, she 
turned in bed and looked at me with pity and despair.   Then she looked at the tray in my 
hand.   Instead of taking it, she grabbed the pillow, buried her head in it and cried and 
sobbed until I thought her heart would break.   Here was my chance.   Grace had          
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triumphed.   I put down the tray, sat on her bed, and put my hand on her shoulder in the 
hope of assuring her that I understood, and that in me she could find love and friendship.   
She calmed down after a while, then turned and looked at me again and screamed the     
following words at me:  “I hate everybody...I hate my mother.   Nobody loves me.   I’ll 
end my life”.   Then there was peace and she seemed to be thinking deeply.   The next 
time she spoke she said:   “Are you a mother?”   “Well”, I said, as I took her     trembling 
hand “I’ll be a mother to you”.   Then she added: “I never thought I’d ever again find   
anybody to be kind to me.   Everybody hates me”, and at this she cried again.   I sat with 
her as she revealed her tragic story.   The closed book had opened and what a sad story 
was fitted into her 18 short years!   Another of God’s children restored to his love and 
care.   I went to get some fresh coffee and we both had a little snack together – friends in 
the love of Christ.  I propped up her pillow, tucked her in for the night.  I find these     
personal touches work wonders.   She thanked me sincerely for my kindness to her as I 
left the room.   How that look had changed!  As I went along the corridor to my room,  I 
thanked God for using me as his instrument.   See how one has to get really involved in 
order to help! 

If you are not already bored with this story, I would like to recall another incident.   
One evening, a call came from the Children’s Officer asking if I could take a mother and 
her six daughters, aged 1 – 14 years, who had arrived from the North of England.   I did a 
bit of quick thinking and said “yes”.  They arrived, or should I say, were brought here by 
the Child Department.   They were hungry and tired, having travelled all day – eleven 
hours in the coach.   We prepared a good meal and soon they were ready for bed.   The 
father and three boys were put up in the boys’ hostel.   The family were sent back the 
next, day at the expense of the Social Security as there was no work or accommodation 
for them in Portsmouth. 

You may wonder how long we keep these girls.   To start off with, we get in touch 
with Social Security.   They are wonderful to deal with.   The girls receive from them a 
voucher for five guineas which pays their rent here for a week.   Then I send them to the 
Labour Exchange about getting a job.   I also help them to get a flat.   This takes a week 
to ten days or perhaps longer.   Some I encourage to go back home.   I have in mind now 
a girl of 17, who came from the North of England.   Whilst down here she got in with bad 
company and as a result, became pregnant.   I advised her to go back home but she was 
fearful saying: “I could never face my mother in this state”.  I asked her if she would like 
me to write and explain all and she gave her consent.   It was a shock to the poor parent, 
but in her live,  - strong and forgiving, characteristic of mother love – she phoned me and 
said: “Of course I’ll have Lorraine back.   She is still my child”. 

Many of the girls find a job before they get accommodation.   I call these girls for 
work each morning, and prepare a breakfast for them.   As they leave for work I say: 
“Remember God loves you and I’ll be looking for you when you return”.   I feel this 
gives them new hope, fresh courage and the knowledge that somebody cares. 

Because this is an Interdenominational concern, I attend services and engagements in 
other churches.   Some weeks ago, I attended a ceremony in a Methodist Church, so not 
only am I committed socially but also at an ecumenical level.   Incidentally, I am the only 
catholic on the staff.   This never ceases to surprise the Catholic clergy of the area and the 
Catholic Probation Officer too, especially as I am a nun.   May I hasten to add, none of 
them was as surprised as myself when I found myself on the administrative staff of the 
SHELTER! 

I know that the more I open myself to these girls, the more I become a witness of 
Christ to them and I consider the SHELTER is also my community – gathered together to 
have but “one heart and one soul in God”. 
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My apostolate or witness is not confined to the SHELTER precincts.   One morning 
on my way to Mass in the Cathedral – a 15 minutes walk – I was stopped by a man who 
said: “excuse me, nurse, I am an alcoholic, where can I go for the cure?” – I can say a 
great need in this work is sense of humour. 

Meeting the needs of my present apostolate demands constant self- giving.   But all 
acts of kindness meet with success.   In this work one has to become involved to help 
people and this involvement, of its very nature, entails frustration and disappointment and 
I get then in plenty – the Gethsemane of the human condition.   In a situation such as this, 
one is made keenly aware of the need of a good community backing.   That is why I look 
forward so much to my day off when I can return to the community.   It is good to be    
renewed both spiritually and physically by the interest and encouragement of one’s sis-
ters. This brings to mind my early days in St. Paul’s House when I felt lonely and 
inadequate in my new enterprise.   On these occasions I went to Mother Mary Peter, often 
with a feeling of despair.   Her words of encouragement never failed me.   She reminded 
me of my life long dealing with youth and added that a natural capacity of patient         
understanding and love was as invaluable in this work as professional training and     
competence.   It was only after weeks of experience that I realised the wisdom of her 
words and I would like to take this opportunity of thanking her very specially. 

Before I conclude, I would like to mention the constant co-operation of many               
organisations such as the Child’s Department, Social Security, and the Irish Club – but 
above all I have special admiration for the dedicated way in which the police carry out 
their task with these girls.   The Drug Squad are to me, models of Christian living and I 
have good    reason for this statement. 

Every night when I say the Compline Collect, - “Visit, we beseech thee, Lord, this 
house and family” – I cannot help but visualize the entire family of God – the                
underprivileged and lonely who represent Christ in his sufferings; those generous souls 
bringing comfort and relief, who represent Christ the Comforter and healer of mankind.   
For one and all, who look to Christ in his Resurrection, I pray –  

“Visit, Lord, we beseech thee this dwelling and drive far from it all the snares of 
the enemy, let thy holy angels dwell herein to preserve us in peace and let thy 
blessing be ever upon us.” 

And now, would you remember the SHELTER at St. Paul’s in your good prayers and 
please, remember me too. 

 

 

My Happiest Memories of Sydenham- Sr. Mary Agatha Finnerty  
(RIP 2000) 

 
After suffering so much from a terrible war – Sydenham parish was brought back to 

life – new life, by the wonderful work of Fr. Bovington and his devoted people.  Fr.     
Bovington and his curates were priests of the people – and because of this the people    
responded 100%.  A new Church had to be built and this brought the Parish together from 
the oldest person to the youngest child.  We had a glorious time collecting rags and paper 
and selling them down at the end of the street- I had to go because the children said the 
old man gave more when the nuns were with them -then Sunday morning after each 
Mass selling bricks so that they could go into the walls of the Church.  The work and fun 
getting ready for the Summer Bazaar, held in the Convent grounds- stalls of every kind.  
Then the Christmas sale-of-work in St   Philip’s School, another day of work, fun and   
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togetherness.  How the men worked and planned, and the wonderful mothers served, 
cooked and begged from shops, all done with joy and complete unity.   

The Church was opened within the 
year and what a day of joy it was      
because the debt was cleared.  We were 
proud people and I think that many of 
those present are still alive today, may 
God bless them and reward them and 
grant eternal rest to those who have 
gone.   

What of the religious side?   It was 
not neglected.  Our Lady was well     
established; she was truly ‘Queen of 
Sydenham’.  From the presbytery    
window she looked out on her many 

children as they passed along Sydenham Road and her halo of light shone out each night 
for the weary traveller.  Her crowning in May – another big event- up Mayo Road to the 
Convent grounds.  Saturday morning Mass was always in her honour, the children came 
and brought their parents- it was good to be there.   

The Marian Year came (1954) and dear Sr. Elizabeth McCarthy (RIP) teaching with 
me at the time, suggested taking the children to Lourdes.  We went to Mr W Noonan 
(RIP) who looked in surprise and said we would never get permission from County Hall 
for juniors to travel.  Off we went to Fr Bovington who said his (nun) sisters took children 
and why not phone County Hall.  Mr Noonan did and permission was granted – oh what 
joy! We took thirty children Whit week and they were as good as gold.  If we looked after 
them, they looked after us, wanting to polish our shoes, sharing sweets etc. etc. The     
parents were wonderful in getting them ready.  We encouraged them to help with their 
fares by running errands, washing cars for friends of ours who were generous in paying 
them well etc.  They brought their wages Monday morning and we banked it for them. 

After that we took them to Lourdes each year and were joined by Mr Noonan, Mrs            
Sullivan, Mr Jones and even by one non-Catholic teacher who wanted to make the visit- I 
hope by now he is a Catholic.  This continued until I retired.  Each year on the first      
Saturday of the Summer Holidays, Fr. Bovington and the staff took a coachload of the 
upper school to East Grinstead where Father said Mass and we all squeezed into the little 
chapel where many a priest hid during the reformation and the children were so excited to 
see how they escaped when in danger.  The children were well instructed in their faith 
and I hope many have held on to it.   

The last gift was a trip to Rome for the Holy Week services –again the staff.  We 
went overland, of course, and it was beautiful.  The children were very good until they 
saw the snow as we passed Switzerland, they nearly jumped out the windows.  We were 
very fortunate as we stayed at a new College, used by the American students who had 
gone up to the mountains for the holidays.  It was beautiful and two priests (SJ) stayed in 
charge and said Mass for us whenever we wished- but, of course, we more often went to 
St Peter’s.  I will never forget Holy Saturday Vigil Mass.  We got seats just a few yards 
from where the Holy Father and his twelve priests said Mass.  In Rome children get front 
seats so we were fortunate.  Children had an audience with the Holy Father and he called 
out the names of each school.  When St Philip’s was called we clapped of course. And a 
Spanish group who were near us clapped so much they nearly brought the roof down. 

Last but not least, our yearly visit to Walsingham:  we took all the school except the     
Infant class – we prayed and walked the Holy Mile- and got many graces.  The staff were   
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excellent Catholics.  They were devoted to both Church and School and had the interest 
of each child at heart.   

Mr Noonan was a wonderful man.  He was a Catholic before everything and wished 
to see the school in the same way.  Each morning as he got off the bus he would go into 
Church and again at midday he would slip down again, followed by a group of children.  
The staff responded and we had the happiest school you 
could find in England.  We did well in exams and got many 
children to Secondary School and got good jobs for slower 
ones.   

We could boast of five priests, three working in the     
Diocese; one, Fr J Henderson SJ working in Brixton, one on 
the Missions and one Carmelite sister.  I still keep in touch 
with most of them.  Fr Jim Cronin and Fr Henderson called to 
see me during the past two years. 

  So, my dear, this ends my attempt.  Jennie, if you can 
take any sense out of this, you are welcome.  Hope you can 
read the writing – as you know I broke a bone in my wrist 
and it’s still not perfect.  It was good to see your name.  Hope 
you are well.  Love to you and all especially Sr. Eileen – also 
to any old friends who may remember me.  They were happy 
days. 

God bless and keep you. 
 

 

SUMMER SCHOOLS IN CORNWALL- Sr. Felicé Wright  

The moving force behind the notion of Summer Schools in Cornwall originally came 
from a community holiday, led by Sr. Mary Cuthbert, and the school community which 
was then located at Shirley Court in the grounds of Coloma Convent Girls School.  Prior 
to the move from central Croydon to the Shirley Hills, the community, which was quite 
large - about 30 Sisters -   used to go to Seaton in two batches for two weeks' holiday.  
We stayed in a boarding school run by some Sisters who kindly allowed us to use their 
accommodation for our holidays.  There was easy access to the beach and a very           
interesting Nature Reserve at Lyme Regis, which could be accessed from the beach     
provided the requisite permission had been obtained beforehand.    As I was a geology 
student at the time that wasn't difficult to obtain.     

I'm not quite sure why it was decided that 
we should go further afield to the next county 
from Devon, namely Cornwall. Sr. Mary 
Cuthbert was very keen on Padstow as a loca-
tion because at that time there was a church, a 
little wooden one in the High Street where the 
Blessed Sacrament was reserved, served on 
Sundays by the Canons Lateran from Bodmin.  
On weekdays we went to Mass at what was 
then the oldest Carmelite foundation in       
England, called Lanherne.   

Looking at Sr. Mary Cuthbert with her blue eyes, ruddy complexion and very strong 
features, it was easy to imagine that she might have had forebears who were smugglers, if 
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not actually pirates!  Her mother had been housekeeper at Lanherne and she had attended 
the Teignmouth Convent as a boarder.   

The first time we went to Padstow we stayed in Flagship House, a three-storey     
property on Duke Street.  I think the first time we went there, there must have been 12 of 
us.  I remember sharing a room with two sisters from Ireland, the Mahers, who were also 
blood sisters.  They slept in the double bed and I slept in a single bed jammed across the 
bottom of the double bed.  However, we were on holiday and nobody minded.  After 8 
o'clock Mass at Lanherne we returned to make a picnic lunch and then sallied forth in the 
minibus with our swimming things and, having parked somewhere suitable, we were   
foot-loose and fancy-free until it was time to return to prepare the evening meal and    
celebrate Evening Prayer together. Often, we went for a walk on the cliffs after supper 
and in lieu of our early start we were happy to be in bed by 9.30.  At that stage we were 
still wearing the full habit.  I remember one morning we were sitting on the cliffs above 
the Padstow estuary, about 5 of us.  A car stopped, a lady got out and asked if she might 
take our photograph - she found us so picturesque!  She took our address and actually sent 
us a copy.   

As a result of going regularly to Mass at Lanherne, Sr. Mary Cuthbert became                        
acquainted with the parish priest there.  He asked if we would consider coming for longer 
and holding a Catechetical Summer School for the Catholic children in the RAF camp at 
St. Eval, as well as others from the surrounding villages.  So, it was agreed that the       
following year we would go to Padstow for 4 weeks.  The first two would be devoted to 
giving Catechism classes to as many Catholics as could be assembled in the Primary 
School on the base, where the married quarters were located. (The last two weeks would 
be holiday time).  Sr. Sheila Moloney, then known as Sr. Mary James, and myself used to 
go round and pick up children from the outlying villages whose parents had no access to 
transport.  Those in Padstow came in on the RAF bus that served the married quarters 
there, and other children came from as far afield as Truro and St. Mawes, and were 
brought by their parents.  All in all, there were nearly 80 children and the camp was a  

resounding success. Every morning we 
taught the children and ended with Mass.  
After everyone had been returned home we 
had a quick lunch and then in the afternoon 
set off to visit the families of the children we 
were teaching.  It was an eye opener to find 
out how lonely some of the RAF wives and 
mothers were.  Although on a sunny day the 
camp looked quite attractive, we also knew 
first-hand that it was one of the few places in 

England where it rained horizontally, and where you would have fog or rain or              
unremitting sea mist for days on end.  Mothers confined to the house with small children 
felt very isolated during the long Summer.  Later, an enterprising Station Commander's 
wife did quite a lot to improve conditions for the wives of the airmen and non-
commissioned officers.  She organised activities and generally made life in the married 
quarters a lot more pleasant.  During the fortnight we prepared children for first           
Confession, first Communion and for Confirmation, within their appropriate age groups.  
The first Communion was a great event and at the very end of the Summer School there 
was a day's outing to Bude.  Sr. Sheila never ceases to remind me of the time I              
reprimanded a child for his behaviour at the pool.  Unfortunately, I didn't have my glasses 
on and Sr. Sheila hissed in my ear "He's not one of our's".  In turn, I never cease to       
remind her of the time that she climbed on the coach full of children ready to depart for 
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home after their day out, held aloft triumphantly a small pair of knickers and demanded in 
brisk terms that their owner identify themselves.  Needless to say, no-one did so some 
parent will have found her child minus their underwear, which must have raised some 
questions.   

One incident that stands out in my mind was the time I managed to lock the keys of 
the minibus in the van with all our clothes inside and we, in our bathing suits, standing 
forlornly around.  Rather than wait for the AA to come, Sr. Sheila, clad only in her      
bathing costume, accepted the kind offer of a gentleman to drive her back to Padstow to 
get the spare key.  The street in which we were staying was jam packed so she had to 
abandon the car at the top of the town, run the length of the High Street in her bathing 
costume, go into the house, fetch the keys and run back up the street still in her bathing 
costume.  It never occurred to her to put some clothes on whilst she had the opportunity!  
About an hour later she made it back to the car park where we were still waiting.  Were 
we glad to see her, but were full of mirth to behold her still just in a bathing suit!   Once 
reunited with our habits we were new women, and of 
course totally unrecognisable from the bathing-suited bevy 
of young women who had previously adorned the car park 
on the cliff. 

After the success of the first year we continued to run 
the Summer School for the next ten years and that was how 
a permanent community came to be founded in Cornwall in 
the late 1970s.  The DMJs ministered there for another 30 
years until lack of personnel necessitated the closure of the 
Padstow community.  However, we still have a small    
presence there in the shape of two Sisters, one living in St. 
Columb and one living in Bodmin, both serving their 
neighbourhoods according to their individual talents. 

 

 
 

FAREWELL TO PORTSMOUTH July 2003- Sr. Sheila Moloney  

20th July 2003 
 

In 1959, the Daughters of Mary and Joseph (then known as the Ladies of Mary) 
opened their first community in the Diocese of Portsmouth, in Tregenna, Havant Road, 
Cosham.  This was the first of our small communities, and a very exciting project for 
those times.  I lived then in St. Colman’s Parish, and have very vivid memories of the   
Sisters moving into the Parish.   Quite honestly, I had never met anyone quite like the six 
of them!   They were so human and ordinary on one level, and yet so prayerful and    
hardworking.   Little did I know then that I would be entering a couple of years later. 

Sister Mary Peter was the Superior and the Provincial, Sr. Celia was the First          
Assistant and also tried to be a Housekeeper (we could write a book about that lady!).   St. 
Paul’s School, Paulsgrove, was about to be opened....and Sr. Elizabeth (then known as Sr.         
Duchesne) was the first Headmistress there, and the two young ones – Srs. Joan and      
Maria – also taught there.   It was a wonderful school, and drew pupils from Cosham, 
Paulsgrove, Fareham and Waterlooville.   The Daley Family felt that the time had come 
for them to hand over their own Daley’s school in Kingston Crescent, and were only too 
delighted to ask the Sisters to take it over.   Sr. Mary More became Head there.   The    
sisters made an incredible impression on so many people...and probably the best example 
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of this is the fact that only two years later – in 1962 – 3 of us from Daley’s (which had 
become St. Teresa’s) entered the Congregation.... one from sixth form, the Reception 
Teacher, and me, the School Secretary. 

We were then asked to provide a teacher for St. John’s Secondary school in this    
Parish, and Sr. Mary Annunciata joined the community and took up the post.   This 
School later became St. Edmund’s Comprehensive School and Sr. Mary Teresa joined the 
Staff, and later on Sr. Agnes O’Shea. 

We have worked here under no less than 5 Bishops.... Archbishop King, then Bishop 
Holland, Archbishop Worlock who suggested that the Sisters who taught in Paulsgrove, 
but living in Cosham, should live among the people in Paulsgrove.  So Srs. Elizabeth and 
Joan moved into a house in Newbolt Road, Paulsgrove, which was then still part of 
Cosham Parish. Sr. Elizabeth was there for 12 years and Sr. Joan for 16 years, before 
moving to St. John’s Cathedral School for a further 8 years.   She had to retire from   
teaching due to ill health, but then took on a job in Bishop’s House, before moving to 
New Addington, Croydon, where she is still very active.  (Note Sr. Joan has since died in 
2010) 

St. Teresa’s amalgamated with the Convent of the Cross, Waterlooville, and Sr. Mary 
More became Headmistress there.   Later it became Oaklands Comprehensive School, and 
Mary More became principal of our Coloma College of Education. 

The apostolic work of the sisters then began to extend in the City of Portsmouth.   Sr. 
Mary Annunciata left St. Edmund’s School to take up a post in Child Guidance.   She was 
given a centre in Victoria Road North, and was made responsible for teenagers with 
School Phobia.   At the same ti me she was asked to help with female teenagers who were               
law-breakers at a Centre in Winchester.   She opened up a House at 120 King Street, 
Southsea, as a temporary follow-up centre to give accommodation to these girls who were 
awaiting flats, and who would have been homeless in the meantime.  Joan moved into 
Kings Street as her companion, while teaching in Paulsgrove.  A Franciscan Sister, Sr. 
Anna, then joined Annunciata, and the project for homeless people began.   It is quite   
incredible that these two sisters are still living together at Park place and still working for 
those in need. (Sr. Annunciate RIP 2006)   Back then, they opened a House in Lake Road, 
then 5 houses in Luknow Street.   Our Sisters helped all they could by doing night shifts 
with Annunciata and Anna, and gradually many lay people became involved too. The 
Land Commission offered four acres of land and a cottage to the project on a temporary 
basis.... and from this grew the work At Titchfield and Park Place.  The homeless men not 
only received a home, but they were taught to budget, to shop and to care for themselves 
and their “home”.  They worked with animals, tilled the land, and grew fruit and          
vegetables.    

Archbishop Worlock asked the Sisters to move into the Cathedral Parish.   We closed 
both Paulsgrove and Cosham, bought property in Warblington Street and moved in 1947.   
Various Sisters were involved in giving Religious Instruction around the area....in 
Cosham, Paulsgrove, Leigh Park, Emsworth – and of course, here in the Cathedral Parish. 

Srs. Elizabeth and Mary More taught evening classes in Kingston Prison. Sr.             
Annunciata joined them in this work, and when the Borstal Building was refurbished to 
take the life offenders, she continued to work with them.  The quiet work that she did 
there was quite outstanding....and she was given permission to nurse many of the dying  
prisoners at the various homes she had.   For the men to die with her, surrounded with 
love and care rather than in the Institutional environment of the Prison must have made an 
immense difference to them. 

Our work with the elderly began with Sr. Etty becoming Matron of Jubilee Home for 
the Elderly.   She then moved with the residents to a new Home – Mc Donnell-Watson 
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Lodge, and she remained there until she was asked to become Matron of our own St. 
Anne’s Court Home for the elderly, in West Wickham.   Sr. Enie too was involved for 
many years with looking after elderly and dependant ladies in a Home in Southsea. 

Many Sisters had been involved in other apostolic works .... Spiritual Direction,         
Uniformed Groups for children, Legion of Mary work and caring for the Vicar for        
Religious who lived for a time in Cosham. 

Sr. Cathleen took over the Cathedral Social Bureau from a Holy Souls Sister...     
Margaret McKeown.   She, and many other helpers, both Lay and Sisters worked in many 
different areas.   Many of you will be able to remember the Happy Club, and Holidays at 
Home which were organised from the Bureau.   Sr. Philomena Lafferty took over this 
work when Cathleen became a member of the General Team – followed by Sr. Maria   
Raleigh.   Sr. Pauline    Plummer worked with the Social Services, and Sr. Margaret Mary 
Davis taught in St. John’s School before returning to Ireland. 

Other Sisters that I have not mentioned include Sr. Mary Andrew, who was also on 
the staff of St. Paul’s, Sr. Mary Hickey who had worked in Somerstown Clinic as a      
Doctor, and other members of the Community...Srs. Margaret Moloney, Mary Francis, 
Monica, and Mary Monica, Mary Catherina, Anne Bourke, Pat Pearson, Anna Mahoney, 
Edel, Alphonsus, Sabine and Ogilvie....all of whom lived or worked here in the past. 

And what of the present?   You have two faithful DMJs who have both worked very 
hard indeed in the Cathedral Parish in their years here .... Sisters Mary Pauline and Jennie.   
I know they will be greatly missed.   The third Sister who is leaving Portsmouth is Sr.   
Felicé, who is the University Chaplain, and is due to retire at the end of this month.   It is 
because our ages are increasing, and our numbers declining that we have had to make the 
painful decision to move out of the Parish and Diocese after 44 years of dedicated work.  
As a Congregation, we have been truly blessed by a long succession of Sisters who have 
served the Lord faithfully by ministering to our sisters and brothers in a great variety of 
ministries.   I would like to make a plea to you all that you continue to pray on a daily   
basis for an increase in Vocations to the Priesthood and Religious Life.   It is so obvious 
today the “the harvest is rich, but the labourers are few”.   The Church needs many more 
men and women who will dedicate their lives to the Service of God.  Pray about this...and 
talk to your families about this.   Encourage our young people to listen to the Lord’s call. 

On behalf of the Daughters of Mary and Joseph, I would like to 
thank Bishop Crispian and Fr. Hopgood for organising this Mass of 
Thanksgiving.   Portsmouth is a bid part of our History.  Thank you 
for all the friendships we have made over the years.   hank you too 
for those who have worked with us and for all those whose lives 
have been touched by us in any way.  Let us continue to support each 
other in prayer.  It has been an immense privilege for us to work in 
this great Diocese of Portsmouth.   As we leave you, we have great 
sadness in our hearts, but, at the same time we rejoice that we have 
been instruments in the hand of God in our work here.   Each one of 
the DMJs here today – and there are many who have worked here in 
the past and who have come from far and wide to celebrate- today 
can, with Our Lady, echo her words in the ‘Magnificat’ 

“The Lord has done marvels for me, 
Holy is His Name” 
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A Memory from Pat Harley (Past pupil) 

This is a memory from Pat Harley who is a 92 year old member of Addiscombe Par-
ish.  She received the Bene Merenti a couple of years ago in recognition of the 
tremendous work she’s done in the Parish over many, many years.    

 
One memory is of a whole school assembly in the ‘30s.    
Madame Winifred was trying to keep order from the stage and in so doing she flung 

her arm out with the hand-bell in it and it sailed through the air and landed amongst us.  
There was dead silence then I can tell you!!  

Three generations of my family have been at Coloma at one time or another from 
1921 (kindergarten onwards) - starting with my sister and myself until the school was 
evacuated when the war was imminent.   Pat Harley (nee Walker)  

Maureen Woodcraft (nee Walker)    
 

 

Ramblings of the Cooley family from the 1930s to the present time-    
Helena Cooley 

Helena is the sister of the later Sr Monica Cooley dmj and is an Associate 
 

In 1939, aged 5 years, I was in Coloma kindergarten.  I remember being a soldier in 
the school play- dressed in red and yellow- with a tall hat (made by my mother).          
Apparently I had the hat on back to front amid much laughter from the parents.   

During the ‘Doodle 
Bugs’ I was in Upper Prep.  I 
was the ‘stick’ in the ‘Water 
Babies’-wearing a brown    
paper costume. Sadly the 
doodle Bugs took over and 
the play and the Garden Fete 
had to be abandoned.   

After the war we had our 
first school outing by coach to     

‘Camber Sands’.  What a surprise to see Mother Mary Cuthbert and Mother Augustine (in 
the old habit) paddling.   

Some other memories of school days.  I wasn’t very bright- not as good as my        
sisters- I was told on many occasions.   

Mother Margaret Mary told us we should always pray in the most comfortable        
position.  You do not have to kneel down.  I have always remembered her words.   

Mother Mary Victoire playing the organ.  Every time I hear ‘Jesu Joy of Man’s      
Desiring’ I think of her and the beautiful Coloma Chapel where we all made our first    
Holy Communion and Monica was clothed in 1948.   

Sister Norbert would come out into the playground at break for a chat and I would go 
down to the kitchen to see the lay sisters- which was out of bounds.   

Holy Week Services- a 7am start on Holy Saturday! 
When Monica was at University she lived at St Anne’s Convent and we were           

allowed visit her on the first Sunday of the month.  We used to go to Benediction and 
then tea in the parlour.  Monica was not allowed to eat with us.  One Sunday my father 
and Mr Donovan (who was also visiting) were smoking.  They put a large vase on the 
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floor as an ash tray.  Reverend Mother arrived and they stood there like two naughty boys 
with the cigarettes behind their backs and the smoke rising! 

On another occasion Reverent Mother G asked Michael what he was going to do 
when he grew up.  He was about 8 years old at the time.  He said: ‘I intend to be a priest.’ 
He stood back and fell over with legs in the air.  Rev Mother always had the habit of turn-
ing all the lights out- leaving us in the dark on many occasions.   

One Summer in 1959 I was staying in Scarborough Convent when Monica was 
teaching there.  I was sleeping in the room that the priest usually stayed in.  I had washed 
my stockings and left them on the radiator.  When the nun came in to clean she nearly had 
a fit- not knowing I was staying there.   

When Monica was at Wickham Court   
Mummy, Michael and myself were visiting.    
Monica showed us the Chapel (Old Wickham 
House) but we couldn’t find the door to get out- 
so Michael climbed out the window in to the arms 
of Rev Mother Columba.   

At Monica’s 25th anniversary we were at 
Shirley Court and Mother Mary Cuthbert and 
Mother Mary More had cooked supper for us.  
When we got to the dessert they had forgotten to 
take it out of the freezer.  What a laugh we all had 
trying to eat frozen meringue with bits flying everywhere ... and much laughter trying to    
defrost it.   

While on holiday in Cornwall Sr. Sheila Barrett (who was nurse training at the time) 
put her cornflakes on the plate while she went to collect her coffee.  A seagull ate her 
cornflakes while she was away.  On her return she thought Michael and I had hidden it.  
She couldn’t believe a seagull had swooped and had eaten it.  We still laugh about that. 

To finish my ramble I must add the wonderful care that Monica had in the Convent 
when she was so ill.  Sr. Mary Christopher cared for her so wonderfully and I have never 
forgotten that. 

There are so many more stories I could tell.  The Daughters of Mary and Joseph and    
Coloma have always been part of my life.  Although I was not a good pupil I must have 
learnt something.   

Miss Spilsbury always said the Morning Offering and Memorare each day with us.  I 
still do the same every day – seventy years on! 

 

Memory from Pat Ryan (Addiscombe Parish) 

The Ryan family has many long and happy memories of The Daughters of Mary and    
Joseph. Our association with the sisters began in 1959 and still continues in 2016.  Let me 
explain. 

Back in 1959 Marion commenced her training in Coloma Training College, where 
she was very impressed by “Mother Ben”. This was a very happy time in her life, and she 
still remembers the old days whenever her classmates meet for reunions at Emmaus. She 
has fond memories of walking with a few of her friends up to West Wickham. The     
manager of the fish and chip shop considered himself to be a comedian and would greet 
the students with the words “How is hop-along chastity?” 

In the early 70s our expanded family experienced the kindness of Sr Mary Constance 
DMJ at “The Prep.” I guess some people may have found Sr Constance a little              
formidable; that was not our experience. We loved her. She was truly an Angel sent by 
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Almighty God to help us when times got tough. I do not know how we would have      
survived without her. 

When our eldest child Marie started at the Prep we like all other parents were looking 
forward to a long and happy relationship with the nuns. Then our world fell apart when 
Anne, the next member of our family started at Coloma. We were devastated to learn that 
she was suffering from a brain tumour. This was when we discovered the unbelievable 
kindness of Sr Mary Constance.  

The date was set for the operation on Anne’s tumour at The Maudsley hospital. 
(Across the road from Kings College) Fr Sewell S.J. the chaplain at Kings had agreed that 
Anne could make her First Holy Communion beforehand. She was six years and three 
days old.  “Kings” had graciously offered us the use of a room so that we could have    
Holy Mass and be present at Anne’s First Communion. Our families found the experience 
too difficult to attend so it was only Marion and me together with Marie and our faithful 
friend Sr Mary Constance who were present that day. Anne was the “star of the show” 
and was impressed when some of the other children on Princess Elizabeth ward on seeing 
her in her sister’s First Communion dress asked her if she was getting married. 

Sr Mary Constance sat next to Marion at Anne’s bedside in Kings College Hospital 
when Anne was expected to die within hours. I could not be present because I was taking 
Marie to Heathrow so that she could stay with my brother during this terrible time. Thank 
God we all survived that experience. 

Anne spent much time in hospital. With practice, we got into a routine. In the     
morning Marion would take Marie to school when Marion’s mother or her Aunt would 
look after Paul, the new arrival to our family, whilst Marion travelled up to Kings to 
spend the day with Anne. After lunch she would return to Coloma to collect Marie. At the 
end of my working day I would take Marion’s place at Anne’s bedside for the rest of the 
day. 

As you would expect, Anne returned home when her health improved and whenever     
reasonable would go to “The Prep”.  On good days Anne would go to school with Marie. 
The brain operation was not a success which resulted in many “Grand Mals”. To cope 
with this problem Sr Constance introduced an arm chair into the class room to prevent 
Anne from falling on the ground. 

Needless to say, the stress on Marion continued! When Anne was receiving Radio    
Therapy at Kings Sr Constance made a wonderful suggestion. She asked Marion if she 
would like to send our three year old son Paul to start at Coloma immediately. Her offer 
was gratefully accepted. 

We never knew how to thank the sisters for their undoubted kindness to us; they had   
become part of our family so every Christmas Eve our three children would walk around 
to Fitzjames Avenue to wish the nuns Happy Christmas. Paul was still a young child and 
had not yet learned diplomacy, so when Sr M Constance offered Marie a box of liquorice 
allsorts she politely accepted it. This was too much for Paul who pointed out to those     
assembled that Marie hated Liquorice. That amusing incident was frequently recalled in 
the family. 

A new chapter in our lives opened when Marie moved up to Coloma Convent 
School.  We still kept in close touch with Sr Constance and I think she really enjoyed   
attending the Christmas Concert at Westminster Cathedral Choir School where Paul had 
become a dayboy. 

Yes! We were blessed to know Sr Mary Constance but we were now doubly blessed 
to meet Sr Sheila Moloney DMJ. She became a wonderful and much-loved member of 
our family. When we needed help (as we frequently did) we asked Sr Sheila for her       
assistance. We would have been lost without her. 
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When Sr Cuthbert DMJ agreed to permit Anne to join Marie at Coloma we originally 
thought that Marie would be Anne’s carer, but we were wrong. Sr Sheila took Anne under 
her wing and we never looked back.  At times Sr Sheila even acted as babysitter for the 
three children. Of course Anne continued to suffer (in her short life she experienced two 
brain tumours and also had a cyst on the brain). I think Anne was the youngest patient in 
the country to have what was then known as an EMI scan in the National Hospital. This 
was the forerunner to the CT scan. At one stage she needed to go to the Cromwell       
Hospital to have a tooth extracted where a whole emergency team waited in the next 
room in case she went into status. 

The nuns were always helpful to our family as we grew in wisdom and age. 
As I said Sr Sheila became one of the family to such an extent that when Paul was        

confirmed in Westminster Cathedral by Cardinal Hume, Sr Sheila stood by his side as     
sponsor. On a couple of occasions Marion went with Sr Sheila for a short break to her        
parents’ home on the Isle of Wight.  

One day we had an emergency. Because of her countless Grand Mals, the muscles in 
Anne’s jaw became weak and unfortunately she dislocated her jaw after a severe seizure. 
This was an experience we had not previously encountered so you can imagine our      
gratitude when Sr Felicé ran us to Kings College Hospital. Yes, we needed the Ladies. 

When Marie left Coloma to study at UCL Sr Mary Gabriel DMJ invited me to        
become a Foundation Governor at Coloma; Anne by now had become too ill to attend 
school so I was the last member of our family to continue our relationship with “The    
Ladies”. 

Sr Sheila was present when our daughter was carried into the church for the last 
time in 2006 after which a new chapter in our lives commenced.  

In April 2016 Marie invited Sr Sheila as a special guest at Worth Abbey when Marie 
was inducted as Director of Education for the Diocese of Arundel and Brighton at a      
celebratory Mass concelebrated by Bishop Richard Moth and over 20 priests.  

 

   

Experiences, Memories of DMJ’s, Places and Events associated with 
them- Ruth de Stephanie (Associate) 

 
I have tried to put on paper some of my thoughts, memories and experiences          

associated with the DMJ'S (formerly Ladies of Mary) that have occurred during the 8 
decades of my life.  

My earliest experience was related to me by my father and Sisters. My father and 
mother took me to Coloma as a babe in arms to introduce me to my Sisters who were 
boarders at the school. We were taken to the chapel by Mother Anastasia (whose sister 
was an acquaintance of my father) to pray for my family as my mother was very sick. I 
myself became a boarder in early 1939 at the age of 8.  

One of the Sisters who stands out in my memory at that time was Sr. Sophie, known 
as 'the Portress' as she answered the front door to visitors, welcoming them and asking if 
they could spare a 'farthing' for the missions.  

September 1939 - the outbreak of the 2nd World War: part of the school was       
evacuated to Eastbourne but only for a short period as it turned out not to be a safe haven. 
We were then transferred to Llandilo in South Wales, which for me did not hold any    
happy memories. I was pushed from billet to billet and never had a chance to settle. As 
individuals we were placed with couples or families, as were the nuns and lay teachers. 
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Coloma had to share a school where we were allowed half the day, the local Welsh pupils 
having the remainder.  

Mass was said once a week on a 
Sunday in a room set aside in a Public 
House.  I can still remember the odour of 
beer accompanying us through the       
service. At that time Catholics, and       
especially nuns, were   alien in that part 
of Wales so there were no Catholic 
churches or convents anywhere near 
Llandilo.  

My unhappiness was drawn to the         
attention Of Mother Winefride, Our Head 
Mistress, a person I was in awe of. My       
impression of her was to alter             
considerably. Unbeknown to me, M. 
Winefride contacted my father and       
between them they thought I would be 
happier at Hatchlands. The last few days 
in Llandilo I stayed with Mother       
Winefride in her billet before being taken 
back to London by her, where we were 
met by my father. The kindness of     
Mother Winefride during that period I will never   forget. Hatchlands was a Stately home 
(now National Trust) near Guildford in Surrey. It was lent to the Ladies of Mary for the 
duration Of the War by Mr. Goodhart Rendell, a recent convert to Catholicism and a   
serving officer in the Grenadier Guards.  

At last found Security and happiness at Hatchlands. The pupils were mainly from St. 
Anne's but some were from Coloma. I was to remain there until the end of the war.     
'Victory in Europe' night was celebrated there, the nuns having organised an evening    
party where we had games, ate jacket potatoes cooked round a bonfire, and drank cocoa.  

The nuns I remember there were Rev. M. Mary Peter, M. Alphonse Marie, M. Mary   
Hilda, Mary Antonella and Sr. Patrick (the cook), and M. Felicie (Head Mistress). One of 
the highlights at Hatchlands was being able to stay up later on a Monday evening         
attending ‘the knitting Circle', where we knitted Scarves for the forces and were allowed 
to listen to 'Monday Night at Eight' on the radio. We were, of course, supervised, usually 
by Rev.M. Mary Peter.  

Post-war I was given the choice of returning to Coloma or transferring to Merrow 
Grange. I chose the former, a decision I did not regret.  

My post-war Coloma days were very happy and secure. At first I was a full boarder 
graduating as I grew older to a weekly boarder; in fact I was one of the last two boarders    
before Coloma became just a day school. Coloma was a Safe haven where I found       
security with the nuns and made many friends, some I retain until today. The Sisters I    
remember there particularly were Rev. M. Mary Peter, M. Mary Cuthbert, Mother       
Augustine, M. Mary Victoire, M. Mary More, M. Mary de Sales, and M. Mary Duschene. 
Some taught me, others just looked after me as a boarder. M. Mary Victoire, who often 
Supervised our recreation time in the evening, was particularly popular as she played the 
piano and had an amazing repertoire of music to which we could listen, sing and dance.  

On leaving Coloma in 1948 I was devastated, leaving behind my security and not     
knowing what the future held. The nun who helped and counselled me the most during 

Mother Winefride 
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that period was M. Augustine. I was able to turn to her for help and advice and she set me 
on the right road to my future. Later M. Augustine became an important person in my life 
until she sadly died in 2000. She was there in the background of my life and I visited her 
regularly.  

Although I never had a vocation to be a nun was later to receive the next best thing - 
Sr. Pat Whitehead informed me about the DMJ Associates. This I joined in the late 1980s, 
with the help of Sr. Celia and encouraged by Sr. Teresa Clements and Sr. Helen Conway. 
Now, due to my increasing years and bad health, I am more of a praying member as I 
have  difficulty in attending meetings.  

Whatever I have achieved in life I owe mainly to the DMJ'S who looked after and 
taught me in my formative years.  

In 1990 I was awarded the Pro Ecclesia et Pontifice by   
Cardinal Basil Hume at Archbishop's House, Westminster. 
Among my guests, apart from family and friends, were 4 DMJ's: 
Sr. M. Peter, my Reverend Mother at Hatchlands and post-war 
Coloma, Sr. M. Cuthbert, my post-war head mistress, Sr. Eileen 
Whitehead (Augustine), one of my teachers and later in life a 
good friend, and Sr. M. Goretti, a school and long-term friend. 
Cardinal Hume was particularly interested in meeting these 
DMJ's as Sr. Mary (Dr.) Hickey was his doctor in the Cardinal 
Hume Centre.  

I hope these details and impressions will be helpful -       
putting words on paper in no way expresses my sincere        
memories and genuine fondness for the DMJ's and all they have 
done for me during my life. I apologise for 'my' part in this     

dissertation but I could not give it justification without doing so.  
 
After thought:  
Lourdes - centenary year of the apparitions of Our Lady to Bernadette, I                 

accompanied M. Mary Cuthbert and M. Augustine to Lourdes with pupils from Coloma 
and St. Anne's. I remember the spirit and magic Of Lourdes. M. Mary Cuthbert would 
lead the singing of 'Tap your Sabots Bernadette' on coach tours and M. Augustine was 
seen and photographed riding a donkey at Gavarnie in her full habit. This was the first of 
my many visits to Lourdes.  

 

 

From Fr Eddie Gubbins 

It was in Scarborough in 1982 that I first came in contact 
with The DMJ s'.  They lived in Holbeck Hill on the South Cliff. 
 Sisters Matthew and Dymphna and Mary John. They were a 
great source of support, and many a tasty and wholesome meal 
we shared over my 3 years in St Peter’s parish. The                  
Parish priest was Canon Donal O Byrne.  They were extremely 
kind to him as well.   When the Convent moved to Eastfield our 
friendship did not diminish.   I continued to be a frequent visitor. 

The Convent in Queen Street was then closed and was 
turned into flats for the elderly.   The people of Scarborough    
often spoke of the enormous contribution of the Sisters to the   
education and formation of countless young lives of the         
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families of the town. 
Then when I moved to St Thomas More’s, Beechwood, Middlesbrough, I was once 

again supported and ministered alongside the Ladies of Mary (DMJ's) in that wonderful 
parish.   Sisters Margaret Mary, Anne, Mary McAvoy, Celia, Anna Mahony, Phil           
Lafferty. 

My frequent visits to St. Thomas More's Primary School brought me in regular     
contact with Sister Anne Jordan who was in charge of the Nursery.  Sister Dymphna’s 
ministry in the James Cook Hospital is legendary. The Sisters took a very keen interest in 
the lives and struggles of the parish community. The Convent was open house for anyone 
who needed an oasis. 

I recall the great Christmas dinners and the card playing by the log fire. Father 
McDonagh, the Parish Priest, was indeed a generous host. 

I still see clearly Sister Margaret Mary setting off on her buggy to bring Holy          
Communion to the housebound, despite her own health problems as a result of her        
accident in Uganda. 

We continue to be good companions on the journey of life. The DMJ s have been a    
constant in my life and ministry. Their friendship and encouragement has been, and is,    
greatly valued by me. 

 

Memories of the times with the Daughters of Mary & Joseph –            
Imelda McLaughlin 

(Sister of Sr. Mary Goretti Betchetti) 
 
The coming year will mark two hundred years since the Order of the Daughters of 

Mary and Joseph was founded by Constant van Crombrugghe, and we were invited to 
write about memories of the Sisters that were special to us. 

I look back over some 77 years with love and gratitude to the “special nuns” who 
touched my life.  It was the beginning of my education, which continued through Second-
ary school and ended with my appointment to Coloma College. 

My first memory was of Sr. Mary Damien, who was my first teacher in Kindergarten 
at St. Elphege’s Preparatory School in Wallington.  She was the first nun I had seen, but 
far from being afraid of someone in a strange habit, I felt happy and secure as she guided 
me through the beginnings of my school life.  It was happy because my sister Anne, now 
Sr. Mary Goretti, and my sister Mary were also at school with me during the years of 
1939 – 45.  We were evacuated to York for part of this time. 

The Head Mistress was Mother Mary Michael. She seemed large and I was very 
small.  She used to sit in the Dining Room below the classrooms cleaning the cutlery with          
methylated spirits. She was the only nun I was 
frightened of and I feel sorry about this now      
because she was always kind to us and would ask 
for news of Daddy, who was away in the Royal  
Navy 1939 – 45, whenever we had to go through 
the kitchen to the main part of the school.  When I 
broke my collar bone Mother Mary Michael      
allowed me to go to school in a little button-
through green dress instead of my uniform as I 
could not wear my blouse; I remember her      
kindness to me then. 
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Mrs Downing and Sr. Mary Cuthbert 

Imelda and Sr. Eileen Whitehead 

In September 1945 I started at Coloma Convent Grammar School in Tavistock Road, 
Croydon, and spent my secondary education there for seven years.   At eleven years old I 
was put into Form 1B. The Headmistress was Mother Marie Winefride.  My sister Anne, 
Sr. Mary Goretti, was already there, and two years later my sister Mary joined us. The 
size of the school  compared to St. Elphege’s was such a contrast and it was comforting to 
know at least one person in those early days. 

Mother Mary Cuthbert became 
our new Head Mistress in my second 
year. I have memories of both her 
and, in particular, Mother Augustine 
(Eileen Whitehead), who was one of 
my form mistresses and who later 
prepared me for the Religious         
Examination for students wishing to 
go to a Catholic University or College 
of Education.  I had by this time been 
offered a place at La Sainte Union 
College of Education in            
Southampton.  The exam was taken 
at the Catholic   Education Centre, 

Tooting Bec, and we all gathered at school 
in order to travel to the Centre together.  
Mother Augustine was praying for us and 
she thought I should have spent more time 
on revision and less on P.E.!  I still         
remember her parting words to me: “If you 
fail this exam I will wipe the floor with 
you”!  Fortunately, I passed and gained my 
certificate, which I have just re-discovered 
whilst sorting through my old school        
reports!!  It is dated 10th November 1951.  
My best friend was Maria Palmer who also 
wanted to be a teacher, but she eventually 
went to work in London and is still in touch. 

I taught briefly at Regina Caeli in Pampisford Road, 
Croydon, and there met Sr. Marie Paula again as         
Headmistress.  I will recall just one happy and amusing 
memory of her and the children there:  We were preparing 
for a P.E. display in the playground and the children, in 
rows of six from a central point, had to walk round in a    
circle.  Sr. Marie Paula came out to see it, but the lines     
began to get wavy.  In order to encourage them to improve 
she said to them “Even horses can do it”.  This has caused 
so much laughter between us all ever since, and still now, 
each time we are trying to do something that is going 
wrong, someone will repeat the words “Even horses can do 
it.”! 

In 1959 I became a lecturer in the Institute of London 
University and was appointed to the P.E. Department at   

Coloma     College of Education, West Wickham, where I lectured for 19 years.  Sr. Mary 

Sr. Marie Elise 
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Sr. Mario Kostka  
(Patricia Whitehead) 

Benignus was the Principal and later Sr. Mary More.  I worked with the following Sisters: 
 
 Sr. Mary Baptist  Geography 
 Sr. Mary Joseph  French 
 Sr. Mary de Sales  History 
 Sr. Marie Elise  English 
 Sr. Marie Louis  Art 
 Sr. Mary Gregory  History 

Sr. Teresa Clements  -   first a student of mine and  
later a friend on my visits 
to the Convent 

 Sr. Maria Kostka 
 
The following Reverend Mothers worked on a Committee 

for the re-organization of the College before it was closed.  I 
knew them all at different times: 

   Rev. Mother Mary Anthony 
   Rev. Mother Mary Joachim 
   Rev. Mother Mary Columba 
   Sr. Marie Victoire 
 
I also worked for Sr. Patricia at Rydes Hill Convent, Guildford, to help them prepare 

for netball tournaments and P.E. This was only for several sessions during term time.  I 
spent many happy hours with her and her staff. 

I was the youngest member of staff in the College and was helped enormously by 
both nuns and lay staff. 

I will record special memories of just two of them:  Sr. 
Mary Joseph, who lectured in French. This Department and the 
P.E.      Department shared the top floor over Founders Hall so 
we met most days.  She always had a lovely smile and            
encouraging word for me when we met, and would give me 
helpful advice.  It grieves me, having kept in touch over all these 
years, to see how much she has suffered, and still is suffering.  I 
record my memories of her with love and gratitude. 

My special memory and 
thanks must go to Sr. Mary    
Benignus. She appointed me to 
the staff at the age of 28, the 
youngest lecturer in the         

Institute at that time, and guided me through the first    
difficult years.  Without that guidance I would not have 
been able to grow in confidence and build such a large 
department to B.A. level.  I continued to visit her after 
the closure of the College and know how much she 
grieved at all that was happening to Catholic Education 
at that time.  But she accepted it all in her quiet way. 

After her death I had the privilege of co-ordinating, 
with much help from my husband Vincent, Fr. Downey,         
Elizabeth Smith, both members of staff, and others, her 
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Sr. Mary De Sales (Brenda 
Duncombe) 

Requiem Mass in the College chapel, and I like to think it was my way of thanking her 
for so many memories. 

 
While she was still Principal she helped me 

to arrange a holiday in Rome for the students 
with Sr. Mary de Sales.  I remember Mary de 

Sales as a beautiful woman with great knowledge 
of History.  We visited most of the sites in Rome, 
Naples and Pompei and also the street urchins in 
Naples who were cared for by Fr. Borelli.  In     
Florence we witnessed the “Bursting of the Cart”, a 
religious ceremony which resulted in our being 
covered with ash!!    

Those of us:  family, staff, students and friends 
who listened to Brian Sanders’ homily at the     
Requiem Mass could not fail to remember all that 
Sr. Benignus did for her “Gem of a College” and 
had watched it grow from 18 students to 650, and 
from a couple of rooms to the complex that could 
be seen from the steps of her ‘beloved chapel’.  I 

remember her with love and gratitude.   For me also the loss of the chapel meant more 
than any    other of the buildings that formed the College. 

These are just some of the memories of my life with the Daughters of Mary and      
Joseph, perhaps the most important ones, which span the years, and which continue      
today, amid all the changes in their lives too. 

 
Imelda McLaughlin      
1st September, 2016   
 

Conclusion  

At the beginning of this year 2017, Sr. Mary Goretti told me that the buildings which 
formed the teaching block of the college and later became part of the school, were to be     
demolished. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

When all the new buildings were planned, each head of department was asked by the 
architect to draw up what they required.  I was head of the Physical Education              
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Department and was allowed to have built a gym with changing rooms and individual 
showers.  This is now all that remains of it!! 

We started with PE 9b groups and Sr. Teresa Clements was one of my first students.   
Although she did not take PE as a main subject, she did the basic course, which was       
required for all students who would teach in Primary Schools.   She was a great help to 
me during those early days.  Later, of course, she became Provincial of the Order.  I      
remember her with love and gratitude. 

After Sr. Mary Benignus retired, she would still visit the students I her chair – 
known, I think, as Victoria.  She was still Principal when we admitted the first male     
students to the College. The boys were difficult at first, and many wanted to take the main 
PE course.  At first they thought they could arrive late to lectures which started at 9 a.m.  
We decided from the start not to let them attend our lectures if they arrived late.  As they 
very much wanted to be in the groups, they eventually arrived on time. 

It was very stimulating to have mixed groups and the students worked well together.   
We covered Gymnastics, Athletics, Tennis, Swimming and Dance.  The boys, of 

course, preferred Gymnastics and most of them gained very high marks in their final     
exams.  The girls also gained much from working with them and in the final exams,      
before the closure of the College in 1979, their results were outstanding. 

 
New Complex when it was completed 

 
Chapel and Administrative Block 
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Myself with a group of eight 9b PE Students taken just before they completed their 
course.  They all worked well and happily together. 

 
My last group of 10 students in the main course. 

 
 
Now the only building left standing is the Emmaus Centre which was previously one 

of the Student Hostels.  It is due to be taken down at the end of this year.  I do not know 
what is planned for that piece of land.  All that is known is that houses will be built on the 
College site which is now almost cleared.  The last buildings have now gone. 

Wickham Court, where all this began, will remain as a Primary School.  I have seen 
the buildings on the site go up, come down and go up again. 

It was a privilege to work all these years with the Daughters of Mary and Joseph.  
This was my life with them all. 
May 2017 
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Memories from Alison Philbey 

 
In the beginning … there was a Daughter of Mary and Joseph!  Literally, because I 

was delivered by midwife Sister Mary-Antonella (Sr Sylvia) in July 1959, before she 
went to Uganda to run the mother and baby clinic.  But, for my mother, this was not the 
beginning because she had been to school at Coloma – from the Kindergarten through to 
the last year of secondary education.  Later, my sister was to go to Coloma.  She was 
named after Sister Mary-Antonella because a name had already been chosen for me.  All 
through my childhood and teenage years I remember Sister Mary-Antonella coming to 
see us when she was on leave from the missions.  I would sit and listen attentively as she 
told of the progress of the clinic, her views on the “Nestle Scandal” and, later, also of the 
terror of the brutal Idi Amin regime.  Her accent (she was Swiss), her humour and her   
almost overwhelming enthusiasm for her vocation, not only as a DMJ, but also as a     
midwife and an educator in this line, enthralled me and captured my imagination.   

Meanwhile, my sister and I had daily contact with the DMJ’s who taught us at       
Regina Coeli:  Sister Marie Paula (Headmistress), Sister Mary Michael and Sister Mary 
Goretti who was my sister’s first teacher and of whom we are both very fond.  I had    
immense respect for Sister Marie Paula, who was later to be the Provincial Superior I    
visited to talk about my own vocation; she was there all through my life until she died and 
I always felt that she was there for me, despite the fact that she was also there for so very 
many other people, not least of all the whole English Province of DMJ’s!  For a period of 
time Sister Mary Veronica was Headmistress at Regina Coeli, when Sister Marie Paula 
was unwell.  This was my first encounter with the Sister who was to become my Novice 
Mistress just 13 years later!  I kept in touch with her after I left the DMJ’s until she was 
too ill to correspond and, even to this day, I remember her wisdom and the wisdom of the 
Founder which she imparted to me.  She was hugely influential in my life. 

At the age of 11 I went to Thomas More High School in Purley; there, my history 
teacher was another DMJ: Sister Margaret Monen.  She later left the DMJ’s but she had a 
very positive impact on me and was an excellent teacher who gave me a life-long love of 
history.   

From the age of 4 years old my mother would take me to St. Anne’s Convent in      
Sanderstead, especially at Easter and Christmas or at other special times.  I remember    
seeing the sisters there in their old habits.  The magnificent building with its marble and 
the sisters’ habits with the blue scapulars were truly memorable (blue was always my   
favourite colour!).  Years later I was acutely aware of the sadness of the sisters as I helped 
Sister Mary Goretti clear the sacristy, knowing that it would be sold and, perhaps,       
guessing that it would be knocked down to make way for some flats. 

In September 1983 I moved up to Middlesbrough to live in community and to study     
social work at Teesside Polytechnic.  The most influential DMJ’s in my life at that time 
were Sister Anne (Jordan), Sister Margaret Mary and Sister Anna, as well as Sister Mary 
(McAvoy).  We had a lot of fun and we supported one another well and were a prayerful 
community.  They really looked after me during my student days, with hot chocolate and 
TLC during my late night essay-writing sessions!   

The Summer of 1984 was particularly memorable, since the DMJ’s in Temporary 
Vows were sent off to Belgium to learn about the Founder and the early days of the      
Institute (Congregation) in situ, as it were.  It was a fantastic experience during which   
sisters from three continents came together; we learned not only about our origins, but 
also about one    another, one another’s cultures and backgrounds and, of course, French.  
Sisters Bernadette (Lecluyse), Margaret Mary (Haller) and Cathleen (McCarthy) led the 
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week long retreat which was included in the 4 week visit to Belgium.  The hospitality of 
the Belgian sisters cannot be over stated or forgotten. 

Naturally, my 8 years as a DMJ brought me into contact with more DMJ’s than I can   
remember, given that they were from three of the five continents!  In general, it was a 
very happy time in my life and there is no question that it had a huge impact on my      
relationship with God, my identity in Christ and on my concept of ministry and mission.  
The work of   Sister Teresa Clements on the charism of Mercy was so helpful to me,     
personally, as well as to the whole Congregation; she was my spiritual director for a few 
years and she supported me through a very difficult time for which I shall be eternally 
grateful.   

Particularly special to me are the DMJ’s who have kept in touch and remained my 
friends since I left.  In either 1988 or 1989 Sister Deirdre (Slade) invited me to spend two 
weeks with her in Tabgha on the shore of the Sea of Galilee, towards the end of her         
Sabbatical there.  There are no words to describe what that meant (or means) to me.      
Sister Deirdre was able to take me to all the Holy Places, since, by this time, she was     
familiar with them, so it was like having a one-to-one guided tour but without the sense of 
being a tourist – rather the sense of really being a pilgrim and walking in the steps of 
Christ with another pilgrim.  We had a lot of fun too, of course. 

The Herne Bay Community was special to me because it was where I entered as a 
novice and was made to feel so welcome by all the sisters.  I also loved the little seaside 
town and my walks there. Actually, I only lived there for about 3 months because the  
Noviciate moved to Guildford, but I often returned to Herne Bay for holidays and had 
some happy times there.  Often, when I visited, there would be sisters there from other 
provinces – memorably, Belgium, California, Uganda and Ireland.  It was so interesting 
to meet them, whether they were old friends or I was meeting them for the first time.  
During those holidays I would    often spend time with Sister Helen (Conway) who has 
kept in touch with me and been to stay at my house in Middlesbrough.  On one          
memorable occasion I took her to Middlesbrough Station to get the train home; I got on 
the train to help her with her case and the train left with me on it!  Fortunately it was 
stopping at Thornaby but I had to explain my situation to the train guard, since I had no 
money on me to buy a ticket back to Middlesbrough!  Sister Helen has been a good friend 
to me over the years, full of prayerful wisdom, encouragement and fun.  Sister June (Bell) 
has been another loyal friend and correspondent and her cheerfulness and indefatigability 
are irrepressible. 

In the 1990s I went with Sisters Jen (Condron), Celia (Beale) and Philomena        
(Lafferty) to spend a few days by the side of the relatively unknown Lake Ennerdale in 
Cumbria.  We took my dog, Tosca, who had a great time with all the walks.  This was the 
last time I was to see Sister Jen who had been an inspiration to me since I had first met 
her in 1979 whilst she was working with the Irish Travellers.  Sister Philomena Lafferty 
was also particularly influential in my life; she was a challenger but also an encourager – 
the best kind of friend who gets you to really think about what your values are and how 
you live them.  Well, if it weren’t for Sister Celia I wouldn’t be an Associate now – and 
I’m truly glad that I am.  Without her I wouldn’t have had my first dog, either, since she 
knew someone with pups and Tosca was one of those pups.  Sister Celia was in              
Middlesbrough at a time when I really needed support and her listening ear, her calmness 
and her gentle sense of humour helped me through.   

It has been my experience that most people who have not met nuns or religious        
sisters have a very rigid view of what sort of people they are and what sort of lives they 
lead. The reality is, of course, that people are people, whatever they do and wherever they 
live – and however they dress!  Nevertheless, in my vast experience and knowledge of the 
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Daughters of Mary and Joseph, I can honestly say that, 
as a Congregation and as individuals, I believe that    
Constant Van Crombrugghe would be very proud of his 
DMJ Sisters, and would acknowledge that they are 
“there for the whole church … as pardoned sinners who 
have found peace and rejoice in the merciful love of 
God”.  Not only that but fun-loving, grounded,             
encouraging, challenging, forward thinking, leading.  
Just as they influenced the young girls they were         
educating in their first school in Aalst two hundred years 
ago, so they have influenced generations of pupils,      
patients, parishioners, colleagues etc. etc., who will go 
on, in their turn, to share God’s love, mercy and        

compassion with others. What a legacy! 
 

Memories from Diane Philby (Alison’s Mother) 

Sometime in 1939 at about 5yrs of age I found myself swamped in a school uniform, 
of which the hat almost stopped any vision for my journey to Coloma KG. from       
Woodside Green, Croydon. 

My mother had very poor health and most of my young life she was bed bound or at 
least housebound. My father was in the Metropolitan Police, he wanted me to go, as he 
put it, to the Convent, although we were not Roman Catholics. 

I recall just before I started, my Grandmother, all dressed up, went to pay the Fees. 
Grandmother knocked at the Convent front door which was opened by Sr. Sofia, a 

sister who was door keeper. We were ushered into a room just inside the door, sister left 
and we heard the key turn in the lock. I never forget that moment and the laughs we have 
all had once getting to know the DMJs better. 

Fees paid, I therefore had my first day at school, taken by an older pupil by bus from 
Woodside. I recall going into a well-presented classroom, a little shop, money, pictures 
and last but not least a lady in what I learned was a habit..what a lovely warm face Sr.   
Patricia had. 

I recall our garden patch, birds in an aviary, from time to time the dog from the    
lovely house next door paid a visit. 

This was the start of a remarkable journey with the Order and my life that took me 
through lows and highs. 

The air raids became very bad and I was evacuated to Llandilo in Carmarthanshire, 
South Wales. I believe I was the youngest pupil to go and was cared for by a family           
immediately opposite the house Sr. Patricia was living in.  Now the first Spiritual          
experience: Sister, if the weather was good in the evening, would collect me and we 
would go to a field where I played and Sister said her Rosary. I had no idea of this        
devotion and she did not push the faith it was all by example, her love, her teaching      
during the day and her prayers. The very Foundation which I have always appreciated and 
never forgotten. 

During this time I experienced another Foundation - the Cooley Family: Monica, 
Joan, Helena and Michael. I joined them (Helena was my best friend) to trundle home for 
lunch and sometimes after school. We went via Woburn Road enabling us to cross with 
the Crossing Warden,  however, before we got there it was a matter of calling into St. 
Mary's Church. They told me you never go by a Catholic Church without going in. I went 
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to Coloma Grammar School and another Foundation stone was Sister Anna, RIP, with 
whom I had contact over a number of years. 

Leaving school, I worked in various areas of London. Somehow DMJs would come 
into my life. When I was about 32yrs old the Foundation stones paid off and I became A 
Catholic at St. Gertrude's Church, South Croydon. The interesting thing is that during the 
time of my starting school, the DMJs had started to nurse and Sr. MARY ANTONELLA 
came as my midwife. Hence our younger daughter is named after her. 

The link continues and it is all very remarkable.  Although there is sadness that the 
Order is now small, the DMJs will live on, I am sure, for another 100 years through the 
children being given a good foundation. 

 

Memories from Diana Walsh (Crowley: Sister Mary Timothy) 

                                                     
In January 1962 at the age of         

seventeen I left home and entered the 
convent at    Forest Hill Novitiate.  I was 
very much   influenced by the kindness 
and dedication of the Ladies of Mary at 
Merrow Grange Convent School in    
Guildford which I attended in my         
secondary years.  My father cried when 
leaving me but I did not feel sad, only    
excitement at the prospect of giving my 
life to God. This was therefore a sad but 
momentous occasion as we were not     

allowed to see family again for some time. It was an understandable wrench for all of us. 
However, I was very excited at the prospect of the life ahead. 

Soon, my time was taken up with the daily routine of looking after a large house and 
gardens, prayer and religious studies. I spent some of the day gardening, a task I loved as 
I was out in the open air. One older nun used to say that the house was as tall and clean as 
heaven. 

As postulants our clothes consisted of a simple white blouse and black skirt which 
did not impede activities.    Later, as novices we wore long black dresses, a blue scapular 
and white veil. In preparation for this stage of the Novitiate we had all our hair cut off and 
our heads shaved. Again, I just accepted this as part of the life we had chosen.  Soon after 
this we were introduced to the discipline which was a form of self flagellation. I thought 
this was a step too far and I remember crying and wondering what my father would think 
of this       practise. I never told my family what it entailed. Fortunately, this practice was 
stopped as one of the changes made by the Vatican council. We were also required to   
relinquish our names and choose a religious name instead.  I took the name Mary      
Timothy after my father. We used to tuck up the long skirt and pin the hems together in 
order to make the outfit more manageable.  I found this all rather cumbersome but soon 
got used to it, especially when playing early morning tennis. 

On special feast days we were allowed coffee instead of the usual tea.  Instead of 
cups and saucers we drank from jattes which were large bowls. This was the Belgian    
custom which we came to accept as the norm. 

Around this time, a group of us travelled into London to attend special scripture     
lectures in Harrow –on-the Hill. This was quite an experience for a group who were used 



Gathering the Fruits of the years 

240 
 

to such a sheltered way of life, especially as we were quite struck by the young good 
looking priest who delivered the lectures! 

In the third year we were joined by a group of novices from Ireland as three of the       
original group had been sent to Belgium. We all got on very well with the Irish group and 
enjoyed their humour and company. 

After lunch each day we spent an hour of recreation together when we were allowed 
to talk while undertaking something constructive such as sewing or mending garments.  
Some of my time was spent making and sewing habits, a task I really enjoyed. 

Sometimes Mother Mary Gertrude, the novice mistress, read or played classical     
music. As I was a chatterbox I always enjoyed this time. When we wanted to say      
something important we had to say ‘Ave Maria’ and finish with the words ‘Gratia plena’. 

We often went for walks around the surrounding urban area of South London. We 
walked in pairs or small groups.  I missed the wide-open spaces and trees of Surrey as I 
had been brought up in the countryside most of my life. 

For a few years we regularly visited the elderly.   Again we went in pairs. I usually      
visited with Sister Francesca (Margaret King, Frampton).  On one occasion we visited an 
old dear who insisted on giving us a drink of bitter lemon.  I cannot drink it today without 
thinking of these occasions. The conditions under which these people lived was quite an 
eye opener for us.  The houses were often sparse, dirty and untidy.  One year we were 
sent to help at a Sue Ryder residential centre.  Margaret and I spent two weeks at a centre 
in Ampthill for disabled people.  Whilst there we were invited to the wedding of two 
wheelchair bound residents.  We thoroughly enjoyed this visit and remember it to this 
day. 

After three years in the Novitiate our group became ‘brides of Christ’ and took part 
in the profession ceremony by making our first vows of poverty, chastity and obedience.  
After this our group was split up and we went our different ways.  It was decided that I 
should go the the Orders teaching college in West Wickham, Kent.  I was not particularly 
enthusiastic about this direction but again accepted it.  The breaking up of our large group 
was difficult as we thought of everyone as real family, knew each other’s family members 
and took a really close interest in goings on. 

I enjoyed the freedom of the teaching college as I was able to participate in the wider    
activities offered by my two chosen subjects, biology and art.   One memorable biology 
field trip was spending a week in Shropshire taking part in messy tasks such as pond    
dipping, walking through undergrowth and generally getting very wet and muddy…all 
this wearing the long black habit and veil. 

During this period we spent lovely holidays together.  My favourite holiday           
destination was staying in a place called Ravenscar in an isolated old house on the cliff 
tops near Scarborough in Yorkshire.  We did some marvellous walks around the         
spectacular cliffs and neighbouring countryside. 

After completing three years at college I was sent to Shirley near Croydon where I 
taught biology and religion at St. Thomas More secondary school. 

As our final profession advanced a group of us decided to have a year out and                
ultimately left the order.  I was given one small suitcase and a small amount of money.   I 
spent a year working as a volunteer at a rehabilitation centre for drug addicts in Kings 
Road Chelsea. During this period I lived in a hostel in Gower Street so had to travel 
across central London. While working at the centre I decided that I wanted to take a 
course in youth and community work and applied to Westhill College near Birmingham.   
I then made the decision not to return to the Ladies of Mary. 

I would like to thank the Founder for the friends and love I received during my seven 
years with the Order.   Also for the opportunity of living together with a group of         
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like-minded people and learning the importance of kindness and consideration for others.   
A group of us still meet up regularly and have many a laugh together.  We are still very 
much a family and appreciate the time we have spent getting to know each other.  Thank 
you. 

 

 

 Holistic Care – Jo Cornish (Associate) 

What is holistic care?  It is the consideration of the complete person: physically,         
psychologically, socially and spiritually.                                   

As a student nurse in the early 60's we always commenced the early shift with 'Morn-
ing Ward Prayers'. This practice continued throughout our training.   

In later years as a District Nurse, we would meet each week to pray together.   As I 
progressed through the 70's and 80's these meetings were discontinued and prayer became 
an individual pursuit.   In the early 90's, when the National Health Service was in a state 
of turmoil (nothing new!), I applied for the post of Matron / Manager at Wickham Court 
Nursing Home.  John Randle, a founding member of the Hospital Management Trust who 

ran the Nursing Home for the Sisters, 
arranged for me to meet Sr. Mary 
Goretti, a Daughter of Mary and       
Joseph, who was to be the Pastoral 
Care Sister in this new venture.  This 
was to become the beginning of a spe-
cial friendship.                                     

The charism of the D.M.J's set the 
tone for all the care provided in the 
Home, and having a Pastoral Care     
Sister made certain that spiritual care 
was never forgotten, and so, along with 
Sr. Mary Goretti, we were able to    

provide holistic care.  Wickham Court Nursing Home was a happy and successful Home 
where everybody was important.  Under the guidance of Sr. Mary Goretti, staff were    
encouraged to be part of the spiritual care of the patients.   Daily Mass, prayers for the 
dying and the deceased, and Services of Remembrance  . . . . .   and always cups of tea! 

The patients themselves, many with no special beliefs, soon fell under her thoughtful, 
gentle, quiet and caring ways, and I flourished too, and eventually became a DMJ         
Associate.   It was like coming home.  

I will always be grateful to Sr. Mary Goretti for sharing that part of the journey with 
me, and I will always hold a special place in my heart for her.  
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Memories of the Daughters of Mary and Joseph- Mary Betchetti 

(Sister of Mary Goretti Betchetti and Associate) 
 
We were asked at the end of last year if we would write about some of our memories of the 

Daughters of Mary and Joseph over the years we have known them. 
I was 3 years old when they first came to be a part of my life and I have been taught by them, 

worked with them, taught with them, taught for them and been associated with them ever since 
and so, to date, I have had nearly 78 years of continual association with them. 

I will try to pick out some particular memories of these 
years that have stayed with me.  MOTHER MARY MICHAEL 
was the Head Teacher at St. Elphege’s Preparatory School in 
Wallington where I first went at the age of 3 with my two     
sisters Anne (now Sr. Mary Goretti), Imelda and later our 
brother Francis, who was the first head boy of the school.  I 
remember M. Mary Michael as a very large and rather formi-
dable person, especially if you are very small and shy.   She got 
on very well with Daddy and so she must have had a kind heart 
and a great sense of humour.  One particular memory was of 
being at Assembly (I was only 4) and M. Mary   Michael asked 
me if I wanted to “be excused”.  I said ‘No’ as I did not want to 
walk out in front of the whole school; later she asked me again  
. . . .  later still she asked Anne to come up and take me home 
to Mummie to be changed as I had left it too late !  (We lived 
opposite the school.) 

M. Mary Michael was a good support to us all and I     
remember her sitting in the kitchen cleaning the cutlery with methylated spirits - I always         
associate that smell with those days.  Sadly M. Mary Michael suffered from cancer of the ear and 
suffered a great deal of pain. 

M. Mary Damien and M. Marie Paula both taught as young nuns at St. Elphege’s when I was 
there - little did I know then how much M. Marie Paula would influence and support me in my    
teaching life, and what good friends we would become. 

I won a scholarship to Coloma Grammar School - then situated in West Croydon.  M. Mary 
Cuthbert was Head of Coloma then and M. Augustine and M. Mary More and M. Duchesne 
taught there during my years there. 

M. Mary More had a good influence on us as we neared the top of the school and she had the 
foresight to prepare us at that stage for the Catholic Schools Religious Certificate which we would 
need if we wanted a place in a Catholic College.  My closest friend at the time in the group was 
not a Catholic but M. Mary More took time to prepare her for her Baptism and acceptance into the 
Church, with myself as her witness.  I remember M. Mary More suggesting little aids to prayer for 
us, e.g. each time we saw a policeman (they were always in evidence in those days!) we could say 
a prayer for the Holy Souls.  I continued to do this for many years and used and adapted the idea 
in other ways for many more.  One day she took a group of us down to the basement and taught us 
to sing the Dies Irae  -  she explained that the nun for whose Requiem we were going to sing it 
had not yet died and she did not want her to hear us !! 

Our sister Anne had entered the Novitiate at Forest Hill, whilst Imelda and I were still at 
school, and her clothing ceremony took place in the chapel at Coloma.  It was a very beautiful 
ceremony. The postulants to be clothed came in as brides for the first part of the ceremony.  I   
remember Anne in her bridal dress leaving the chapel carrying the habit she had received.  She 
returned later, after her   beautiful black hair had been cut, wearing the habit for the remainder of 
the ceremony and the Mass.  My tears prevented me from getting good photographs on that day.  
Sr. Mary Goretti has always been a shining example of the Religious Life and a loving support, 
not only to our family but also to our many friends. 

Having worked for a year unqualified for M. Marie Paula, she advised me to go to College 
and train as a teacher.  As I needed another ‘O’ level to get into College, it was arranged for me to 
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go to the Convent in Scarborough and work for a year as M. Mary Hilda’s secretary, and for M. 
Mary Clare, then Head of the school, to prepare me for my ‘O’ level Scripture exam.  After I had 
been there some time and no one had mentioned my Scripture studies, I approached M. Mary 
Clare to remind her of the arrangement - she greeted me with that memorable vague look and 
sweet smile (that only those who knew her will recall) and said vaguely, as she was wont to do, 
‘Oh yes, I was supposed to help you wasn’t I - come along to my room and I will show you what 
to read.’  I don’t recall any further help - though she might have given me some, but I did get my 
‘O’ level exam (and later recommended from Endsleigh College to do a degree in Divinity!!) 

One memory I have of Rev. Mother Mary Hilda who was a lovely person to work for, and 
we got on very well -   she was given a new little kitten for the Convent and I used to play with it 
a lot.  I used to wiggle the end of the rope which was the bell-pull in the corridor and it learned to 
jump up and cling on.  Each afternoon Rev. M. Mary Hilda went for a rest as she suffered from 
severe headaches.  If I needed her I had to pull the bell once.  One afternoon, when all was quiet, 
the bell rang once and M. Mary Hilda came down to see who needed her. I assured her             
innocently that I had not rung for her - but I did notice the kitten, now almost fully grown,       
wandering down the corridor proud of its latest achievement!  Not only could it jump and catch 
the bell pull but it could now ring the bell - M. Mary Hilda returned to her room perplexed, and 
the secret remained safe with me! 

Living in Scarborough was a happy time for me.  I got to know the Sisters who worked in the 
kitchens very well:  Sr. Anthony, Sr. Roch and Sr. Ben; they were lovely people, working         
tirelessly in the kitchens and around the house.  I went down the staircase into the kitchen soon 
after I went there and was greeted with alarm!  It seemed that this was out-of-bounds for lay    
people but I had not see any of the other nuns go down there when they told me.  I assured them 
that my legs were younger than theirs and there was no way I was letting them run up and down 
the stairs with food for my lunch and supper, and I would go down and bring it up for myself. The 
Sisters were amazed at my boldness but very grateful and no one ever stopped me from doing it!  
Also, whilst I was there, a group of young nuns, including M. Mary Dymphna, had contracted 
tuberculosis and they were sent to a sanatorium in Surrey.  I remember going out one day into the 
woods and picking a big bunch of early snowdrops, wrapping them well in wet cotton wool and 
newspaper and sending them through the post to Mary Dymphna to encourage her to get well 
soon.  The snowdrops have always remained a link between the two of us. 

When M. Marie Paula was asked to take over Regina Coeli school she asked me to go with 
her for two days until she settled in as she did not know any of the staff there.  I did go and was 
upset about when I saw the state of some of the children and their lack of happiness and joy.   I 
hoped one day I could go back and change things. 

I was fortunate when I left College to be offered a place on the staff of 3 different schools 
and, although Regina Coeli was not officially recognised at this point, I chose to go there and so I 
had M. Marie Paula as my first guide in teaching. She was a wonderful Head teacher and as time 
went on, at least to my knowledge, 5 of us from the staff there later became Heads of Catholic 
schools - what a great testimony that is to her.  When she was sent to start a new school down in 
Basingstoke, she offered me a place on the staff.  I agreed to go for a year to help her get the 
school started as, again, she knew no one there and had to interview and appoint a staff. 

When I returned M. Mary Constance needed an Infant teacher at Coloma Preparatory school 
and I worked there with her for a year.  I remember her as a very holy and humble nun; she was 
quite   formal in her approach to teaching and did not allow the parents beyond the school gate.  
Influenced by M. Marie Paula, my approach was quite different so the parents used to come up 
the fire escape to my classroom to see me about their children!   Judging by the testimonial I was 
given when I left the school, although M. Mary Constance could not work that way and never   
objected to my doing so, she could see the true value of working closely with the parents in the 
education of their children. 

I was appointed Deputy Head of a newly built Catholic school in Addiscombe with a new 
Head and all new staff.  Sr. Mary Lees was on the staff there; she persuaded me to join the    
Croydon Philharmonic choir and I recall many happy memories of her, Sr. Celia and myself at 
rehearsals and at wonderful performances we gave of The Messiah, The Dream of Gerontius, 
Masses by Mozart and Beethoven and many more great works at the Fairfield Halls, the Albert 
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Sr. Mary Goretti, Imelda and Mary 2017 

Hall and the Festival Hall.  My grateful thanks to Sr. Mary Lees for persuading me to join the 
choir - she even taught me a little Welsh song to sing for my audition! 

I was later appointed Head of the last Catholic Primary school to be built in Croydon:  St. 
Chads in South Norwood.  I was the first Head Teacher there able to appoint my own staff.  There 
were no nuns available at that time for me to have on the staff, but I was able finally to put into 
practice all the skills, wisdom and love for the children that had been nurtured in me by my own 
family and my     second family, the Daughters of Mary and Joseph, to create a very happy and 
successful school. 

I have had the privilege of being on the Advisory, and later the Management, Board of the    
Emmaus Retreat Centre from its beginnings, and it will be a sad day for me in 2017 when we 
have to close the Centre. 

 
I have been an          

Associate for many 
years and all my memo-
ries of the Daughters of 
Mary and    Joseph are 
happy ones.  I feel very 
blessed to have had their 
influence in my life. 

 
 
Mary Betchetti 
4th September, 2016 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Memories from Cathy Joyce (Associate) 

Dear Sisters and Associates,  
 
My first contact with the DMJs was late in the 60s to 70s when my son John started 

school. Sr. Mary Andrew and Sr. Mary Pauline were teachers in the Catholic Primary 
school in New Addington at that time.  

I first met Sr. Joan in the late 80s when she came to visit me as she had heard that my 
husband was in hospital. When I later heard that she was ill, I called at the Convent with a 
plant. She rang to thank me and I told her I had just had a call from the hospital to say that 
my husband had taken a turn for the worse. Sr. Joan quickly arranged for someone to take 
me to the hospital, and so started a great friendship that lasted till her death 20 years later.  

At that time Sr. Joan had started a ‘soup run' to Queen’s Gardens in Croydon. She 
soon had me with her on that and, with a few friends, we started making sandwiches in 
my kitchen. When later the Sandwich-making moved to the Convent in Montacute Road, 
Sr. Mary Andrew would cook the eggs and grate cheese and have everything ready for us 
each Thursday.... nor will I forget Sr. Mary Andrews trips to the Charity Shop at least 
once a day buying little bits and pieces for next to nothing, which she would then insist on 
selling to us at double the price,  
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so that by Christmas she would have saved enough money to buy socks, gloves and 
scarves for the men and of course she always did! She was wonderful, and so amusing!  

Helping Sr. Joan over the years we would have many a laugh, and often cry too, and 
have endless stories to recount.   We often worked well 
into the late evenings, delivering furniture, sometimes 
pushing great big chairs up three flights of stairs!  

From the start we were inspired by her compassion 
and drive. With more people wanting to help, this in time 
led to our taking soup and sandwiches, blankets and 
clothes each Thursday to 'Cardboard City in Waterloo. I 
will never forget that first encounter when I saw       
cardboard boxes begin to move. I thought it must be 
boxes left over from market day, till I saw people    

emerging from them - from that moment I knew that I wanted to help even more.  
Christmas was coming and the cold winter months, and we were offered the use of an 

old warehouse in Croydon, so with the help of David Carroll, a local Anglican, Sister and 
myself got to work and soon had the warehouse in good shape. We were given 28 beds 
from the Army Barracks and I can confirm that making up 28 beds was a back-breaking 
exercise!  As news of our work spread, people began offering help. M & S would give us 
food, and the Government offered us financial help for every person we took in. When 
the temperature dropped below freezing, then the work really began. Sr. Ettie made pots 
of stew, Noreen O’Sullivan made soup, which She carried on doing for the next 27 years.  
I cooked the Christmas dinner that year for about 30 people. Everybody helped and it was 
a very happy Christmas for all. It was during that first Christmas Day that the Bishop of 
Croydon came to visit us and asked Sr. Joan, who was sitting mending jeans for one 
young man, if that was how she always spent Christmas Day.  I can't remember her       
answer but I know it would have been funny.  

The Bishop was very interested in what we were doing, and this led to other Croydon 
Churches getting involved with donations and food. We found by then that we had             
accumulated quite a bit of money, so we offered it back to the churches, but they said NO' 
and that is how we managed to buy our first minibus. The trouble then was how did we     
continue to fund it? At first we rattled boxes in Croydon and Bromley, but that was not a 
great success. So then Sister started giving talks at local schools and churches and        
anywhere people would listen, and somehow we managed to keep going. 

 I remember one trip back from the Cash & Carry, and we had just £3 of the £30 we 
started out with left in our kitty. We discussed our concerns as to whether, looking ahead, 
we were going to have enough money to continue. Sister said “If the Good Lord wants us 
to go on, He will show us the way".  With the remaining £3 Sister then went to get some 
milk and just as she left the shop a lady from a nearby bakers shouted to her 'You are just 
the one I want to see'. She said they had had a raffle and presented her with, guess what, 
yes £30!! We had a good laugh over that for many years! The Lord was telling us we 
must carry on and we had our answer!   Christmas was always a busy time for us. We 
would wrap about 250 parcels and Sister would dress up as Father Christmas and Sr. Ettie 
would make us a great big cake, which went down a treat.  

One day Sister rang me and said that a man had called her asking if she would meet 
him in a hotel in London. So off we went, not knowing where or who we were about to 
meet. As it turned out we met a very charming man called Michael Kennelly, a business 
man from Kerry. He told us how he had lost a brother on the streets of London and he 
wanted to do something in his memory. So he came up with the idea of taking some men 
to Ireland for a holiday, and he would arrange for us to have a coach at our disposal, and 
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also a nurse. So the next Thursday night Sister went to Waterloo ready with pen and    
paper and before we knew it we had over forty people wanting to go. Then came all the 
necessary work organising this! We had to find 40 suits, shirts, pairs of socks, underwear 
and toiletries, and 40 suitcases! The night before we went about 20 of them came to the 
Convent for a meal and shower. Michael was in charge of the showers and I had the job 
of cutting toe nails and hair, whilst Sr. Mary Andrew and Sr. Cathleen cooked them bacon 
and cabbage. The following morning off we went, the men looking like Bank Managers! 

 We took them to a Centre in Ballybunion in Kerry where Michael had a group of 
people waiting to help. A full English breakfast was cooked for them every morning, as 
well as lunch and dinner, followed by evening entertainment with beer and dancing. In 
the daytime cars were arranged to take them anywhere they wanted to go. One young 
man, Dermot,   wanted to go to see his mother So Michael said he would take him. We 
gave him some    money to buy a gift for his Mum but, Sadly on arrival at the house, they 
saw her body just being removed for burial. That was particularly sad, yet Dermot was so 
grateful to be there because if he had not gone he would not even have known of her 
death. There were lots of stories like that. 

 It was whilst we were in Ireland that I got to know Desmond well and chatting with 
him one day I asked him why he was on the streets. He told me it was 'the devils water'. 
He had gone out one night and had too much to drink and was too afraid to go home 
again, and had lost touch with his family. I felt sorry for him and decided when I returned 
to London I would try and do something about finding his family.  I wrote to six parishes 
in Yorkshire, where Desmond said he had grown up: as he was the father of seven chil-
dren, I guessed someone somewhere would have known him! And they did! - Eventually 
we tracked down one of his sons who still lived in Yorkshire and he sent me some photos 
of his Dad and family. On Easter Monday Mary Fury and I went up to London and found 
Desmond in a doorway in Kirgsway. When he saw the photos of his family I will never 
forget the look on his face. He sat bolt upright and asked "Wherever did you get these"? I 
told him I had been in touch with his son and if he came home with me that night. I would 
take him up to Yorkshire the next day. On arriving at the son's house, his 13th grandchild 
had just been born, and, as well, his own wife was there. We returned South without him 
as his family found a place for him to live nearby. This is one of my happiest memories 
from our work with the homeless over 26 years.  

Sadly, due to illness and also exhaustion from all the preparations, Sr. Joan had been   
unable to come with us to Ireland. This was a great disappointment to her, and to us, as 
she would have so enjoyed being with the men she knew so well and had worked so hard 
for.   Needless to say we couldn't wait to get back to tell her about it - So many stories, 
some funny, and others Sad.  

During her last illness Sister asked us, if we could, to continue the work when she 
was no longer with us and, of course, we agreed.   Thankfully, with Sr. Sheila Barrett's 
interest and support, what Sr. Joan started is continuing, and in fact is from strength to 
strength. Many local churches continue to support us, so that the work now has an      
ecumenical dimension. With the closure of the Convent in Montacute Road, a local     
Anglican church offered us the use of their hall to prepare the sandwiches each week, and 
to park the minibus there.  
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I was feeling at a very low ebb after my husband died, and will always be grateful to 
the DMJs, and especially to Sr. Joan, for encouraging me to become involved in such 
worthwhile work.  

With lasting gratitude,  
Cathy 

 
Anna, Elizabeth and Cathy ready for the soup run. 
 

Memories From Mona Sheehan (Associate) 

Life is a journey and who you meet along the way can have a big influence on how 
you live your life. 

My first encounter with the DMJ Sisters was in St Andrew’s in Thornton Heath and 
it was in the newsletter there that I read about a weekend in the Emmaus Retreat Centre,       
directed by Sr. Margaret Eason. Being in much need of spiritual food I booked in for the 
weekend. The theme of the weekend was “Women in Scripture” and the fact that I can      
remember the theme says it all.  Margaret has such a knowledge of scripture and has such 
a wonderful gift of bringing scripture alive. They say that first impressions are very       
important and the warmth and hospitality offered by Srs. Celia and Anne that weekend 
was to have a big impression on me.  During the weekend Margaret taught us to circle 
dance, a new experience for me but one that I thoroughly enjoyed. So a circle dance 
group came together in the Convent in Thornton Heath with Margaret as our teacher and 
we danced our way through a whole repertoire of circle dances and had great fun along 
the way. It was around this time that Margaret invited me to a day at Emmaus where she 
was giving a day for the Associates. Not knowing what I was letting myself in for I went 
along for the fun. I  experienced once again the warmth and hospitality and what was very 
evident, was that wonderful sense of family between the Sisters and the Associates. Celia 
had me signed up before the day was over!!  That was back in 1995 and the beginning of 
my journey with the DMJ’s. 

Sr. Teresa Clements was Co-ordinator at that time and who better to teach and share 
the values and prayers of the Founder?   I have such good memories of Teresa and Fr. 
Chris leading Weekends at Emmaus. They worked so well as a team and too much was 
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never enough. I can still recall Teresa using a broken urn to make her point about how 
God can use us, broken as we are to do His work here on earth. 

I used to think the National weekends could not get any better but they did, year after 
year.  Coming together was so very important, it was like a big family reunion on the   
Friday night. Of course the tombola got bigger each year and everyone always went home 
with something!!!!  Who can forget Sr. Sheila Moloney entertaining us with song and   

stories. 
I have fond memories of the Plenery in Ushaw in 2001 when the Associates were   

invited for the first time. It was great to meet the Sisters from all the different countries 
and again to feel such a strong part of the bigger family. We had great fun trying to find 
our way around Ushaw and I remember one night saying good night to Babs and         
Elizabeth and wondering if they would ever find their way back to their rooms!!  I recall 
other Weekends “up North” where we were welcomed in true northern style with love 
and affection. I think what stands out most for me was that all our gatherings were such 
joyous occasions with much humour and laughter. 

My visit to Ghana in 2002 was also a very memorable experience.  Ahotokurom is a   
centre of Christian hospitality for the disabled and disadvantaged.  Srs. Pat Pearson and 
Monica Smith are totally dedicated in caring for all those in need. They are heroes, not 
only to the people they care for but to all who visit Ahotokurom. My time there was a 
life- changing experience and one that I continue to treasure. 

One very special memory for me was my trip to Belgium in 2003 in the footsteps of 
the Founder with Srs. Teresa, Goretti, Anne and Phil. We used that trip to record Teresa's 
indepth knowledge, and visit all the places associated with the Founder. How often had I 
heard about Collette de Brandt, Aalst, Geraardsbergen and Ghent. It was an enjoyable and 
illuminating experience. 

That same year I was invited to become Co-ordinator of the Associates. It was quite      
intimidating to try and follow in the footsteps of Sr. Teresa and Maureen Dolan. I was 
extremely nervous but God gave me the strength to step out of my comfort zone and     
accept this role. This time gave me the opportunity to journey more closely with the     
Sisters and Associates. It was a joy and a privilege to serve as Co-ordinator until 2011 
when Anne Wilkinson took over the role. 

England associates 25th Anniversary weekend 
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I am grateful to Margaret for inviting me to the first Associates day at Emmaus and 
look forward to continuing the journey. 

 

Memories from Betty Crossan Dunne 

As a young nun I wanted to work with the deprived. I felt that I needed no more           
education than I already had in order to undertake this ministry.  Sr. Danielle found a 
suitable opening for me with Sr. Annunciata in Southsea, Portsmouth.  As I remember it, 
Annunciata went to the courts and volunteered to take into her care young girls that were 
before the courts for petty crime. 

As a trained teacher she also ran a school for girls with special needs. This job was     
recognised by the Department of Education.  As an extension of her ability to educate, 
she successfully encouraged the girls from the house in Southsea to look after the meals 
that were served to the schoolchildren and also to maintain the school. She got them     
involved in different activities and gave them responsibility.  

Sr. Annunciata had incredible energy and she inspired me in many ways. She would 
spend many evenings giving talks to various groups and while that was going on I then 
ran the house. During the day I worked as a secretary in the Department of Education. 

There was love in Southsea and as a result no girl ever felt unappreciated and left 
there unchanged.  The local bishop often visited us and would be given tea in a mug.   
Everyone was treated the same.  

My late mother got sick with cancer in 1970 nine months after I went to Southsea 
and unfortunately I had to go home to look after her.  That brought to an end what was for 
me a very important and formative experience in my life. 

 

  

IRELAND 

 
 

Memories of Castlecor-Sr. Mary Kevin Fleming dmj 

21st April 1991 
 

Feast of Our Lady of the Snows.  
August 5th 1987. 
Forty years later, our Lord still says, ‘Pray ye, therefore, the Lord of the harvest to 

send….’ 
‘I will stand on my watchtower 
And take up my post on my battlements, 
Watching to see what he will say to me, 
What answer he will make to my complaints. 
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Then Yahweh answered and said, 
‘Write the vision down, 
Inscribe it on tablets 
To be easily read, 
Since this vision is for its own time only: 
Eager for its own fulfilment, it does not deceive; 
If it comes slowly, wait, 
For it will come without fail. 
 
See how he flags, he whose soul is not at rights, 
But the upright man will live by his faithfulness.’ 
 
‘The eye of the movement was Our Lady’ 
                                      Frank Duff:  The Legion of Mary. 
 
 

Stage 1. 
I’ve been asked to write my memories of Castlecor.  This, therefore, is not a history 

in the strict sense - yet I intend to write the truth, as I experienced it.  I had often thought 
that if I were asked to write this story, I’d have no choice as to how I should begin it. 

 
BORN OF A WOMAN 

For me, that says it: God sent His son, born of a Woman.  God in His goodness sent 
us Ladies of Mary/Daughters of Mary and Joseph to Ireland to an enterprise which was 
truly born of the intercession of Our Lady.  That is how I saw it; tonight- forty years later, 
I see it in the same light.  That was my immediate, my personal experience.  I have no 
choice but to say it.  I feel that there are other hands guiding my pen. They write with me 
– they are with God.  I feel sure I echo their thoughts. 

 
Foundation Day was August the 5th 1947. 
We literally moved in on that day, beds, cabbages, candles, bread –the bare essentials 

for a day or two given to us by the Longford Mercy nuns.  Permission to buy the house 
had been given by Dr McNamara, Bishop of Ardagh and Clonmacnoise, in 1946..- a year 
before we moved in.   
 
PRE-HISTORY OF IRISH FOUNDATION 

The current edition of Koinonia tells us that “there is never an absolute beginning … 
since we are always responding to someone or something … and ultimately to God.”  
This surely applies to the story of Castlecor.  While the community “began” on August 5th 
1947, in Rosary Convent, it is good to look back a few decades. 

In the early part of this century, it seemed that Irish girls went “abroad” to be                                     
“finished” – to complete their education.  And so, in my travels, I’m over 50 years, I have 
met a few who did just that; some had become religious sisters, having rounded off their 
education with the Dames de Marie in Belgium; other went to England for example to 
Croydon: thus it was that Irish girls from Croydon entered with us.  So, there was an Irish 
connection.  Now we come to the Scarborough story. 

Scarborough, as elsewhere, had a boarding school.  Many of these girls were non-
Catholics.  Catholics were few and poor.  The then superior, Adeline, wanted to have a   
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Catholic atmosphere in the boarding school and so she looked to Ireland.  How she got     
permission to achieve her aim, you may wonder. 

In Brussels – Uccle- there were two Irish “ladies”; one was a writer, a Miss Leahy.  
The other lady was Miss Russell.  I knew both.  They “lived” in Uccle, until the end of 
their lives.  Now Miss Russell was a very close friend of the Rev. Mother General at that 
time – Lutgarde.  And so it happened, that when Adeline asked Lutgarde for permission 
to go to   Ireland, the way was somewhat paved for her by the influence of Miss Russell. 

Adeline’s primary purpose, as already said, in bringing girls from Ireland to the        
Scarborough boarding school was to help create a Catholic atmosphere in it.                
Nevertheless, she also hoped to get postulants from among these girls. That was precisely 
what happened. So it came to pass that the Novitiate in Scarborough opened in 1922                      
approximately (according to Agatha and Aidan).  Sr Adeline came to Ireland, twice, once 
with Sr Mary Loyola McCarthy and once with Sr Aloysius Devane – both Kerry women. 

Their headquarters was the Mercy Convent, Killarney, because of Sr Peter, Mary       
Loyola’s   sister.  They recruited and some girls entered directly in Scarborough, others 
went to the boarding school and many of those entered later on.  This continued – Irish 
girls coming to Scarborough until 1932/33 approximately.  Then the Scarborough        
Novitiate closed.  I was among the last in 1932.  About 1934 the English Novitiate 
opened down South in Forest Hill – St Monica’s, a house next door to the school, St 
Winefride’s and the Convent.  Mother Anastasia Hickey was the first Novice Mistress 
and some of the Postulants (Srs M William, M Anastasia, Josephine Leyne, Mary       
Mulcahy, Mary Cotter etc.) were Scarborought girls.  Thus far, the Irish connection.  Irish 
girls continued to come to Scarborough and duly enter in Forest Hill – Sr Duchesne, Anna 
O’Mahony etc. All this led up to a time when England could no longer send sisters to   
California.  California realized that an American Novitiate was needed – and so it        
happened – a story on its own.  I was there. 

Now, California comes into the story.  The schools in California needed more and 
more nuns so eventually the nuns there looked to Ireland, but only after Anastazia’s   
coming to California as novice mistress.  She had been in Ireland and she knew that      
vocations were plentiful there at that time.  Also, the California nuns learned that it was 
possible to get a house in Ireland- subject to a Bishop’s permission.  And here we came to 
the immediate and providential “cause” of the finding and the opening of Castlecor.  So to 
recap, from Sr Adeline’s coming to Ireland (early 20s): the opening of Scarborough    
Novitiate; nuns being sent to California, Sr Anastasia arriving in California in 1943       
approximately with her enthusiasm for Irish recruitment – eventually Castlecor happened 
in 1946. 

 
Stage 2. 

August 5th 1947.  Feast of Our Lady of the Snows.  On the afternoon of this day Sr 
M. Francis and I left the Mercy Convent in Longford; called into the Mercy Convent in          
Ballymahon and went on to Castlecor: it was FOUNDATION DAY.  It was a misty day.  
The car was so packed with our immediate necessities that I could hardly see where we 
were going.  We were somewhat dazed.   

Sr M Francis and I had spent the month of July 1947 in the Mercy Convent in     
Longford, having left Westwood (USA) for good on June 23rd.  From there we recruited 
by letter, mostly: Sr M Francis did business with Dr McNamee; we went to Dublin to 
shop always returning to the Mercy Convent in Longford as our base.  That was July 
1947.  From August 5th on Castlecor was our home. 
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Srs. M. Brendan and M. Brigid arrived extremely late, one night.  We four were the 
founding community.  A feast-day of our Lady was to be chosen – in this case Our Lady 
of the Snows – Foundation Day.  To this day August 5th is regarded as Foundation Day. 

I already said that permission was given to open a house in the Diocese of Ardagh 
and Clonmacnoise by Bishop J. J. McNamee in 1946; that was a year before the        
community moved into Castlecor.  This permission was not given lightly.  World War 2 
was over (to some extent) and communication opened up again with Europe.  So, many 
congregations were coming to Ireland to recruit and to begin new foundations, mostly 
with a view to vocations.  So Bishop McNamee, realizing this, was slow to allow anyone 
into his Diocese – for such purposes.  Dr McNamee said to Sr M. Francis that it was…. 
“killing the goose with the golden egg” meaning – all the young girls are being taken 
from Ireland “who will remain?”. 

Here we come to the story of the nylon stockings.  It seems that Sr M Francis had 
been given these nylons by a lady in Los Angeles.  The latter had a relative in Longford 
town, Agnes Donlon.  Now Mary Francis was one of the delegates to the chapter in 1946 
in Belgium and en route for the Mother House (Uccle) she stopped off in Ireland.  She 
duly went to Longford to deliver the nylons, telling Miss Donlon that the Ladies of Mary 
were anxious to get a house in Ireland.  Miss Donlon informed her of a very large house 
belonging to cousins of hers – a house that was up for sale at Ballymahon: Castlecor.  
Mary Francis went to see the house, and slept there one night.  She received a very warm 
welcome from the owners, the Mulvihills.  Typically, she dropped a miraculous medal of 
Our Lady into one of the electric light holders – to begin possession!  At the same time, 
she gave a deposit of nineteen pounds to Hugh Mulvihill, all in the hope of one day      
buying the property.  She then continued her journey to Belgium, to the chapter.  Rev 
Mother Marie Madeleine, then Superior General, was very interested in the hoped for 
foundation.  It was at this chapter that a decision was made to recite the Rosary daily, in 
each community for vocations.  This community exercise went on for years, in our vari-
ous houses throughout the Institute. 

Mary Francis got permission to return, from Belgium, to Ireland and to continue to 
look for a house.  She heard that Dr McNamee was on holidays in Dunlaoghaire and she 
risked asking for an interview.  He was not pleased to do business while on holidays, but 
he gave her time and listened to her.  There were many long meetings between them.  She 
said that at times there were long silences as he weighed up all that might be involved.  
There were basic issues to be faced, he said.  Where would the money come from to    
purchase the property?  She assured him that the Institute would take care of that.  Who 
would pay the chaplain and where could a chaplain be found?  If he were full-time at   
Castlecor, what would be his work – to which she replied that if he did have time on his 
hands he could write a book! 

Did the Ladies of Mary contemplate opening a school?  If so, they would be refused 
as the Mercy nuns already ran a very good secondary school for that area.  It would be an       
injustice to them etc.  This question came up among the Ladies of Mary for quite some 
time – it had to be repeated again and again that the Bishop would not countenance it etc. 

Sr Mary Francis, in her reminiscences, said that as the feast of Our Lady of Mt     
Carmel approached (July 16th 1946) the Bishop seemed to be giving her hope.  He     
questioned her about having seen the house, and then asked her if she had given a deposit.  
On hearing that she had, he told her she shouldn’t have done that!   However, negotiations 
went on, M Francis staying with the Mercy nuns in Longford so as to be “on call” if the 
Bishop came to see her.  In those days, nuns in large convents had their individual “bell”; 
the Superior had “one”.  Mother Brigid, the Superior at that time announced to her    
community that for the time being, if the bell tolled ONE it was to be for Sr M Francis 
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who would duly go to the parlour to see Dr McNamee!  Evidently the interviews were 
numerous.  All this went on until the Autumn of ’46 – Mary Francis was still in Ireland 
until after the month of October.  Finally once permission had been given M Francis had 
to set about negotiations for buying.  She had no one to turn to.  Rev Mother Mary Elise 
and Sr Mary Columba came to Ireland to see the property and approve it.  Outside of that 
visit, she was entirely on her own and suffered   deeply.  According to the spirit of the 
time, as a nun you kept convent business to yourself.   Her only advisors were Mercy 
nuns in Killarney and Longford, but when it came to deciding on land, and houses etc. 
she turned to Br Brendan and Con O’Connor.  Now, with regard to advisors, Mary Fran-
cis, on leaving California for the Chapter of ’46 had promised to look up my family and 
so she did.  She was present at Fr Kevin’s first Mass and so met all the     members of my 
family.  As the Castlecor story developed and she had to write very important letters to 
Bishop McNamee, she sought advice from Brother Brendan as to how to deal with an 
Irish Bishop- protocol etc. I’ve seen copies- first drafts- of some of those letters.  One 
must understand the spirit of the times and the importance of a letter that could be a     
deciding factor in the purchasing of Castlecor.  The language of the letters is formal,   
carefully worded, ultra-respectful and of course, with the attitude of being very dependent 
on the Bishop’s word.  I destroyed one of those not foreseeing that this story would be 
written… Brother Brendan and she composed these letters in my aunt’s boarding house in 
Killarney and also in the convent of the Little Sisters of the Poor in Waterford.  The   
Mercy nuns’ advice was     invaluable in steering Mary Francis in the right direction as to 
how she should approach a Bishop!  For example, always to have a companion when 
keeping an appointment with a Bishop hence Maisie O’Connor accompanied her to Dun-
laoghaire etc.   

Now, with regard to the purchase of the 90 acres:  Brother Brendan asked a Brother     
Jarlath (a de la Salle Brother, whom he knew to be very knowledgable regarding land etc) 
to visit Ballymahon and to vet the land.  Brother Jarlath did this and helped Francis to 
choose the land that eventually became ours.  At this time too Con O’Connor, Aquinas’ 
brother came into the story and both he and his wife, Maisie, were great supporters at that 
time.  

It was at this time, too, that Francis was extremely exhausted and Brother Brendan       
decided to risk writing to the Superior General- M. Madeline- and suggested to her that   
Francis be given a holiday as her health was beginning to decline- a holiday in her own 
home.   At that time – 40 years ago – telephones were few and communications slow.  
Uccle was very far away and California was getting on with its school life.  In addition to 
this this, M Francis belonged to no community – she had left Culver City and been moved 
to Westwood – but she had not yet taken up residence in Westwood.  She only did this on 
her return – after her work of buying Castlecor and all it entailed, had been completed.  
Seeing that my family had been involved in her activities, I learned that her health was 
suffering and she was actually given the extraordinary permission by Rev Mother Mary 
Madeline of being allowed to stay in her own home for a few days.!  In due time having 
sought advice, she agreed to buy the house and to purchase 90 acres of land.  The Mulvi-
hill family were to continue to live in it for a year, at the end of which time the property 
would be paid for and the Ladies of Mary would take over – all of which happened in 
August 1947. 

Back in California, while Francis was still in Ireland and I in Westwood, Fr Pat wrote 
to tell me that our congregation was to get a house in a place called Ballymahon.  It was         
recreation time and excitement was so great that Modwina had to re-re-read his letter out 
loud to us while we searched through our atlas and maps of Ireland for this unheard of 
town.  We eventually found it.  Up to then we had thought it would be impossible to find 
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a big house that would be for sale in Ireland but Fr Bill, still a student, had already written 
me to tell me that there were such houses and that some of his fellow students knew of 
them.  This was great news at the time and it gave us hope and a vision of possibilities!  
So now, here was Fr Pat’s letter confirming all of this and we eagerly awaited news from 
Francis.  This was so slow in coming that Modwina sent a telegram (to someone) saying 
‘No news of Francis.’ 

Sometime in the summer of ’46 Francis had gone to see Cardinal Dalton in the 
North- as she was still searching for permission to enter some Diocese.  According to her, 
he received her very graciously and they had tea and a boiled egg etc together as they   
discussed her request/problem!  She left no stone unturned in her search.   

In late autumn 1946 Francis returned to LA taking up residence in Westwood for the 
first time.  She felt she could not teach any longer with the house in Ireland to be planned 
for.  Mary Carmel Rosney was recuperating after an operation and to her was given the 
task of raising $25,000 (8000 pounds) to buy Castlecor.  We had no experience of      
fund-raising; we had no connectionas and we were few in number.  Nevertheless, Mary 
Carmel set to work with committees, raffles for a car, marathon, dinner events and she 
succeeded in raising the money.  That was ’46-’47.   
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During this time there was much speculation as to who would be sent to Ireland.  No 
one seemed to want to go.  That included Mary Francis herself.  She had been drained by 
her months in Ireland and now the planning for the take-over was constantly in her 
thoughts.  Marie Madeline asked her to go and told her she could choose her community!  
England decided to send Mary Brendan and Mary Bridget.  I was also sent.  

At the beginning of this section, it was said that Our Lady of the Snows was chosen 
as Foundation Day.  Our Lady’s intercession figures in all this story. 

After World War 2 pilgrimages to Lourdes etc. began again.  Fr Peyton was           
beginning his life’s work- still continuing today- family prayer crusade, especially 
through the recitation of the Rosary.  He had a strong influence on Mary Francis – they 
corresponded for years and he visited her in Castlecor on one of his trips.  Devotion to 
Our Lady seemed to be in the air.  He prayed for our big intention- the Irish foundation.  
During ’46-’47 Mary Francis was giving much thought to everything appertaining to the 
new venture even down to deciding what it would be called- who would be the patron 
chosen.  Various titles were suggested, Our Lady’s Manor being one!  However, Rosary 
Convent was the final choice.  Because the   power of Our Lady’s help was so strongly 
felt, it was decided that the first Saturdays and feasts of Our Lady would be among our 
special celebrations. So, it was that the first Mass said there was on a Saturday; arrivals of 
the postulants and Juniors were on September 8th and 12th (Holy Name of Mary- feast till 
then kept in the Institute) respectively, and in thanksgiving we resolved that the       
household would go to Knock, on pilgrimage, annually.  The promise was kept for the 
first eleven years of life at Castlecor.  I left then, returning in 1970 and I thank God that 
I’ve been able to do this beautiful pilgrimage over the last 20 years.  The last prayer of the 
day was the Gregorian Ave Maria sung at the top of the main staircase around the statue 
of Our Lady.   

It surely was a Marian household and over the altar inscribed on a scroll were the 
words: ‘Ad Jesus per Mariam’.  Visitors, parents, friends were invited to remember us in 
their daily Rosary and in due time the League of Prayer was formed.  The idea of the 
League was intercessory prayer for Castlecor.  Those who were members were kept up to 
date with what was happening in Castlecor and they also heard about those who had gone 
on mission.  This agreement was two-way; we prayed for them, they prayed for us.  It   
existed until 1958- perhaps longer.  In 1970 it was discussed again among the novitiate 
and the community then at Castlecor.  The basic idea was renewed:  the neighbours of the 
surrounding townlands were invited for a Ladies of Mary evening- the community and 
the neighbours offered their prayer for vocations and for our sisters everywhere.  One of 
our nuns gave a sharing/talk on each of these occasions- a sharing on the works of our 
nuns.  This prayer for vocations continues   today on different forms.   

 
Community Life. 

Community life began on August 5th ’47, Novitiate on September 7th and Juniorate 
on September 12th.  Sister Mary Bridget stayed about 2 months:  she was sacristan and did 
many other duties.  Her health was precarious and so she returned to England.  So, for 
two years the core community numbered three:  postulants and professed had meals      
together.  Mary Brendan and I taught the Juniors, Mary Brendan being Bursar as well.  
Mary Francis was Novice Mistress and Superior. 

Life was very regular.  The timetable was along traditional lines- rising early with    
morning prayer, meditation, Office, Mass, breakfast being the first exercises of the day.  
Class, daily, of both groups began at 8.45am.  For the Juniors it ended at 3.45pm.  For 
them (Juniors) the programme followed the lines of Secondary School.  Tea, games, study 
filled the evening.  Rosary was said daily by Juniors and Novices together.  The Novices 
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followed the routine of our religious life for those times:  visit and office in the afternoon.  
Matins, lauds, night prayer in the evening.  Recreation was as usual for the community.  
Mary Brendan and I took turns to remain with the Juniors outside of class times.  The   
liturgy was a very important factor in the life of the house; choir practice was regular and 
frequent.  The feast days were well prepared for as were Sundays.   

As we saw it the core community was four for a start.  In no time it was three and   
after two years Mary Brendan was needed in England.  She was replaced by Mary Agatha 
for a year, followed by Mary Joachim for two years and then Mary Columba for three.  
Mary   Stanislaus then joined us and remained till 1960.   

It was evident that there was a scarcity of nuns who could be released to come to   
Ireland, so Peg and Annette, Bernadette and Eilis McCarthy, all as yet untrained          
professionally, remained to help instead of going on mission with their companions.  This 
they found hard to take.  To build community on Castlecor was a permanent concern.  
The set-up of the house was a new thing (from the Institute’s point-of-view) from the 
start- a new arrangement.  The traditional work of the Institute- teaching- was elsewhere 
i.e abroad.  But here was a house, the like of which had no precedent for us.  To staff it 
was to offer someone an opportunity for great self-sacrifice and generosity.  Likewise, 
there was the unspoken hope that such a person had an enthusiasm for vocation work and 
for the religious formation of postulants and novices!   

While the formation of the novices was taken care of by Mary Francis, the teaching 
of the Juniors by the Professed nuns for a start, and then supplemented by some novices-       
recruitment went on apace. Much of this was done by letter:  in fact, recruitment in this 
way went on constantly.  The nuns and sometimes the novices visited schools in various 
dioceses, always subject to the Bishop’s permission.   

Talks were given to the girls in secondary schools and some girls who were            
interested, gave their names with the understanding that there would be follow-up.  Girls 
who would “come and see” spent many a weekend in Castlecor and that kept us more 
than busy.  At times, the house was very over-crowded.  Likewise, the community was 
always over-stretched; there were no holidays in those days.  While one could say the 
main thrust of the household was forming the novitiate, teaching the juniors and           
recruiting, of course there were other aspects of running the place that were demanding 
and time consuming, such as: the farm, shopping, visitors and day to day hospitality, 
keeping up old contacts and making new ones, transport.  Arranging for the novices to go 
to Belgium to the Mother House; on their return, arranging for their going to America 
etc.; keeping up contact with those who had left Castlecor – all took a lot of time. 

Castlecor was a house in the country – the Big City, Dublin was hours away by car.   
Ballymahon was two miles away and a very small town, even though a busy one in its 
own way: there was no railway service, a bus service was private and infrequent.  There 
was a constant activity of coming and going since it was a house for mission abroad.      
Arrivals and departures meant being taken to/picked up.  Eventually we got our own van.  
Life in Castlecor had no let up.  Christmas and Easter holidays were not holidays as such 
for while the juniors went home, the programme of daily life was geared to the spirit of 
novitiate life.  Summer “holidays” were heavy going and for the most part draining; there 
was a constant stream of visitors, and always, vocation work was in the back-ground with 
its constant demands – discerning, deciding, recruiting, interviewing.  Our own sisters 
began to return to Ireland for holidays, to see their own people after many years away.  
All made a great effort to come to see Castlecor which was very much out of the way.  
Their interest and affirmation were a great support and encouragement. 
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I was in Castlecor for the first eleven years.  Later on I returned at the time prior to 
the closing down, 1970 -1973.  As I said I have been asked to share some of my       
memories and impressions of those first years (more than the later years.) 

The summer of ’47 that we moved in was a time of glorious sunshine, that is, from     
August on.  That helped!   There was no furniture in the house except a few chairs.  M    
Brendan and M Brigid had arrived from England and M Francis and I from America and 
so we set to, at once, to make the house convent-like.  We had to learn-we four – to live 
and work together as we were very different personalities.  Added to this, we came from 
different experiences – two from America having lived a very different kind of religious 
life.  Mary Brigid and Mary Brendan had spent all their religious life in England and 
while we all had Scarborough as a starting ground to our religious life and knew many of 
the same people, still community life had growing pains.  The first days and weeks had 
their tensions.  Things got better when we decided who was going to do what.  Preparing 
the chapel seemed to bring us together and I have very happy memories of what this     
entailed.  For those who know Castlecor house, you will remember St. Patrick’s dining 
room off the front hall – a beautiful room with a uniquely beautiful floor.  We debated 
having the chapel there – for the sake of visitors and friends who could visit the Blessed 
Sacrament as soon as they entered the front hall.  However, Mary Brendan was very keen 
on the then “library” – the room that eventually became the chapel. 

M Brigid busied herself with the sacristy side of things and we agreed that each one 
of us would work on the main altar cloth so as to be part of the first Mass.  And so it was 
done!  Mr Scollard, the farm steward, helped us move in various pieces of furniture.  We 
borrowed the first tabernacle from the MSC’s.   At the first Mass we sang in parts – I 
can’t recall Brigid’s voice but we duly sang Ecce Panis etc.  Mary Francis and Brendan 
sang well and we were quite pleased with ourselves!  Fr McKeon was the celebrant and 
rose to the occasion. It was at one of the first Masses that he preached: “Lord it is good 
for us to be here”, a quotation that became quite a theme for years.  Until the chapel was 
properly set up, we went to Mass in Ballymahon parish church.  Mr Daly driving us in the 
horse and trap.  This we did in GRAND SILENCE!  At first breakfast and all meals were 
cooked on an open fire.  Our first dining room as a community was the little room off St. 
Patrick’s.  I remember the first meals there, where we made great efforts to find common 
ground for getting to know one another.  Brigid was not new in my life – she and I had 
been in California together in 1935.  Also, I had travelled with her people to Scarborough, 
when I was at the age of thirteen; it was the time of her clothing.  M Brendan and I had 
never met until then. 

When I was sent to Castlecor, Marie Madeleine (Superior General) told me I was to 
be Mistress of Novices.  Going to this new kind of foundation was really walking into the       
unknown, but I felt at least I knew something about a novitiate.  As for the Juniorate –       
Recruiting – Programme, I couldn’t envisage it, so I had to re-focus rather abruptly when 
Mere Marie Magdeleine told me I was not old enough to be in charge of the novices – I 
was only thirty-three and seemingly it was necessary to be thirty-five!!  And so it was that 
one evening, for many reasons in very low spirits, M Brendan and I came together         
literally to sort out what a Juniorate was to be all about.  We decided to do our utmost to 
reach Secondary School standard, while M Brigid would help with supervisions, walks, 
presence at meals etc. with the girls.  While I say “supervision”, it was more being a    
presence and it worked.  From the moment full life started – mid Sept – there were two 
groupings in the house: professed and Novitiate merged into one and the Juniors had a 
full academic programme.  In no time Mary Brigid returned to England so Mary Brendan 
and I worked very closely together: we lived as much community life as possible and it 
was almost impossible to find time for each other except during the Juniors holiday time.  
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At the end of each academic year some of the Juniors chose to go to England rather than 
staying in Castlecor where they would ultimately be destined for America.  So, there was 
a Juniorate in Merrow where the girls had full school life.   It took us, all three, time and 
patience to understand once again, our own country and above all, the girls in the house.  
We were strangers. Personally, it took me a year – really to get California out of my     
system, even though I found the new life very exciting.  I felt Mary Brendan missed    
England and the traditional way of doing things.  There were ways in which she              
understood Irish girls better than Mary Francis and I as she had a lot to do with Irish 
boarders in Scarborough; physically she was very strong and worked very hard. 

She was a very kind, caring person and I feel that this came through to the girls.  
When she and I went for long walks in the Summer months, our conversation invariably 
reverted to the spiritual, for she was a most deeply spiritual woman with rock-like faith.  
All too soon, her two years at Castlecor came to an end.  Her special subject was biology, 
and this she made so interesting in her classes that before she left, I asked her to make out 
a biology     programme for me so that I could teach it to the Juniors!!  This she did and 
with the help of Mary Annunciata (Lynch) and Mary Clement, I tried to complete what 
she had begun!!  From then on my memory of a teaching staff re the Juniors, is that the 
teaching personal changed constantly: whichever nuns came to help or were kept in      
Ireland after first profession, to teach, did their best.  Nevertheless, it was a constant      
uphill struggle to keep an academic standard. 

In time illness struck; financial worries loomed large; England could no longer send     
experienced nuns to join us, so care of the house and of the Juniors was mostly left to 
newly professed and as yet not professionally trained sisters.  The latter felt called to the 
missions.  Instead they were asked to stay in Castlecor and help.  This went on for years.  
My remembrance of those latter years-towards the end of my eleven years – is that of the        
community being drained. While Castlecor was a very “alive” house, with youth              
dominating, it called for great faith, constant generosity and the strength to keep going in 
constantly changing circumstances, M Francis’ health deteriorated after the first couple of 
years. She had quite a spell of time in hospital.  She never again regained her full health. 

Since others will be asked to share in this many-sided story, and some have already 
agreed to do so, I’ll tell you a little of my own feelings about it all.  Once work began 
there, I burnt my bridges and did not look back.  My remembrance of the first two years is 
pleasant.  I believed in the work and put my whole heart into it.  Things seemed to go 
well; relationships were good all round – inside, with farm hands, priests, the Bishop, the 
local Mercy nuns and the neighbours we had come to know. 

Having been a boarder with our nuns in Scarborough, for all of my secondary school 
years, I felt a great longing to hand on a spirit that had been handed on to me.  Thinking 
of the nuns there, I remembered them as nuns who treated us girls with great respect.  
There was a simplicity in their dealings with us and a happy spirit of friendliness.  They 
welcomed openness.  A great courtesy prevailed in the whole place.  One was not afraid.  
It was home. (Scarborough).  Side by side with this, I had a very special devotion to the 
Founder since my novitiate days in Belgium – two years.  The oldest nun in Uccle,    
Madam Pauline had a smile and graciousness I still remember.  Actually, she knew the 
Founder.  One day she approached me – a novice – in the corridor.  She told me she’d 
heard that I was very interested in the Founder and so she had something to give me!  She 
gave me “Thoughts of the Founder” – his sayings.  I took it as far as Westwood and gave 
it to the Community library there.  I’ve never seen one like it since.  However, here was 
my opportunity, at Castlecor, to share with others this great love of my life.  So I          
proceeded to write a life of Canon Constant William van Crombrugghe – asking the     
Juniors to vet each chapter.  This they did with alarming honesty.   
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Mother Mary Anastazia, in England/California, had worked hard to inculcate          
devotion to the Founder.  So did Mary Agnes (Beauty) as Mistress of Novices.  And later, 
I feel that Carmel (Rosney) was the instrument to get Ruth interested in the Founder’s 
writings during her (Ruth’s) Novitiate.  I was influenced by all this so I asked Marie Jean 
(1st Assistant to the Superior General) to get a prayer for the founder’s canonization       
reprinted in Belgium.  This prayer was said daily at Castlecor. 

Regarding courtesy.  I felt that as future Ladies of Mary this should be given special      
attention, and so every day before singing class, this topic was discussed and certain   
practices suggested.  This was for Juniors and Novices combined.  I mention this here as 
I’ve been asked to do so by someone who spent many years at Castlecor.  She felt that the 
attitude to courtesy figured largely in the training offered those days.  While I’m giving 
this subject but a few lines, it was very important in the daily programme. 

As I began to see and to realize what Castlecor was all about, I knew that God alone 
could make the work succeed.  The enormity of the task began to strike me and since it 
was to be a house for the “missions” – I began to look for special help from Above.  I’ve 
always had great devotion to St Therese, patroness of the missions so I decided to write to 
Lisieux.  I wrote to her sister (blood sister) Mother Agnes of Jesus, living at the time.  I 
wrote a very comprehensive letter, telling her about our work as a congregation and now 
about the new and very important work of preparing young nuns for the missions.  

The response was heart-warming; sister Genevieve, the Little Flower’s younger      
sister, answered my letter and since I had asked for a “special thought” from Therese for 
our new house, Mother Agnes and Sr Geneneve chose: “Love is repaid by love alone” – 
(St John of the Cross.)   Sr Genevieve explained that this was Therese’s favourite         
quotation.  It was framed by us and placed on the mantle-piece in the chapel, side by side 
with a first-class relic of the saint – some of her beautiful, literally golden hair: also sent 
by her sisters.  The relic was placed in a very attractive reliquary.  From then on, the lines 
of communication with Lisieux have never been closed – not to this day, forty-two years 
later.  Not so long ago Sr Anne Jordan and I were sent by Middlesbrough parish, to      
Lisieux, to pray for vocations.  We met one of the nuns who knew Genevieve well.  We 
also got a very warm welcome at the Abbey where Therese had been at school.  This 
search for “spiritual” help duly extended to the Carmelite Convent in Delgany, Wicklow 
about 30 years ago where the nuns always pray for our vocation work to this day; like-
wise the Carmelites here at Firhouse and Malahide, Dijon, Parey-le-monical… I have 
already mentioned the League of Prayer.  Looking back, I feel and know that Castlecor 
was surrounded by the prayers of so many people – many of them now with God.  This 
search for “praying helpers” in the background, went on constantly and Eilis McCarthy 
who is gifted with the pen, could do this subject more justice than I as it was she who was 
responsible for contacting the members of the League and keeping them informed. 

I feel it is fitting to say here that priests who came to give retreats – big events in the 
household then – entered into the spirit of the house at the time.  On hearing the story of 
the Foundation, one priest gave an unforgettable sermon on: “Look to the rock from 
which you are hewn.”  
The farm:  

Running the farm was very important.  We had 90 acres of land – not all arable.              
David McCarthy, Portmarnock knew Gerry Scollard and highly recommended him as      
steward.  Gerry was a God-send; hard working and conscientious and above all, he came 
from a farming background which helped greatly.  He moved in with his family very    
early in this story.  Mr Daly living at the lodge, had worked with the Mulvihills and knew 
the run of the place.  We had to set to and stock the land:  Mrs Murphy, Mary Brendan’s 
sister; sent us a real Kerry cow – pure black and different looking!  My brother Michael 
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gave us a strawberry coloured cow and gradually we built up the herd to about eight.  At 
first the Kerry cow felt lost and either she wasn’t accepted by the other cows or she 
missed Kerry, she stayed stolidly by herself for some time!  We bought two horses, bays; 
we named them Tony and Brenda.  Tony had some breeding and looked beautiful in the 
horse and trap outfit, but he got meningitis and died a slow death.  We felt this keenly.  
Brenda was a great worker; Tony not always so.  Castlecor had its share of rabbits, foxes, 
badgers, pheasants and in season the curlews, swans and wild geese.  For a time the house 
was infested with rats and while every possible remedy was tried, it was all to no avail.  It 
was through the intercession of St Francis that we finally got rid of them and by having 
three kittens on the premises!  This may sound amusing but so it happened.  The kittens 
were in the back corridor a bare three weeks old when the rats withdrew.  One of the 
Novices had the job of house-training the kittens.  They were called Francis, Kitty and 
Kevin.   In time, farming became mechanized.  The farm went into dairying.  It had begun 
with mixed farming.  Towards the end of our time in Castlecor, the cows got brucellosis 
which severely decimated the herd. 

 Castlecor House was really two houses, or an “old” and a “new” part, the front of the 
house being new.  To this day it is still in excellent condition and a lovely house as well.  
Bord Failte has a formal history of it.  From the very start I did all I could to piece        
together the story of the place.  I understood that it was built by a landlord Bond.  He is 
buried in the nearby cemetery and one can see his tombstone to this day. Evidently, he 
was hard on the people.  He was not a Catholic.  I believe he was feared and disliked.  His 
daughter Emily, had an Irish mother.  Emily was not brought up by her mother who had 
been a maid in the house.  In due time, Emily married a Captain Clarke.  It was a happy 
marriage it was said, and the couple were liked by the people. In about 1920 the Clarke’s 
sold the house to the Mulvihill family, and they (Clarke’s) moved to Frensham Grove, 
Frensham near Guilford.  When I learned from the people, the neighbours, that Emily 
loved Castlecor, I wrote to her.  I told about her old home and how nuns now lived in it 
and thought it a beautiful house.  She wrote me a very affectionate letter, telling me that 
the orchard was one of her favourite spots.  I promised I would keep her in my prayers, 
for which she thanked me.  At that time she was a widow and I believe never had any 
children.  She asked me too to remember her husband in my prayers. When in the very 
first days after we moved into Castlecor House I ransacked every room and corner in it.  
The house fascinated me and it was so beautiful, I thought, that it lifted my spirits and 
made me love it!  I found old plans- architect’s – for the house and possible additions.  
Also in the library (Chapel later) there were old books, beautifully bound, gold-edged 
with Emily’s name written in her own hand-writing in many of them.     

Castlecor farm, I was told, was part of an immense property of some thousands of 
acres, stretching into other counties.  It was landlord territory at one time, before the 
Mulvihill   family bought – I think – 200 acres (Owned by Bond, as mentioned earlier).  
Our 90 acres was good land, though some was wooded.  A stream in one of the fields 
(Rems field) provided water which was duly pumped up to the house.  Spring water for 
drinking purposes was provided from deep wells around the outside of the house.  The 
fields had a “rath” a lime kiln, the Danes Hill (Cnoc Mhuire), an orchard walled in with 
fountain, green/glasshouses, the latter built by John O’Connor (Cloonteens). It was 
thought at one time (in my time) that the outhouses in the yard could be used as an        
extension of the main house, specifically for a Juniorate.  The main building had a    
community (Novices and Juniors) of 45 at one time and since vocations seemed to be 
plentiful, serious thought was given to this plan.  The outhouses were in very good      
condition and were conveniently nearer to the main road.  The constant change of staff 
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(community of professed nuns) and the lack of professionally trained sisters forced us to 
forget about this project and to concentrate on essentials e.g. recruitment etc.  

 I referred already to the “settling in” of the founding community.  The beautiful     
avenue leading up to the house, the magnificent copper beeches, horse chestnuts,         
sycamores and the beauty of the house itself, lifted our spirits and gave us a spirit of unity 
and an enjoyment in planning, decorating and furnishing the house.  The novices’        
families and friends enjoyed hearing the history of the house, being shown around,       
especially the famous Octagon room, in roaming around the yard and the orchard and in 
“walking the land”.  

Mother General, Marie Madeleine, on her first visit in 1948 to Castlecor, said, “THIS 
HOUSE IS ALL FOR GOD”, and so it was.  As she and Marie Jean (1st Asst.) stood with 
us outside the front door, on a lovely Summer’s day, there were some ears of corn (blades 
of wheat) on the ground.  I handed her one and I said “A symbol of the fruitful years to 
come…” and she took it and smiled.  Two years later the first professed (first fruits) left 
for California and we had made our own the song 

“Go ye afar, go teach all nations 
Bear witness unto Me, on earth, in every  
And I with you shall be – until the end of time …” 
At that time (towards the beginning) I asked Marie Madeleine if we could open a 

house in Spain – a Catholic country – especially for vocations etc.  – I pursued the      
conversation to the point that I asked her if she really would envisage such a foundation if 
we ever reached the stage whereby Castlecor had 50 young professed sent out from     
Castlecor – as far as I can remember she said YES!   
Endings 

On March 31st 1973, there was a meeting of Ladies of Mary at Castlecor – on that 
day it was decided, definitely to sell Castlecor.  On leaving the meeting, I wrote in my 
bible what I had said at that meeting: 

What we call the beginning, is often the end 
And to make an end is to make a beginning 
To end is where we start from.  (T.S. Elliot) 
In connection with Castlecor I have often thought of Mordecai’s words at the end of 

the Book of Esther-Esther had been used by God to save her people.  Mordecai says:  
 “All this is God’s doing.  I remember the dream I had about these matters, nothing of 

which has failed to come true: the little spring (Castlecor?) that became a river, the light 
that shone, the sun, the flood of water. Esther (Castlecor?) is the river….” 

In this year of grace, the Marian year, the Holy Father calls us to look to Mary as “a 
sign of sure hope and solace for the pilgrim people of God” “Let the entire body of the 
faithful (he asks) pour forth persevering prayer to the Mother of God and Mother of   
Mankind.  Let them implore that she who aided the beginning of the Church ….” 

(John Paul quoting Vatican II) 
These words find an echo in our hearts – she who interceded for us at the beginning 

of the Casstlecor “dream” – whenever that was, since there is an absolute beginning! May 
She continue to intercede for us in this her special year, and may she help us to sing with 
her, with great hope, Her own song – 

‘His mercy is from generation to generation  
…to our generation ...to …… 
And to the generations of DMJs yet to come. 
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Addenda 

 Since I wrote the above I have not met Brother Brendan.  These pages were     
written from what I had heard from Francis herself and also from Mary Agatha 
and others.  Agatha was in Waterford with Francis in the weeks before the      
Brussels Chapter.  

 Brother Brendan has a very clear picture of what took place at the time.  He says 
that Francis came into his life as a stranger and as someone extremely anxious 
about the step she was taking. He, himself, didn’t quite know what to do at the 
start.  Brendan was in the throes of school life: at the same time, he was very busy 
making preparations to go to Rome for a year.  He knew nothing about the    
Daughters of Mary and Joseph except that his sister was one of them.  About 
Francis he only knew that she came from his parish, Kilcummin.  He knew none 
of her people etc. 

 She told him she came to him for help because she had no-one to speak with re      
Castlecor.  If she made a false move she wondered would she jeopardise the          
congregation’s hope of getting into this house?  Would she be taken advantage of     
regarding the choosing of property ie the land?  Would the house and immediate     
surrounds be adequate?  (no farm as such).  Evidently she wept in desperation.  As 
for Brendan himself he would return to the monastery equally perplexed about the 
whole venture and full of pity for this nun on her own.  In the end he hit upon the 
idea of Brother Jarlath going to see and vetting the land.  When the latter returned 
and spoke well of the fields etc evidently Francis got the courage to make a        
decision.  She went on to Brussels much more light-hearted and more at peace.  
The Waterford days had been decisive- long hours of discerning and teasing out 
the situation.  The Little Sisters of the Poor had provided the venue and the       
discussions took place in the garden sitting on a very hard bench for hours on end, 
regardless of weather.  Anyone who has experienced the Little Sisters will         
remember the locking up at night- it was either or.  And so Francis and Brendan 
were duly locked out- since I’ve had the same experience myself, it is far from 
amusing.  Inside, Agatha, frozen watched and waited to hear the outcome of these 
talks. 

 I asked Brendan if my opening thought ‘Born of a Woman’ was an exaggeration 
in this story:  he agreed with me that Our Lady’s intercession in the story of     
Castlecor could not be measured… 

…… 

 
NB 
The two scrolls in the front hall inside the front door read: 

(1) He who finds me, finds life, and will have salvation from the 
Lord. 

(2) I have taken root in an honourable people: quotations taken from 
the Liturgy, referring to Our Lady. 

In the main hall (front), over an archway, the scroll reads: 
 A Mhuire dil, is tú banriogan an tighe seo 
In the chapel over the altar: 
 Ad Jesum per Mariam 
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 While ‘full’ life began in Castlecor in September 1947, in Forest Hill in            
September 1946, Mary Agatha had been given the care of four young girls who 
wanted to be nuns.  Francis Marie Bourke was one of those girls.  They lived like 
boarders in St Monica’s, Forest Hill, were taught by Miss Schmall and went to 
class with the senior girls in the school.  This was form ’46-’47.  Marie Bourke 
then came to Castlecor in ’47 and Mary Cronin entered the novitiate in Castlecor 
in February ’48.  Peggy Ryan entered in England.  The fourth girl, Mary ?, got ill.  
Mary Agatha and Mary Francis had met these girls when they went to Waterford 
in the Summer ’46…. It was part of their recruitment.   

 I was asked by someone who had been at Castlecor for some years to write on the 
centrality of the liturgy in the life of the place; on the living out of one of the     
slogans ‘it is the Mass that matters.’  I was also asked to refer to the spiritual    
preparation for every Sunday Mass and for all feast days- the choir practices, 
chapel decorations etc- the festive atmosphere.   

A note: 
When Castlecor house was auctioned in 1920 Margaret Maguire’s mother was at the   

auction which was held in the library (chapel).  She stood on the low, very solid radiator 
and leaned against the shutter of the window holding on to a peg on the shutter.  The peg 
fell off and she hid it in her pocket with embarrassment.  Years later her daughters and 
nieces received the habit in that auction room! 
 
Footnote  

The financial and moral support from California, England and Belgium from the         
beginning to the present day is like a steady stream that flows right in to the present in 
ways that could not be measured.  Westwood was the local community that sent Francis 
and me and for the first two years in Castlecor, that community (Eileen Cotter, Superior) 
wrote and sent parcels every two weeks to let us feel we were remembered.  I feel that if 
we forget all this basic support we’ll forget ‘the rock from which we were hewn, the spirit 
of the Institute.     

    
THE MERCY NUNS 

The place of the Mercy nuns- their influence- their help in this whole story, needs a 
booklet on its own.  (There were three convents that figured largely in the Irish Story: 
they were in (1)Killarney, (2) Longford Town, (3)  Ballymahon.   

The Mercy Convent in Killarney was our Irish connection since 1920 approximately.  
It was a meeting place, a home from home, a place from which the young nuns left for          
California.  It did all this gratis, their contribution for the “missions”.  It is a home, a place 
of welcome for us, even to this day.  On one occasion, Mother Mary Joachim and I were 
staying there.  We found ourselves down in the community room.  On the wall was       
inscribed Mother Macauley’s words: “My legacy to my order is charity”.  Mary Joachim, 
a woman of few words, turned to me and said “they certainly live it, don’t they”. 
LONGFORD  

The nuns here gave Mary Francis the encouragement, the support and the home she 
needed during her negotiations with the Bishop.  We both stayed with these nuns during 
the month of July 1947 prior to moving to Castlecor: they loaded the taxi with the big and 
small things an empty house needed.  On August 5th they planned our meals so that we’d 
have enough to keep going for the first few days there!  God alone knows of their      
goodness to us.  Mother Cecelia of Ballymahon and indeed the community, were very 
kind to us and most generous.  What was marvellous – they welcomed us to that area and 
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did not in any way let us feel that our arrival there could be a threat to them.  On one     
occasion, Mary Francis and I were stranded at Castlecor : no electricity, no food and we 
had to spend the day there, planning for the setting up of the household.  The postman 
cycled by so I asked him to give Mother Cecilia a letter from us.  In it, I asked her for a 
sandwich and we’d fetch it later on!  In no time a car arrived: white table cloth, food    
galore that filled one of the cupboards after we’d had a feast etc. etc.  We had our meal in 
the priest’s parlour, on the floor! 

 

 
This is the piece that inspired the Memoir Project.  Maria sent it to me in 2014, say-

ing- ‘Put this in the archives and maybe in the future someone will read it.’    That 
triggered the thought that maybe we should try to harvest some of the memories that are 
out there.  Helen L 

MEMORIES OF CASTLECOR  1969 – 1973 -By Maria A Former 
DMJ 

Spring 2014 
The imposing iron gate set in a semi-circle of 

cut stone stands open. The long winding tree-lined 
avenue beckons.  To the right are tightly packed 
shrubs and undergrowth, wild now and seeming    
impenetrable.  On the left, an open field where the 
black and white Friesian cows gaze with a passing 
curiosity and then graze on.  Lawns open up straight 
ahead with a large statue of The Blessed Virgin 
standing squarely and sedately amid the               
surrounding green. 

The house comes into view on the right and the eye travels along its length which is      
actually the side of the building, once a grand country house.  It appears to be a two-
storey residence, a large window to right and left of the main door with three windows 
above.  Gazing at the house from the front conveyed nothing of the rambling nature of my 
home for the foreseeable future. 

The oldest part of this house was built possibly around 1735 as a hunting and fishing 
lodge for the owners of Newcastle 
House on the other side of               
Ballymahon.  A magnificent hall greets 
the visitor, from which lead great and 
small rooms in all directions and a 
splendid staircase straight ahead.  On 
the landing were more doors leading 
off to right and left but directly ahead 
an exquisite ballroom opened up, the 
great hall, wrapping itself around a 
central point at which stood four fire 
places    backing on to each other and 
facing the four points of the compass.  

This majestic room was composed of eight towering walls beautifully decorated and was 
lit by four floor-to- ceiling windows which caught the daily movement of the sun.  At one 
point I had the ‘pleasure’ of polishing the great shining surface of the floor alongside    
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exercising my vocal chords in the “octagon” as it was known and getting such a thrill 
from the acoustics which Maria Callas herself would have enjoyed. 

It was easy to people this place with images of dazzling, diamonded ladies in lavish 
ball gowns on the arms of heel-clicking, bowing male partners as they swung and 
swooped to Strauss waltzes.  That day was long past and the octagon when not hushed 
could reverberate on occasion to the sounds of girlish voices as those fires were circled by 
same-sex dance partners, one of whom had to “be the man.”  The Cuckoo Waltz would 
never rival the strains of Strauss but that did not detract from the pleasure of swinging 
freely and with abandon in that space that called out for it. 

There were four high-ceilinged spacious rooms off the octagon.  The two in most use 
were the chapel and the community room.  Daily Mass plus Morning Prayer and Vespers 
were all obligatory.  Sunday evenings and high female voices with “Now the winter is 
over, and the rains have passed and gone.  Arise then, Oh my Beloved and come to me.”  
Was that from the Song of Songs?  It had a beauty that breaks into my consciousness still 
and lifts me like a lark. 

The community room was just that – the place where we all sat together, chatted and 
knitted or crocheted, played records or sang songs and generally entertained one another.  
Now and then we watched a television programme like War and Peace but viewing was 
strictly rationed, apart from the nine o’clock news, of course.  Visitors to an individual 
sister would be looked after in the parlour immediately inside the front door and on the 
left.  Entire visiting families were looked after in the parlour on the right where the       
juiciest apple tarts were a treat to be recalled years later.  The local priest would be served 
his breakfast following Morning Mass in that parlour and the curate was always available 
for a chat.  He was a fair-haired boyish individual who masked his shyness with the     
perpetual pipe.  Community visitors such as the local bishop or summer callers on holiday 
from Africa, California and England were entertained in the community room. 

The third room was the study, a classroom where our minds were opened to the 
deeper mysteries within Scripture or Philosophy.  One young Franciscan teacher suffered 
from a   malaise common to Irish people, he had no TH’S.  And so we were taught that all               
philosophers were original tinkers and that God was completely Udder! These classes 
were supplemented by lectures in Church History or the Documents of Vatican Two or 
Religious Life Today, provided by Divine Word scholars in Donamon, Co. Roscommon.  
This necessitated a car journey on Saturday afternoons and those trips were the highlight 
of the week for some of us.  On one memorable day a group of us stood around the       
stationary car en route home.  We had just been treated to an ice cream cone when a   
passing pigeon offloaded on to my head.  While my companions fell around laughing at 
my discomfiture, I was torn between the need to get rid of the offending material or to 
take care of my fast-melting icecream. 

The sacristy occupied the fourth and coldest room off the octagon.  The entire house 
was a nightmare to heat and was never more than partially heated.  But the sacristy had an 
iciness that suggested possible visitations from the world beyond the grave and nobody 
dallied there.  Off this room was a communal wash-room with cubicles, a dark, cold room 
where essential hygiene matters were not lingered over.  

Back to the landing where the highest level of the house could be viewed.  This area 
was approached through a door at either side of the landing and up a number of steps.  A 
wooden balustrade formed an open circle which was lit from a roof window above.   The 
light spilled down to the welcoming front hall below, giving a lustre to the polished 
wooden floor.  This upper floor contained most of the sleeping accommodation which 
consisted of a number of dormitories which varied in size – the largest, St. Mel’s           
followed by St. Aidan’s and St. Colman’s (interesting that they were all named for men!)  
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There was a single bedroom also and a separate bathroom where you could learn to swim 
in the enormous bath if you had a mind to.  And if nobody else needed the bathroom.   

Standing on this level it was possible to see people coming and going below, to have 
brief conversations with them if they belonged to the house or to eavesdrop on                    
conversations that you shouldn’t!  Of course, that great open space allowed those below 
to catch a glimpse of late risers as they crept in dressing-gown and slippers to the nearest     
bathroom so privacy lost out on occasions.  Off to one side a door led to a single toilet 
and a tiny narrow set of stairs to the attic.  This was actually yet another single bedroom 
which   provided privacy certainly but it could be claustrophobic too. 

Downstairs via the backstairs (the main staircase being the preserve of visitors and 
VIP’s).  To the right was a generous size single bedroom cum office beyond which was 
the dining room.  This was a large uninspiring room where individual tables could seat six 
people accommodating up to a total of thirty or forty diners at Christmas, Easter or      
celebrations throughout the year.  Meals were accompanied by classical music and over a 
period of three years I grew to recognize and enjoy the works of the major composers.  
Silent meals were relieved by Mozart, Bach and Beethoven and I found there were times 
when table conversation got in the way of my listening pleasure.  It was not always 
shared by some of my companions however, whose rolling eyes and clenched teeth      
suggested a different taste in music.  But purgatory would be all the shorter for such 
souls! 

Opposite the dining room and on the right of the hall were two more spacious            
bedrooms cum studies which were occupied by senior members of the community.  And 
just below the main staircase was the telephone booth, discreetly tucked into the left.  
This was a precious link to the outside world and the families that we had left behind.  Its 
main use was for incoming calls, it seems, and the odd business ones.  I cannot recall any 
use of it for emergency purposes. 

 Left of the telephone kiosk a passage led to the bottom of the backstairs and to the 
kitchen beyond. There was a side door in this area which was rarely used –possibly the 
tradesmen’s entrance in bygone days.  Cooking was undertaken by the younger members 
of the household and was handled by teams of two.  You could learn a lot by being 
teamed with an experienced cook to the point of glorying in perfectly browned potato 
cakes which, in the blink of an eye, turned to charcoal.  Pride comes before a fall – or a 
fire!  The pantry was on the right and a long narrow room which held a variety of pots, 
ancient cooking utensils and a variety of vases and here flowers were arranged for the 
house.   The gardener was given his meals here and on odd occasions, the children of 
some families that were part of our social work activities. 

Moving past the kitchen and through another door, the lowest regions of the house 
were reached.  This was, without doubt, the most eerie part of the building by day or 
night.  The boiler room was straight ahead, the warmest area in the entire house.  But it 
was home to heat-loving cockroaches and any visit to the boiler room meant                 
remembering to switch on the light and waiting, to allow the creatures time to disappear 
before venturing beyond the door. 

A curved stone passage ran left and right of the boiler room with a porthole for         
natural light.  A storage area called Francis’ cupboard (another male guardian!) occupied 
a tiny room on the right.  It had electric light only and contained the Bishop’s Ware – 
prized china that only saw the light of day on High Days and Holy Days.  There was also 
the gilt edged tray for the parlour ware and the parlour visitor.  And did I mention the cus-
tard creams?  Francis cupboard was locked and needed to be as the custard creams were 
for the parlour only.  If you were “on the parlour” and the departing visitor had failed to 
finish the three custard creams, you were in luck!  Further along was the evil-smelling 
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boot-room where outdoor footwear and coats were kept.  And finally, this particular back 
corridor ended in two rooms, one of which was a study and the other, St. Colman’s, a 
dark and dingy bedroom.  Those of a nervous disposition were not to be found here. 

Returning to the boiler room and continuing with the curve of the wall, the laundry 
appears on the right.  Huge white sinks ran along the walls and a large window provided 
good light and allowed glimpses of the garden and greenery outside.  Here there was 
space for the visiting Belge Marie Paul to instruct us youngsters with a “tirez, tirez” as we 
pulled and stretched sheets over the waiting drying frames. 

Past the laundry was a tiny toilet on the right, Fergal’s, possibly for the servants of 
old.  Then on to the last rooms on the left, one of which housed a Gestetner duplicating 
machine and printed material, reflecting some of the work of Fr. Simon and Sr. Catherine 
Marie.  Next door was a type of everything-and-nothing room where the ash from two 
cigarettes intermingled with that of the blessed and burning palm on one particular 
Shrove Tuesday.  Luckily, there was no tell-tale aroma of tobacco the following morning 
as our Ash Wednesday foreheads were signed with “Dust thou art and unto dust thou 
shall return.” 

Bicycles were kept in one of these small rooms and they were an essential part of our 
transport system as we visited elderly and single people who lived in the surrounding    
rural area. 

The back door marked the end of this great sprawling house.  It also opened to a path 
leading to a walled garden which was badly neglected.  There were plenty of apple trees, 
however, which provided for apple picking and storing, alongside plentiful shade for the 
odd sneaked cigarette al fresco.  

Hens were kept too and they had their own quarters which had to be maintained.  
While they did their best to supply eggs to the house, their efforts were often thwarted by 
rats who benefitted even more!   Eventually a decision was taken that the hens would 
serve us better in the form of meat for the visit of the bishop.  Their flesh, however, was 
past tender and beyond the strenuous chewing of his Lordship!   

There was a path too, to the milking parlour, a fitting name for a structure in which 
those great black and white beauties bestowed their milky bounty each morning and   
evening.  Two of us, at any one time, were assigned to the milking parlour.  This meant 
donning wellingtons and in winter, old warm clothing, for the task of cleaning the pipes 
by running clean water through them and hosing the clusters, the milking apparatus, and 
floors each evening.  This was not the most popular duty as, apart from milk, cows have a 

tendency to provide material of a colour and 
smell that are repugnant to most of us.  And 
then there were the rats which had to be 
warned of our approach so that they could     
obligingly disappear.   Fresh milk was     
supplied daily to the house from this milking      
parlour.  There were times when additional 
milk was needed and had to be removed    
without the knowledge of the disapproving 
farm steward.  He reckoned that we took too 
much cream, leaving the remaining milk 
thinner and weaker.  He was probably right 
as youthful waist lines disappeared under the 
weight of café au lait. 

Living in that great house and the      
common life that we shared had a huge    
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contribution in shaping the individuals that came and went over the years.  Relationships 
were forged that have stood the test of great distances and years of separation.  There is a 
certain something that Castlecorites share – some might call it a spirit – that sets us apart 
and also unites us.  And while many have  remained within the fold of religious life, there 
is perhaps an equal number who have taken alternative routes.  Whatever the eventual 
path, the bonds forged in Castlecor have remained strong and life-sustaining.  And as with 
any family, the joys and sorrows of one another are known and shared, celebrated or  
supported. 

 
And our journey continues. 

 

 

The Return of the American Sisters to Castlecore - Laura Lambe  

 
The quiet orderly routine of our lives in Castlecore was set aside for rigorous spring 

cleaning.  Every nook and cranny had to 
be sparkling and shining for the biggest 
event to date in the history of Rosary 
Convent was about to take place!  The 
American Sisters who had left Ireland 
and gone to America as missionaries, 
were coming home. We cannot imagine 
their feelings on returning home to visit 
their families whom they never          
expected to see again. Some parents had 
died and many had brothers, sisters, 
nieces and nephews who had been born 
since their departure from Ireland. 

When the great day itself dawned 
we were full of anticipation and          
excitement waiting until we were    
summoned by the sound of the bell.  
Then the Junior Aspirants, postulants, 
novices and professed Sisters led by 
Mother Mary Francis, Mary Kevin and 

Stanislaus took our places outside the front door dressed in our Sunday best.  After the 
Sisters stepped out of the cavalcade of cars I stepped forward to greet them with a big 
CÉAD MILE FÁILTE.  This was followed by loud applause.  Amidst tears and laughter 
there was a feeling of joy and celebration in the air. 

That evening we had a welcome home concert in the octagon room entertaining the     
Sisters with our best party pieces, dancing, singing poetry as befitted this unique,       
memorable occasion.  We were each allocated a party piece which was sung or recited 
whenever we had visitors.  My piece was The Touch of the Master’s hand.  I have such 
happy memories and thankfulness for being part of this family of missionary Sisters. 

Another very memorable occasion in Rosary Convent was the first visit to Ireland of 
a Superior General.  I remember Mother Mary Francis calling the whole community     
together to tell us of the momentous visit of Superior General, Mother Mary Eulalie. This 
being such a unique visit everything was done to make it a memorable and happy one.  To 
give her a truly Irish welcome we lined the drive waving our tri - colours.  Some of us 

Mothers Francis and Mary 
Kevin 
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were dressed in Irish dance costumes.  Maureen Murphy greeted her in French and I 
greeted her in Gaelic.  Of course, we also treated her to a concert and throughout her visit 
there were some great feasts and treats for all of us.   She visited again in later years but 
by then I had left to go to school in Scarborough. 

 

Memories of Castlecor -Anne Balfe  Doran 

I arrived in Castlecor on 1st November 1966. Our group finished up as a group of 9, 
Maria Farrelly, Consoline Flynn, Frances McCormick, Helen O'Shea, Joan Cummins,      
Margaret Maloney and Betty Beecher were there already when I arrived and Betty Cros-
san joined us a few months later.  Everyone was very friendly and welcoming and I don't         
remember being home sick. Sr Danielle was in charged helped by Srs Eucharia, Francis    
Marie and Catherine Marie. 

Life soon fitted into a pattern, the days broken into time for prayer, study, meals, 
chores and recreation.  We were very well fed and looked after.  Sr. Danielle organised 
classes in Scripture, Liturgy, Music, Art and French and while I didn't excel in any I got a 
great appreciation of all through my time in Castlecor. 

I really looked forward to visiting day and our     
families were made very welcome and made a great 
fuss of.  We spent much of the Saturday sprucing 
the whole place up and cooking in preparation for 
the tea.  Each family were allocated a table in the 
Octagon. Being the eldest of 10 there were many 
mouths in my family and as all could not fit in the 
one car  a cousin became a second driver bringing 
some of my brothers or sisters plus his girlfriend.  
After a number of visiting days Sr Danielle decided 
she would have to limit the numbers each postulant/ 
novice could have so there was some disappointed 
members in my home. They loved coming to       
Castlecor and getting buns and cakes in plenty. 

Christmas was very special in Castlecor and my first Christmas Eve stands out in my 
memory. As darkness fell outside a record player was placed on the top landing and     
Christmas carols and hymns were played with the music vibrating throughout the house. 
Two large trays with sand holding little candles were placed on the table in the        
Community Room, each candle representing a sister who had lived or passed through.  
The whole community assembled around the table and as each candle was lit the older 
sisters shared about the person remembered where they were and what work they were 
doing. What a sense of community, it made the missions feel real and close. I love to hear 

the Christmas Carols and each year once I hear 
them I think of Castlecor and the first Christmas I 
spent there. 

 Even though after two years I realised that the 
convent was not for me, I got a great   grounding in 
Castlecor especially in the whole sense of       
Community. I made lifelong friends there and 7 of 
my group out of 9 met up and had a night away   
together last October, - 50 years since we first met. 
I don't think there was a pause in the conversations 

- we had so much to talk about and catch up on.  
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THE  REMNANT 

The time:  The early 1970’s. 
The place:  Castlecor, Ballymahon, Co. Longford, Ireland. 
 
There a small group of novices were preparing for First Vows or Promises.  Sr.    

Brigid Johnston had come from London, Ladbroke Grove to be exact, to share her love of 
Sacred Scripture.  Small in stature but large in her world view, she was soft-spoken and 
gentle.  She walked on her toes with a dancing movement and was always ready for a bit 
of diversion.  And if that involved a drive for a mini break, so much the better. 

 She dispensed with the formal lecture arrangement, opting to sit with her students in 
a circle in the comfort of the community room.  Sessions with “BJ” were a joy as she           
welcomed our participation and opened up our thinking in relation to things past and yet 
to come.  Well versed in the Old and New Testaments, she led us through the texts with         
reverence and a great clarity of language. 

On one particular day she was dealing with the concept of the “anawim” in the Old       
Testament.   As it was being explored with the group she invited us to consider the possi-
bility that we might possibly be the “remnant” in the light of waning numbers entering 
religious life. 

We did not know it at the time but we had a prophet in our midst. 
 

Memories of Peace in Christ - Sr. Margaret Mary Fox  

Sister Mary Agatha and Sister Joan Roddy were well settled in Peace in Christ, when 
I arrived in early August, 1967.  They had been working hard, to furnish and equip the 
house, since their arrival in May. 

It was a totally new venture for all three of us and our first Ministry apart from the      
Novitiate, in Ireland.  Sister Mary Agatha had retired from teaching, after more than forty 
years in the classroom; Joan has just made her first vows and was due to start her            
professional studies in University College Cork the following year.  I was seconded from 
teaching in    Forest Hill.  That mandate was supposed to be for two years but it continued 

for fourteen! 
From the outset Bishop Peter Birch was most     

supportive.  It was at his invitation that this new   
venture began.  He was moving into the newly built 
Sion House, and he offered his previous residence as 
a centre for retreats.  On viewing the property, Sister 
Mary Peter and her assistant Mary Columba, from 
the English Province, decided that the property was 
not suitable so plans were drawn up to build a simple 
structure on the grounds of the old residence. 

This modest building was financed and           
furnished by the Congregation and the Convent was built, financed and furnished by the 
Diocese.  

We were very well supported by the Priests, Sisters and people of the Diocese.   
Quite quickly a very demanding programme of retreats and vigils was formulated.  
Week-end retreats for the laity started on Friday evening and concluded at whatever 

time suited the group on Monday morning.  
I must admit that this was hard going and was often resisted! 
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Mid-week retreats started on Tuesdays and finished on Friday mornings. Some        
midweek retreats facilitated retired people, schools, professional groups and occasionally   
invalids 

Vigils were held on Monday nights, starting at 8.00 pm and often going on until 3 or 
4 in the morning.  People came from all corners of the Diocese for the vigils and they 
were organised from the various parishes. 

Weekend retreats were difficult to promote; as time went on we set up Promoters in 
each of the Parishes and they were very supportive and ensured that retreats were       
promoted in the parishes.  In between retreats we did visit the parishes and indeed         
individual homes and places of employment to promote particular retreats. 

During the summer term we had retreats for the Priests and Sisters. 
Over the years different sisters came to work in Peace in Christ and so there were       

generally four sisters in Community. Were it not for their hard work and dedication the     
ministry could not have continued. 

The strong foundation of hospitality and friendship 
which was laid in the early year continued for almost 50 
years. 

I was sad to leave Peace in Christ after fourteen years! 
They were very happy and sometimes demanding times 
However, seeing people who were often disheartened 

and burdened on arrival, leave energised and renewed in 
mind and spirit made it all worth while. 

  
Deo Gratias 
 
 
 
 

 

Celebrating 48 Years of Peace in Christ - Retreat House Team 2015 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
September 2nd 2015 was an occasion of celebration as Bishop, priests, religious and   

people of the diocese gathered in St. John’s Church, Kilkenny to join with the Daughters 
of Mary and Joseph in thanksgiving for the contribution of Peace in Christ to the Diocese 
of   Ossory and beyond.  We were also joined by a number of former DMJs. 
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We are filled with gratitude for the vision of Bishop Peter Birch and the faith and     

commitment of our Congregation, who together embarked on a new and unknown       
ministry - the establishment of Peace in Christ Retreat House (the first Diocesan Retreat 
House in Ireland) in 1967. 

For the past 48 years the ministry of Peace in Christ has been sustained through a 
faithful commitment to COLLABORATION.  Bishops, priests, religious, people in the      
parishes of the diocese, many volunteers, a very devoted staff, the Extended Team and the 
Daughters of Mary and Joseph have cooperated to craft the rich story of this unique 
House of Prayer, enabling it be a place of hospitality, reflection, restfulness and healing 
for many people.  

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
One of the remarkable features of the Retreat House was the role of PARISH 

PROMOTERS, who, in conjunction with the priests in their parishes, faithfully promoted 
all events: Parish Evenings, Reflective Days/Evenings/Weekends as well as taking        
responsibility for fund raising and enlisting the help of many other willing volunteers.   
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Since its establishment the PRIESTS OF THE DIOCESE have participated in the retreat   

programme and supported the ministry in various ways. 
We have been blessed by the presence of the MANY YOUNG PEOPLE and their      

teachers who came to Peace in Christ in preparation for their Confirmation. The        
openness, spontaneity and eagerness of these young people always contributed new life 
and energy to the atmosphere in the Retreat House.   
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 Likewise, we have been inspired by the faith of the MANY THOUSANDS OF PEOPLE 

FROM THE DIOCESE and beyond and by the various groups who have come to pray, to      
meditate, to reflect and share their faith experiences.   

We remember with deep gratitude the many people: priests, sisters, promoters,            
volunteers who are no longer with us - all of whom devoted much time and energy to the 
ministry of Peace in Christ.  

  We leave Peace in Christ with a sense of hope that the seeds sown and brought to 
life through this ministry may continue to bear fruit in new, and perhaps, yet unknown 
ways in the Diocese of Ossory 
 

 
 
A reflection based on lines from the magnificat which expresses our gratitude to God 

and to all who are part of the story of Peace in Christ 
 
 My soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord  
 We thank God  
 for the blessings of the last 48 years at Peace in Christ 
 for  the faith of those who came  
 for the faith that has been shared 
 for the peace experienced 
 for those who listened 
 for those who served 
 for those who inspired    
 My soul proclaims the greatness of the Lord  
      
 My spirit rejoices in god my saviour 
 We thank God  
 for vision  
 for creativity 
 for artists 
 for commitment 
 for generosity 
 for young people and adults 
 for laughter and joy  
 for debate and conversation 
 for struggles and  questions  
 for support 
 for friends 
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 for memories 
 My spirit rejoices in god my saviour 
 
 Holy is your name 
 We thank God  
 for the nourishment of the Eucharist 
 for the healing touch in the Sacrament of Reconciliation 
 for the privilege of God’s presence 
 for time to reflect on life 
 for time to ponder God’s Word 
 in the sacred place that offered “Peace in Christ”  
 Holy is your name 
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PEOPLE 

Touched by compassion 

To all the DMJ sisters who have touched our lives and are no longer with us, 
This song is for you 
It is a song of gratitude for your prayerful lives  
A note of thanks for all you have been and done with your lives 
A note of thanks for the time you spent travelling to unknown places 
You were travelling to save and improve lives 
You were travelling to share the Good news of Salvation 
Your teaching, nursing, caring, knitting and house keeping services will forever be fruit-
ful 
Your contribution to transforming Humanity will forever be progressive 
  
As the CVC family celebrates the 200 years of foundation, I would like to say thank you, 
Thank you for being that person on our journey 
There are many names to recall and there are many memories to remember 
Below are the few memories that come to my mind, regularly  

 
To Teresa Clements, 
Thank you for sharing with us your love for the congregation, 
the history of the church, your hospitality and your spiritual guid-
ance 

 
 
 
 

To Cathleen McCarthy and to Joan O’Donoghue,  
Your commitments to teaching and to 

feeding the hungry will always be            
remembered. Cathleen loved talking about 
her former students in Mary Hill Uganda, 
loved Ugandans and supported Ugandan 
families. Joan was committed to the work 
with the homeless in London and used to 
make us all laugh with her sense of humour! 

 
To Esther Bossuyt- who enjoyed      

welcoming people to the DMJ house in     Bujumbura- and said 
funny exclamatory sentences such as: “Mukama Wanje!” And 
“Ndakwisabye!”,and used to claim fluency in English language 
by these sentences:  “The sky is blue and the dog is in the    
garden.” 

 
 
 
 
 



DMJ 
 

277 
 

To Laurette who worked tirelessly in Bujumbura for many 
years! Encouraged us to join her eating papaya seeds at breakfast 
and convinced that they provided anti-malarial properties and 
wanted us healthy! 

 
 
To Mary Baptist- who taught me 

how to crochet and how to do knit-
ting- who also introduced me to 
watching the University Challenge 

and Coronation Street! 
 
 
 
 
 
To Mary Dorothy, who called me Beatrice for 6 months! We 

went for long walks, taught me names of some flowers along the 
way. We got lost at times, but we found our way back to Layhams 
road. She was struggling with new changes and was bearing the 
pain of losing her sister Mary Vincent. 

 
To Etty Kelly- Your commitment to care for the sick. You 

were a generous and a very friendly person. Your many friends 
still miss you! I remember your words of wisdom and all your 
funny stories.  Sometimes I look at the chair where you used to 
sit in Emmaus, and then I remember, you are not here. You are 
asleep, in silent eternal peace 

 
 
 
 
 

 
To Kate Creedon-  
Thank you for being a sister and a friend. It was too sudden and 

too soon for you to go. I miss you every day and still remember the   
stories you used to tell us about your work with prisoners in Accra.  

 
To Ruth whom I never met, who used sent me letters regularly 

with good wishes from California 
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And to Katie Mathias who repeatedly said “all shall be well” before she died in Mba-

rara and who taught me to sing: Ninyesiga Ruhanga Wenkaa Uwampangiiree, akanta 
Omunsi, egooo 

 
And to all those who lie in silence; rest in peace 
We will remember you, as we celebrate the gift of many lives touched in the past 200 

years 
 
And for you reading this note,  
I am grateful for your presence and compassion today.  
May compassion be a faithful companion. 
 
From the African girl, touched by compassion!  
 

 

REVEREND MOTHER MODWINA 

From the Archives 
 

“We like her!” chorused the little children happily as the convent door closed behind 
the tiny form of Reverend Mother Modwina.  “Why do you like her?” asked the tall Sister 

in charge.  “Because she’s small like us,” came the        
decisive answer. 

Yes, her littleness, not merely in physical size, 
but in her lowly estimation of herself, was the secret 
of this nun’s power over human hearts. It was this 
lovely quality of humility that made her a perfect   
instrument in the hands of God to carry His        
teaching to the hearts of little ones thousands of 
miles away from the land of her birth. She was   
chosen by God for a noble work—to lead the mem-
bers of her Congregation, the Daughters of Mary 
and Joseph,- to enter an entirely new field of       
apostolic endeavor in the United States of America,- 
to leave the well-established traditions of their Eu-
ropean convents and to begin anew in a strange 
land. 

Born on October 6, 1881, in the pleasant town 
of Listowel by the winding banks of the River Feale in County Kerry, Ireland, Elizabeth 
O’Driscoll was brought up in the best traditions of an Irish Catholic family.  She was the 
youngest of eleven children. 

Seven boys and three girls had already preceded her into this happy family. 
One little sister remained only for a short time on this earth, so Elizabeth grew up in 

a family of ten. Being the youngest and the smallest, she was the favorite child. She,    
herself, said that she was rather spoiled, but there is little reason to believe this as her 
good parents, Jeremiah and Catherine O’Driscoll, did not believe in pampering their  
children. Her father, a public accountant, trained his little daughter to assist him in adding 
long columns of figures, and she acquired facility in doing this which later never failed to 
astonish the pupils of her arithmetic classes. 



DMJ 
 

279 
 

The brothers and sisters of this large family were deeply devoted to each other. The 
bonds of affection formed in childhood’s happy days grew stronger with the passing 
years, and remained with them even when the members scattered through four continents: 
Europe, Africa, America and Australia. 

Elizabeth was especially devoted to her sister Kitt, who was separated from her in 
age by only thirteen months. It was with this little sister that she began her early training 
at the Presentation Convent in Listowel. She was a very happy child at school, and she 
grew to love the Presentation Sisters dearly.   

In addition to her regular studies, she took music and drawing, and became very 
skillful in the latter accomplishment. 

Her love for Our Divine Lord was remarkable even at this early age. From the time 
of her First Holy Communion she made the Nine Fridays faithfully every month. Cold 
winter mornings, rain, hail, or snow—nothing could keep her from practicing this favorite 
devotion. She loved her dear Lord too much to disappoint Him. 

When her elementary schooling was completed in Listowel, she enrolled in Coloma   
Secondary School, Croydon, England. There, for five years, she was taught by those     
beloved blue-scapulared Sisters, the Ladies of Mary, whose community she was later to 
join. She made many lasting friendships in Coloma. Especially dear to her was Reverend 
Mother Felicie, who had a profound influence in directing her towards the religious life. 

She returned home each summer to spend the vacation in Ireland. Much of this time 
was spent at a pleasant seaside resort, Ballybunion, where her mother and Kitt were her 
daily companions.  The two young girls looked forward very much to these seaside visits, 
for Ballybunion was a happy and attractive place. Elizabeth spent part of her holiday time 
at her favorite hobbies: crocheting and knitting. She did beautiful needlework and her 
centerpieces and doilies were admired by all who saw them. Very few families were    
fortunate enough to possess a sewing machine in those days.  Elizabeth, therefore,        
allowed her friends and neighbors to benefit by hers. She often brought home pieces of 
sewing for them, and returned the finished article before long, having done it all herself. 

Each year, before her return to school, her parents gave a party for her. She enjoyed 
this very much, as she was naturally light-hearted and cheerful, and loved to dance.  

She played, too, and no party was ever complete without a few tunes from Elizabeth 
on the concertina. 

In 1904, she approached her parents with her big request. Not at all to their surprise, 
she asked their permission to enter the convent. Good Christian parents as they were, they     
heartily approved, though it was no small sorrow for them to part with their beloved 
youngest child.  She returned to Coloma where she remained for a time as a postulant. 
Then she went to the Mother House, another Coloma, in Malines, Belgium, where she 
made her novitiate under the wise and vigilant guidance of the Novice Mistress, Mother 
Adelaide. During her novitiate she was visited by her sister Kitt and her brother Michael, 
who was then on vacation from his post as Chief of Police in South Africa. They found 
her very happy and content in her convent life. 

Her mother died about this time, but her devoted father had the privilege of being 
present at his little daughter’s religious profession. On this great day of her life, Elizabeth, 
now Mother Modwina, pledged herself to Jesus Christ forever by her vows of Poverty, 
Chastity, and Obedience. The sacrifice then made was never taken back. She lived in the 
spirit of these vows to the day of her death. 

Mother Modwina returned to Coloma, Croydon, immediately after her profession in 
1907. There she enrolled in its newly formed Froelel Training College to prepare for the 
teaching profession. She was the only nun among the students. She readily won their   
respect and admiration, for they could see in her the pattern of the perfect religious. She 
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used her artistic talents to help them in their art work, especially clay modeling, at which 
she excelled. She studied very hard herself, and helped her companions with their studies 
whenever possible. 

It was during this time that her beloved superior, Reverend Mother Felicie, became      
seriously ill. It was Mother Modwina’s privilege then to nurse her, and in her tender      
devotedness to this invalid nun, she tried to pay back in part the debt of gratitude which 
she owed to her spiritual mother. From this time on, Mother Modwina showed a marked 
efficiency for the care of the sick. She studied physiology, anatomy, and first aid, and was 
successful in obtaining a diploma in home nursing. Throughout her life, her great pleasure 
was to assist and care for the sick by every means within her power. 

Soon, however, she was in great need of physical care herself. In 1910 she was         
transferred from Croydon to the newly-opened school of St. Anne’s in Sanderstead. Here 
she developed very painful ulcers of the eye and for a long time was not able to see 
properly. During the winter months she suffered from severe rheumatism, and was not 
even able to bend sufficiently to put on her shoes. At this time, also, she had several     
attacks of pneumonia which left her lungs weak, and consequently, she developed        
tuberculosis. This resulted in several hemorrhages before it could finally be checked. 

During her stay in Sanderstead, which was from 1910 to her departure for America in 
1926, it could be said of her that she suffered from the sole of her foot to the crown of her 
head,- from those feet which were perpetually painful because they were allergic to  
leather,-to those ulcerated eyes which were a veritable martyrdom for more than half her 
life. The doctor said that he had never seen anything like her capacity for suffering.   
Reverend Mother Adeline used to visit her in the dark room to which she was confined 
because of her painful eyes. She asked how she could bear the suffering so patiently. 

Mother Modwina replied very gently: “I always think that this cannot be as bad as 
Our Lord’s crown of thorns.”  Despite the many weary hours and days of suffering, she 
managed to accomplish a great deal of work while at Sanderstead. She was successively: 
sacristan, first assistant, infirmarian, and during the war years (1914-1918) she was      
bursar. What a task this must have been in those years of food shortage and rationing. 
While taking care of all these household duties, she also taught in the Preparatory School, 
and later became its headmistress. She greatly endeared herself to the children who       
remembered her for years afterwards, and often talked of the wonderful stories she used 
to tell them. The children and their parents, indeed everyone with whom she came in   
contact, admired her for her straight-forward, direct manner of approach, for her sincerity, 
and for her undeniable goodness. She was kind to everyone, but especially to the poor. In 
her position as econome, she had many opportunities of doing good to others, especially 
to those less favored by fortune. 

Archbishop Cantwell of Los Angeles, when visiting Belgium in 1925, called at the 
Mother House in Brussels to ask Reverend Mother General Lutgarde for a staff of     
teaching Sisters for the new parochial school which would open in Culver City the next 
year. 

Although she was not at first inclined to grant the request, she finally agreed and sent 
Reverend Mother Constance and Mother Marie Madeleine (now Superior General) to   
visit Culver City to judge the possibilities of a foundation. They returned to Belgium    
favorably impressed, and during the next year, preparations were made for sending the 
first contingent of Sisters to America. 

After careful consideration, Reverend Mother General chose Mother Modwina to 
lead this little band of pioneers into this faraway land. For her, it was a heroic task. The 
whole burden of the responsibility rested on her shoulders, and the success of the          
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enterprise, then and in after years, was dependent on the magnificent response which she 
made to this new call of Christ. 

In July, 1926, she left her dear St. Anne’s to go to Belgium, there to be formally           
entrusted with her charge. The leave-taking with her superior, Reverend Mother Elise, to 
whom she was deeply attached, and with her dear Sisters, was both touching and painful. 
But, resolutely, for the love of her Divine Master, she broke these religious ties which 
were so dear to her, and said goodbye to them and to this fair land of England which had 
always been a second home to her. 

She travelled to Belgium with Mother Frederica who was to be one of her co-workers 
in America. In the retreat, which followed at the Mother House, she was spiritually       
refreshed and prepared for the great task ahead. Five others came to join her there, and 
soon all was in order for them to travel. And so, the Mother House witnessed the first of 
those departure scenes for foreign lands which fill the heart with joy at the thought of new 
conquests for Christ, and the eyes with tears for those who, perhaps, will never again     
return to their native land.  

The little community, which set out so bravely on that August day from Antwerp,     
numbered only seven. Time would prove that hardly half that number were physically       
capable of doing the strenuous work that awaited them in America. One Sister fell ill soon 
after her arrival, and had to spend several months in the hospital before she was well 
enough to return to England. Another returned to Belgium within two years, and two 
more shortly thereafter. However, though frail in body, they were strong in spirit and   
eager to do great things for Christ in their new home. 

At times, the heart of the little Superior must have trembled at the thought of the           
unknown work awaiting her. She had never been to America, knew nothing at all of the 
American system of education, and did not even know what kind of school she was to       
conduct. She was greatly cheered at Southampton when she was handed a box containing 
roses sent by Reverend Mother Elise from Sanderstead. One of these she kept until he 
death, a perfect souvenir of a friendship which brought her much consolation during her 
years of exile. 

However, despite the heaviness of her heart, she enjoyed the journey with her Sisters 
who were full of fun and good spirits. At New York, she had the pleasure of meeting her    
sister Kitt and of seeing, for the first time, her little niece, Ina. Dear though her relatives 
were to her, she did not delay long with them, but pressed on to California where God’s 
work was waiting to be done. As they crossed the vast stretches of the United States, they 
marveled at the wealth and magnificence of the land to which they had come. Still more, 
were they impressed by nature’s prodigal beauty as their train carried them swiftly        
towards Los Angeles. 

Hospitable parishioners of St. Augustine’s and their pastor, Father John O’Donnell, 
were waiting to welcome the newcomers to Culver City.  The Sisters found their little 
convent all in order for their arrival. The beds were made and a hot meal was waiting for 
them. When the last kind friend had departed, they looked around their little home. It was 
ample for their needs but, alas, very inadequately furnished. True, they had each a bed to 
sleep in, but when they unpacked their bags, there was no place at all to put their few    
belongings. Chairs, also, were sadly lacking. Orange crates proved to be fairly              
convenient, as lockers and seats until they could find something better. 

There was little time for worry about household conveniences.  School was due to 
open in less than two weeks and much had to be learned before the opening day.         
Reverend Mother Modwina wisely went to seek information where she could find it 
best—at the nearest convent. The Holy Name Sisters at St. Clement’s, Ocean Park, were 
very kind and helpful to Reverend Mother Modwina and her little band. They explained, 
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as thoroughly as they could in such a limited time, the exact nature of the course of study 
which the Sisters were to teach. Reverend Mother Modwina always spoke with gratitude 
of these good Sisters, and she never tired of saying how much she and her Sisters were 
indebted to them for their kindness in those early, difficult days. 

St. Augustine’s School was a picture of neatness as it opened its doors for the first 
time to receive pupils in September, 1926. It was a low stucco building which had        
previously been a parish hall, but was now divided lengthwise by a long corridor on to 
which opened four large classrooms. On that memorable first day, the Sisters closely 
scanned the faces of their new charges to find out something of the type of child with 
which they were to deal. It did not take them very long to discover that the material which 
they were to mold into good, law-abiding American citizens was not too pliable, to say 
the least. 

Most of the children came in from public schools. Their work habits and their     
manners left a great deal to be desired. They had no previous contact with Sisters, and at 
first, were inclined to take advantage of the gentleness and refinement of their new    
teachers. 

It must be remembered that two of these teachers, Reverend Mother Modwina and 
her assistant, were accustomed to teaching in girls’ private schools in England, the senior 
teacher had experience only in Belgian girls’ academies, and the two youngest had no 
teaching experience whatsoever. Besides, each Sister had to manage two grades in one 
room. It is not to be wondered at that the first year was hard, while the Sisters were       
becoming accustomed to their new pupils and their ways. 

Yet Reverend Mother Modwina always looked back on that year as being one of the 
happiest of her life. She often talked of all the fun and laughter she and the other Sisters 
had in their little convent garden, and how the pastor would gently scold them for sitting 
out in the cool evening hours when the fog came rolling in from the sea. “You’ll find it’s 
bad for your health,” he would tell them. They did find, in after years, that the evening 
drop in temperature was something to be reckoned with in California, but at that time, 
they were too inexperienced to realize the harm it might do them. 

There were many other things to learn in the next few years. But very soon, it was        
apparent that the school was progressing marvelously well under the Sisters’ care. New      
Sisters arrived from Europe to help in the work, and Reverend Mother Modwina, ever       
anxious to do something more for Christian education, was looking for another place 
where her apostolic zeal could be poured out for the benefit of souls. 

In 1930, she received an invitation to take charge of a school which was to be opened 
in San Francisco for the purpose of training Japanese children with an ultimate view of         
converting them to the faith. The pastor of the Japanese Mission assured her that the new 
school was built and ready for occupation. It would accommodate three hundred pupils, 
all of whom were sure to be converted to Catholicism in a very short time. The plan was 
put before Reverend Mother General Andre who gladly accepted this new mission field 
and promised to send four Sisters to staff the school. Reverend Mother Modwina was 
chosen to lead the little band of pioneers to begin the new foundation. 

On July 31, 1930, the courageous four set out from Culver City. Little did they        
realize then the many difficulties, disappointments, and misunderstandings that were to 
meet them in this strange new mission. It was there, perhaps, more than in any other 
place, that the heroic virtue of Reverend Mother Modwina was to be revealed in all its 
true strength. There, during the next seven and a half years, she was to be severely tried 
by a number of crosses and trials, some of which were apparent even from the day of her 
arrival in San Francisco. 
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To begin with, the house in which the Sisters were to live had once been a fine    
mansion, but at this time it was exceedingly dirty and ill-kept. Consequently, the Sisters 
had to spend every spare moment in scrubbing floors, painting walls, and doing            
everything possible to make the place livable. 

This was only a minor difficulty, however, compared with those which were to       
follow. The pastor of the mission, a priest who had spent many years in Japan, failed to 
make the   situation clear to Reverend Mother Modwina. Probably, he believed that if he 
did so, the Sisters might not stay to work out his project.  

The Sisters thought they had come to teach in a parochial school as they were doing 
in Culver City. The pastor had the same intention in mind, but years of dealing with the         
Japanese had made him over-cautious and conciliatory. He found himself pulled two 
ways at once, and he tried to please both parties. 

The pagan Japanese had contributed in a small way to the erection of the school and 
hall. The hall they intended for their social gatherings. The school, according to their 
plans, was to be used as an institution where their children would study the Japanese    
language and customs each day after their regular classes in the public schools. When 
they understood that the pastor meant to conduct a regular Catholic parochial school in 
the building, they withdrew their support entirely. The public schools were ideal for their 
children. They would still allow them to attend Morning Star Nursery and Kindergarten in 
the little bungalow behind the convent under the Supervision of Mother X, a member    
another Congregation. The Sisters of her Congregation do not teach in parochial schools, 
and it was because of this reason that the pastor had invited the Daughters of Mary and 
Joseph to teach in his school. He did not dismiss Mother X and her Sisters, nor did he tell 
Reverend Mother Modwina that both groups of Sisters would work in the same small 
school. One can readily imagine the confusion that arose and the consequent               
misunderstanding by all parties. 

Moreover, the Japanese children dearly loved Mother X and they and their parents 
did not want to have anything to do with the new Sisters. Mother X had been with them 
for seventeen years. She took care of the little ones, taught needlework to the older girls, 
and gave religious instruction each Sunday to the few Catholic children. Obviously, there 
was no need for another group of Sisters since the pagans would allow their children to 
attend the new school only for Japanese every afternoon. 

Reverend Mother Modwina had to find out the truth of the situation by herself.     
Always the model of courtesy and refinement in her dealings with others, she now acted 
with the utmost caution and patience. When the school opened on  

August 11, instead of the expected 300, only fifteen arrived. In the Kindergarten,   
sixty were present with Mother X. Nothing daunted, Reverend Mother Modwina and her 
Sisters set to work to teach their little handful with all the vivacity and enthusiasm that 
they would have given to the promised multitude. 

Outwardly calm and self-possessed, Reverend Mother must have wondered in her 
heart if the Lord wanted them here where they were so unwanted. She knew of the many            
arguments that went on among the Japanese concerning the Sisters. Gradually, after     
almost a year of debate on the part of the pagans, and earnest prayer offered up by the 
Sisters, the situation remedied itself. 

The few Catholic families continued to send their children to the Daughters of Mary 
and Joseph for their entire schooling, and the more broadminded of the pagans began to 
do the same. It was also decided in a most amicable way that Mother X would give up her            
connection with the school, and would limit her contact with the Japanese to religious         
instruction of the still unreconciled at her own convent. 
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Even when this first year, so fraught with difficulty and misunderstanding, was over, 
Reverend Mother Modwina had still much with which to contend. It was not easy to gain 
the confidence of these Oriental children, so different in mentality and background from 
the Western child. Their parents were most exacting, and though the Sisters took the     
utmost care in the training of the children, they criticized where there was no fault to find. 
But since the Truth will cry out and reveal itself, soon it became evident to all that their 
children were receiving a better education at Morning Star School than they would get 
elsewhere. More little ones came to swell its numbers, and since the religion taught by the 
sisters made the children “good and obedient,” the parents gradually gave permission to 
have them baptized. 

To prepare a child for Baptism is no small joy. To lead a pagan child to the sacred 
font, to see him soon followed by his brothers and sisters, even his parents, was a joy that 
often came the way of reverend Mother Modwina. No amount of trouble was too much 
for her when it came to preparing these little ones for the Sacraments. It was a delight to 
see her surrounded by a little group eagerly listening to her last words of instruction     
before they were made children of god. 

There were, to be sure, language difficulties both with parents and children, but her   
kindly way spoke a language of the heart which always succeeded in drawing these     
people very close to her. When the call came in January, 1938, for her to go to the new 
school in Westwood, it was indeed with sad hearts that they saw her leave the Mission. 
They knew now what she meant when she said in 1930: “We will give you our best.” She 
had lived up to her promise, and, furthermore, she had inspired many more Daughters of 
Mary and Joseph to love and cherish this work, hard as it was, which was always so dear 
to her heart. 

She returned to Los Angeles as superior of the newly-opened convent of St. Paul the 
Apostle Convent in the lovely little village of Westwood. The school of which she then      
became principal had been in existence since 1935. Now the original little bungalows 
were replaced by a beautiful new school building in Spanish mission architecture, with all 
its   classrooms opening on to a patio ablaze with flowers. 

The children with which she had to work in Westwood were quite different from 
those of Culver City and San Francisco who came from families of moderate or less than 
average means. Here the children belonged to the professional or leisured class of people, 
and consequently required a different approach and an understanding sympathy with their      
problems.  Reverend Mother Modwina, like the great apostle patron of the school, knew 
how to make herself “all things to all men.” Soon she won the affection of these little 
children, as she had done with those in Culver City and San Francisco. Many of them will 
remember her as their fourth grade teacher: strict but very kind, uncompromising with 
wrong-doing, but ready to sympathize with them in their smallest sorrows. All of them 
will remember her as their principal, the tiny, fragile nun who could win unquestioning 
obedience from boys and girls many inches above her, as easily as from the little tots. She 
was ever ready and willing to listen to them, and even though she had to reprimand them 
at times, she let them understand this was only to make them better, to lead them on to 
higher and nobler ideals. 

The children’s parents loved her for her kindness and impartiality. Often they              
remarked: “She is a perfect lady.” She knew very well how to win the hearts of parents. 
She knew that nothing was dearer to them than their children, and when they came to her       
sometimes to complain, she quietly and gently let them pour their hearts out to her. Then 
she would show them where they were wrong. She would suggest remedies by which the          
situation might be improved. No one ever left her presence without being consoled and 
strengthened to take up life’s burden and go on bravely. Many came to talk to her of their 
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own personal troubles because they saw in her more than a school principal. They saw in 
her the true mother who could take all, the old as well as the young, the bad as well as the 
good, into her tender loving heart. 

Life in Westwood was not without its problems. First, there was the difficulty in           
adjustment. The Fathers in charge had their own ideas as to how a school should be    
managed, and it required a great deal of tact and patience on the part of Reverend Mother 
not to come into open conflict with them regarding certain points on which she and they 
disagreed. With time and patient waiting, even these difficulties were ironed out, and a 
mutual agreement was reached which was most satisfactory to both parties. Yet, despite 
the friction which there undoubtedly was, Reverend Mother always spoke very highly of 
the priests and never allowed a word of criticism to be spoken about them. It was just   
another case of where well-meaning people, in their anxiety to do a good work well, run 
counter in their opinions to each other.  

All lesser trials gave way before the great one which faced Reverend Mother           
Modwina and her Sisters in May, 1940. In that dread month, the advancing Nazi armies   
overran Belgium. As a consequence, the Sisters in America were completely cut off from 
their Mother House in Brussels. This was a great sorrow to the loving heart of Reverend 
Mother Modwina. She loved her Institute deeply and venerated the opinions and advice of 
her superior General. Now she was all alone. Whatever decisions had to be made must be 
made by her in councils with other superiors in America. Until the liberation of Belgium 
in 1945, only brief messages came from the Mother House, but there was no transaction 
of business whatsoever. 

Soon the need for more Sisters became urgent. Small groups had come nearly every 
year from the Mother House or from England to increase the number of workers, but with 
the invasion of Belgium, even the two that were destined to sail in 1940 were unable to 
come. The number of children in the schools continued to increase, so finally Reverend 
Mother decided to put into operation a plan that had been formulated several years        
previously: the establishment of an American novitiate. 

The first problem was to secure the proper ecclesiastical permission for this project. 
It could be obtained only from Rome, but all communication was cut off from the Holy 
City. Prayer alone could overcome this insurmountable obstacle, and so for a year the   
Sisters prayed earnestly and perseveringly. Finally, to their great joy, word was received 
from the Chancery Office that the Apostolic Delegate in Washington, D.C. had obtained 
the required permission by radiogram from Vatican City on July 28, 1943.  

The next big problem was to find a suitable location for the new novitiate. The only 
way was to go out and look for one, and for another weary year, Reverend Mother, in 
company with one of her Sisters and a devoted friend to drive them, searched through the 
surrounding districts, street by street, for a property whereon to establish this project so 
dear to her heart. 

At last, when nothing better seemed available, she bought a little house across the 
street from St. Paul the Apostle Convent. It was not adequate, but it was the best she 
could do at the time. But soon it seemed to be the worst possible step to have taken, for 
the tenants absolutely refused to move out and they had secured a government permission 
to remain there as long as the housing shortage continued. Imagine Reverend Mother’s 
grief on seeing her little house, “Nazareth,” across the street, and being unable to move 
into it. Imagine her anxiety on knowing that she had put practically every penny the 
community possessed into its purchase, thus crippling themselves entirely for any further 
development. 

Despite this terrific disadvantage, the work of the novitiate grew apace. The first          
postulants entered at St. Paul the Apostle Convent on September 25, 1943, and began 
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their training in the religious life.  Such a beginning was naturally very hard, both for the 
professed Sisters and the postulants. The convent was even too small for the professed 
Sisters in those days. Nevertheless, certain rooms were set aside exclusively for the       
novitiate, and the community had to get along as best they could in the rest. This sacrifice 
of convenience was made most cheerfully, and God, in His own good time, gave the     
reward. 

Reverend Mother Modwina, gallant little traveler that she was, continued to look for    
another house, but with far less confidence, for now she was without the means to buy, 
even if she found something suitable. “Nazareth” was for sale, but nobody wanted to buy 
it because of the obstinate tenants who refused to move out. 

But Providence who guides all things aright was leading Reverend Mother to a place 
much better suited to her purpose than “Nazareth.” In a chance conversation with a parent 
who came to register her child for September, 1944, she learned of a fine property in      
Brentwood, which had just been put up for sale. She expressed a desire to see it, and the 
lady, Mrs.Ruth Mahoney, very kindly took her there. It was all that any superior could 
desire: a large, well-built house of Italian Renaissance style, delightful, spacious grounds 
with magnificent trees to give privacy and shade, and a lovely inner garden where she 
planned to erect a shrine to Our Lady. 

Negotiations were begun immediately. To her delight, Reverend Mother found that 
she could buy the house for a reasonable sum. The problem was: where to find the mon-
ey. 

Her trust in God was complete. He guided her along difficult paths where anyone less 
trusting in His goodness would have faltered and failed. She went ahead with her plans,   
trusting to the good Lord to find a way out. And He did. Quite unexpectedly, a buyer was 
found for “Nazareth,” who took it upon herself to oust the unwilling tenants. Thus, the 
little house across the street parted from the Sisters before they had a chance to use it. 

The Novitiate property was purchased in September, 1944. A few months sufficed to 
make all the necessary repairs, the landscaping of the garden, and the alterations          
necessary to render it a suitable dwelling for its young inhabitants. The largest room in 
the house was converted into a chapel. Everything in it was donated by generous friends 
in San Francisco and Culver City. A beautiful statue of Our Lady of Lourdes, patroness of 
the Novitiate, was given by the children of St. Paul the Apostle School. 

Everything was in readiness for the happy novices and their Mother when they       
arrived to take possession of their new home on November 1, 1944. Thus was fulfilled 
one of the dearest wishes of Reverend Mother Modwina. For years she had hoped and 
prayed for this great day and at last it had come. Truly her heart was glad and one could 
see the look of satisfaction on her face as she walked around the novitiate garden or 
talked to the assembled novices on her frequent visits there. 

The next year, 1945, brought the unspeakable joy of union once again with our dear 
Mother House. Letters were exchanged at last, and Reverend Mother General learned 
with satisfaction of the progress that had been made in America during the war years. She       
promised to send Sisters as soon as possible. The work was still growing and the novices 
would not be able to help for several years. 

All during those frightful years of waiting for hostilities to cease, the Sisters had         
remained in good health, and fortunately so, for if one had collapsed, there was no one to   
replace her. Now, with help so close at hand, their tired human frames gave way. To her 
great sorrow, Reverend Mother saw two of her dear Sisters at Westwood fall suddenly 
and seriously ill. It was an added cross which was hard for her motherly heart of bear. 
When her Sisters suffered, she sympathized so thoroughly that she seemed to suffer with 
them. Her own health was always precarious, but she forgot herself to spend long hours 
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by their bedsides, watching with them and offering words of consolation which only she 
could give. 

The spring of 1946 brought several new Sisters from England, and the gaps left by 
the invalids were filled. In this year, too, a general chapter was held at the Mother House.       
Reverend Mother Modwina was eligible to go. Her heart must have thrilled at the thought 
of seeing the Mother House, her Superior General, and her old friends in Europe once 
more. But this joy was not to be. Her doctor decided that travel by air (which was the only 
possible way at the time) would be dangerous for her heart, which was even then in a   
critical condition. She accepted his decision very humbly and another Sister was elected 
in her stead. 

This Sister, with the other American delegates, was entrusted with the task of making 
one more determined effort at opening a recruiting house in Ireland. For years, the Sisters 
had tried in vain to get a place in this country so fruitful of vocations. Now they realized 
more than ever that the novitiates in England and America would not suffice to give all 
the workers needed for the ever-increasing scope of their education activities. 

Unceasing prayer went up to Our Divine Lord and His Holy Mother for help to       
realize this important project. Again the hand of Providence was visibly guiding the      
Sisters. Two of the delegates returned to California because the school year was about to 
begin. The third, Reverend Mother Mary Francis, seizing a chance opportunity, went to 
see a property which was for sale in County Longford. A small down payment could be 
made to secure the property, but this would be of no use without the permission of the 
Bishop to establish a novitiate there. For weeks she waited to see him. Finally she had a 
short interview, but got no satisfactory answer. At last, the Bishop reluctantly gave     
permission, and a juniorate and novitiate were opened there the following year. 

Reverend Mother Modwina was overjoyed at the prospect of this new establishment. 
That was all she had to ask from the Lord. Now the last of her wishes for her beloved        
Institute were fulfilled. She had received her canonical transfer at the chapter meeting, 
and once again, she set out for San Francisco. One could say that all her house was set in 
order: the American novitiate was prospering, the Irish foundation was assured, and its 
first aspirants had gone to England to begin their training. 

The little school in San Francisco to which she returned in October, 1946, was the 
same in appearance, but very different in its pupils. All the Japanese had been evacuated 
from the Pacific Coast in 1942, and only a few had returned to San Francisco in 1946. 
Children of all races and nationalities had taken their place at Morning Star School.    
Reverend Mother soon made herself at home with these little ones, and learned to love 
them despite their different colors, temperaments, and training. 

She was not able to teach very much because her health was failing visibly. During 
the supposed air raid on Los Angeles in 1942 she had felt the first attack of the heart    
ailment which was to carry her to the grave. As the months went by, the pain became 
worse—at times almost unbearable—but she never complained. Often she seemed to go 
down into the valley of death, and her life was despaired of, but her strong spirit and her 
desire to be of service kept her alive. It she could not help in the classroom, she could 
make herself useful to the community in manyother ways. She took it upon herself to be 
the cook, and while the Sisters were busy in school, she prepared appetizing meals for 
them, and even washed the dishes when they had gone back to class. 

October 6, 1947 was her sixty-sixth birthday. She seemed to be a little more tired 
than usual, yet she was as bright and cheerful as ever. In a day or two her condition      
became worse. There was yet apparently no cause for alarm, but the Sisters would run no 
risk. They persuaded Reverend Mother to let them call the doctor. He said her heart was 
in poor condition, and arranged to have her checked at St. Mary’s Hospital the following 
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Tuesday. It was now Friday. He assured the Sisters that the situation was not serious, so 
reverend Mother stayed up that evening and attended a meeting of friends who were     
putting on a bazaar for the benefit of the Sisters’ Irish project. She laughed heartily at 
some of their plans for making money. She went to bed as usual: peaceful, happy and    
serene. 

During the night one of the Sisters went in to see how she was. She whispered, “I 
wonder if Sister Mary Philomena is all right. I hear her moaning in her sleep.” These were 
her last spoken words on earth—words of thoughtfulness for the needs of others, words of 
solicitude from the great mother-heart for her children whom she loved so dearly. 

The next morning she did not arise for Mass. This did not cause alarm, as the doctor 
had advised her to stay in bed for a few days. When Mass was over, one of the Sisters 
went to ask her what she would like for breakfast. She found her apparently asleep, but on 
going nearer, she found that the Angel of Death had come for her during the night. Her 
soul had gone before its Maker while the world was wrapped in sleep. 

The little community was grief stricken, but they could not fail to see that even in 
death, God had granted His faithful spouse her final wish. She always wanted to die     
quietly, without disturbing anyone. She did not want to live to be a burden to her Sisters, 
for they had so much to do, she said. And so, the Master came for her when her work was 
done, when she had brought her Sisters through their hard years of pioneer work, and had 
established them so well that they could go on and work in peace and confidence at their 
appointed tasks. 

She died on Saturday, October 11, the Feast of the Maternity of the Blessed Virgin 
Mary. What more fitting day to die for one who was ever a true mother to her children, 
who loved them all with a generous and self-sacrificing love, who watched and prayed 
beside them in their hours of sickness, who wiped away the tears when sorrow came their 
way. 

Reverend Mother General wrote the following beautiful tribute when she heard the 
sad news: 

What a beautiful and happy death, like a sleep on 
the Heart of God; an imperceptible flight toward 
the eternal dwelling-places. She was always a 
truly Christ-like religious and a worthy daughter  
of our Venerated Founder…In Heaven her  
recompense will be very great…I was so happy to have 
seen her recently, and to have spent three happy 
weeks with her in the midst of her little community.  
I learned to know her better, and I carried 
away from my visit an unforgettable souvenir. 
Her death was truly the death of the just, the 
enfolding of a child in the arms of its father. 

 
She was buried from the little Chapel of St. Francis Xavier attached to the Japanese    

Mission. As they took her mortal remains from the convent, the children of the school 
formed a double guard of honor for the little Mother whom they loved so well. They were 
strangely quiet standing there in the morning sunlight, grief and regret showing on their 
little black, brown and yellow faces. A few of them managed to squeeze into one of the 
priests’ cars, and so were present when they lowered her body into the ground in Holy 
Cross Cemetery outside of San Francisco. Her own religious family was there, too, their 
heart sorrowing for a beloved mother who had gone from them forever. Her grave lies in 
a green slope on a low hill facing the Pacific Ocean. “I want to lay my bones beside the 
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Pacific,” she used to say, and because she gave Him all, God would not refuse her this 
last desire. 

Yes, she has gone from us in body, but not in spirit. No longer can we see her dear 
face, prematurely aged with weight of care and suffering. But her spirit lives on to   
brighten the hearts of all those who knew and loved her. Some days we can see her again, 
hurrying down the corridor of the old school in Culver City, or we can watch her tend the 
flowers in the beautiful Westwood patio garden, or we can catch a glimpse of her as she 
mounts the steep stairway to her little class in Morning Star School. 

Little Mother, may we learn from the lesson of true devotedness, that whether we 
speak with strangers, or teach in a classroom, or cook the meals, or tend the sick, we can 
do it all for the Master Who called us here to work for Him. Your work in California   
continues to grow. New schools are added each year, new Sisters come to help us, and 
children in the thousands depend on us for guidance and care. 

Oh, from your place in Heaven, obtain for us that we may always live according to 
the lessons which you taught us, that the spirit of Christ-like charity and apostolic zeal 
which you brought with you to California and left as a spiritual legacy to your children, 
may continue to burn brightly in our lamps as wise virgins, until we, too, are called home 
to Heaven. Then, may we go out quietly to meet the Bridegroom as you did, our hands 
full of merits, because we, like you, have left all to find All, Christ Jesus, Our Lord. 

 

Sr. Malachy - Hilary Powell 

I have had many years’ association with the DMJs and have selected this little 
memory of a fairly unsung heroine, whose input to our lives at Rydes Hill was            
immeasurable. 

My four years as a teacher at Rydes Hill School in Guildford were happy and      
memorable for many reasons.  However, one person in particular was a real influence in 
our lives.  This was Sr. Malachy.  

As an army is reputed to march ‘on its stomach’ so Sr. Malachy, in charge of the     
catering for staff and pupils, gave us, with her assistants, truly wonderful lunches, cakes 
and other delicacies which sustained us through our working days.  She was very much a 
‘background’ figure, always smiling and cheerful in her kitchen domain, but so important 
at keeping our ‘army’ marching and greatly valued by us all. 
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Sr Mary Benignus -Maria Farrelly (Lavelle) 

Though there were many inspirational people whom I 
befriended during my time as a member of the order I am 
going to write a few lines about Sr Mary Benignus, now  
deceased.  

  I grew up beside Lough Sillan Lake, near Shercock a 
small town south of the Border with Northern Ireland. The 
community comprised of mainly Catholics, Protestants and 
Presbyterians. Each family recognised and respected each   
other’s faith and differences but a silence always abided 
about our common political history. A sacred heart picture 
and lamp was always a feature in a Catholic home while a 
beautiful picture of the Queen at her coronation ceremony 
hung in our neighbours houses.   Politics or history were 

never spoken about. Far too sensitive an issue in a border area in those days.   
 It was only when I got to know Sr Mary Benignus that history and its significance       

became alive. Although I studied the usual history provided in the curriculum in our 
schools at primary and secondary level it was not until Mother Mary Benignus who            
befriended   Helen O’Shea and Sr Margaret Mary Davis and myself that I truly came to      
appreciate history. We were young students attending Coloma College in West Wickham 
at that time and for some time we were part of the community in West Wickham which       
comprised of the following extremely academic interesting and very different individuals 
Mother Mary Lucy, Sr Bernadine, Sr Josephine, St Baptist and Sr Victoire and Sr Mary 
More. In the diversity there was a great sense of unity and respect.   Sr Benignus helped 
us to integrate into life and to value the joy and the privilege of living in England and to 
value Christian education as inspired by Constant van Crombrugghe.  Sr Mary Benignus 
was then retired from being Principal of the College of Education.  

Sr Benignus who was a fine Kerry lady with a very big heart was confined to a       
wheelchair when I got to know her. She frequently invited us “young ones” to join her for 
tea in her room. It was during these sessions that I grew to realise how deeply politically 
minded Sr Benignus was. She was passionate about all history but particularly about     
Ireland’s historical past. Sr Benignus frequently chatted about her native Kerry area 
which she loved with all her heart. She told us many factual stories particularly of how 
families became divided in Ireland because of their allegiances and so forth.  She was   
extremely descriptive and passionate about the rights and wrongs and in particular about 
injustices experienced by any group of people suffering from conflict anywhere or in any 
part of the world.   

 She never forgot the little things that made life enjoyable.  I vividly remember after 
our Christmas dinner in 1972 (I think) while we sat around the big stone fireplace in 
Wickham Court which had Anne Boleyn’s and Henry V111 names etched in stone, Sr 
Benignus imparted her in-depth  knowledge about the fascinating  history of Wickham 
Court with great  gust and enthusiasm while some of us in the community listened,       
relaxed and enjoyed “the special afters” to the meal which she provided in the true form 
of an Irish spirit.   

Sr Benignus came constantly to my mind when I attended many of the                          
commemorative ceremonies held in Ireland last year 2016.   I realised how her stories 
were actually so real for many people in the Ireland of that past era...  I often could hear 
her voice echo at these events ...  One could visualise her taking a similar journey to 
Countess Markievicz should she not have joined the order of the Ladies of Mary.   
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 Sr Benignus was truly inspirational to anyone who was lucky enough to get to know 
her.  She was an extremely popular, valued and respected by her community, by college 
staff and students at all levels.  She had a special gift of: Time to talk and time to listen 
with a welcoming heart.  Her inner spirit always shone through. Her greatest passion was 
always to help everyone value and appreciate the teaching of Canon Constance van 
Crombrugghe regardless whether one was a member of the order or not She was          
extremely committed with deep faith to implement the teachings of the founder which 
was reflected in her total dedication to Christian education under the patronage of Mary 
and Joseph. This was evident in the wonderful success which she made of Coloma col-
lege while she was a Principal there. She continued to live for a number of years after her 
retirement in the place she loved …Wickham Court ...a seat of education.   

“You will love God through the hearts of those you have taught to love Him” -    
Constant Van Crombrugghe.    

I have so many joyful memories of those happy years.   
May Sr Benignus rest in peace.   
 

 

To the Memory of Monica – forever young - Sr. Helen Lane dmj 

This morning the memory of Sr. Monica Beebwa came so vividly to my mind.  I 
write a few words about her life and her death in order to honour the memory of a     
beautiful woman and a wonderful DMJ.   

I remember the Monica who studied in Maryhill as a student.  I taught her English      
language and literature.  She was bright, beautiful, pleasant and a joy to have in the 
school.  I remember one particular one day when her mother Sophie visited the          
community.  Monica came from school to be close to her and I remember her cooking 
something that her Mum would enjoy eating.  There was a tenderness about the way she 
cared for her Mother.  This was shortly before her Mother died.   

Monica studied at Makerere and on completion of her degree applied to join us,           
following in the footsteps of her older sister.  It is a feat for anyone to go through       
University and still adhere to a sense of call to a vowed life.  Not many survive that      
environment but Monica did.   

She had great social skills and was very popular.  She was attractive and likeable and 
had multitudes of friends.  As someone put it once:  she had ‘good blood’.  I remember 
her having a kind of innate knowing.  She had insight and intuition and a gleam in her eye 
that could communicate much left unsaid in words.  She had a great sense of humour.  
She had a clear potential for leadership and wasn’t afraid to speak her mind and raise the 
thorny questions.  She could do that with clarity and without aggression.  Many of you 
reading this will have known Monica more intimately and of course, who knew her better 
and from infancy than her sister, Josephine?   

On Tuesday August 23nd 1988 I was in the Bethany community with Josephine and   
Adeodata.  About 9am Felicé arrived at the end door linking/supporting Liz who was 
weak and distressed.  ‘Monica is dead’, they said, ‘she was shot last night in Kabale’. Liz 
had taken the phone call from the Bishop’s secretary and was reeling with shock.  It was 
surreal. Immediately I went into cautious mode (and denial)… did Liz hear correctly?  
We must try to re-connect with Kabale to verify that the correct message had been heard.  
The most urgent thing was to break the news to Josephine, Monica’s sister, who was in 
her bedroom.  Jo was told the unspeakable news. 

Efforts at reconnecting by phone to Kabale initially failed but eventually a link was 
made which served to confirm the first message.  Indeed Monica was dead.  Liz      
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McCarthy was part of the Kabale community and had spent the night in Mbarara on her 
return from home leave.  She was destined to return to Kabale on the morning that the 
awful news reached us.   

We got thorough on the phone to the Sacred Heart Sisters in Kampala and charged 
them with informing our General Team in Rome.  Someone put a message on the ‘radio 
call’ for our sisters in Karamoja to be told.  Agnès Charles (whose niece and nephew 
were visiting at the time) drove to Ibanda to inform the ibanda and Bisheshe              
communities.  Someone went to the nearby village to tell Agatha, the sister of Jo and 
Monica.  Monica and Agatha were close in age and close in relationship.  Bishop Kakubi 
put a minibus and driver at our disposal, cautioning us not to drive.  We prayed on the 
way dreading what lay ahead.  I have a memory of Liz leading us in a litany to Our Lady.  
One particular phrase stood out:  ‘Comforter of the afflicted.  Pray for us.’  It couldn’t 
have been more apt.   

 One car had gone on ahead of the minibus with Jo and Diane and some others.  As 
we arrived in Kabale in the minibus we pulled in to a petrol station for fuel.  Still          
disbelieving- or unable to grasp the reality- we asked the attendant: ‘Is it true that      
someone was killed on Rushoroza last night?’  ‘Yes,’, he replied.  ‘It was a sister.’  We 
found Monica’s body reposing in the house and a shocked but composed Mary Rose who 
told us the story of what had happened.  The previous night the house was surrounded by 
men/robbers.  Monica heard them and called Mary Rose.  ‘We are surrounded’, she said.  
Together they went to the small chapel whose window was in the direction of the Semi-
nary, the nearest occupied building.  The intention was to call for help. Monica began to 
ululate/sound an alarm for help.  A gun was pointed through the window and a shot rang 
out, pierced Monica through the heart, exited her body and went through Mary Rose’s 
arm.  Mary Rose tried to lower Monica’s body to the ground to break the fall.  Monica lay 
on the floor of the chapel and bled to death while Mary Rose tried to assist her.  It was 
some time later that Mary Rose realised that she herself had been shot.   

The door of the house was broken open and the men entered demanding money.  
Mary Rose’s hand trembled as she tried in the dark to light the paraffin lamp.  In relating 
this part of the story Mary Rose always said that she had a sense of a shield of protection 
around her and the sense that she would not be harmed despite the hostility of the          
intruders.  It was a spiritual experience for her.  They left having rifled the house and 
found a mere $10.  Alone now, Mary Rose groped in the dark and made her way down 
the path to the seminary to call for help.  The priests from the seminary accompanied her 
back to the house and together they faced the devastation.  Mary Rose told us that at some 
point she fetched a basin of water and knelt down as she mopped up Monica’s blood from 
the chapel floor.  When we arrived in the house there was a vase of white lilies in front of 
the tabernacle and my sense is that they were there throughout the awful event.   

During that day people gathered and rallied around to help.  I remember Monica’s   
father, Luka Beebwa.  I can picture him as he sat at the side of his daughter’s coffin with 
such immense dignity and stoicism.  Though deeply pained, he had a rock-like strength.  
He drew from a deep source of faith and courage.  There were no recriminations from his 
lips.   

Bit by bit over that first day the sisters and the friends gathered.  My memory of that 
night in the small house at Nyakakiika is that we hovered between shocked numbness, 
silence and barely contained hysteria.  In one of the bedrooms we sat in a line along a bed 
with our backs against the wall (for a place to sit).  At one point Bridie Doherty took a 
leap from the bed saying she had seen a mouse.  That was enough to release a wave of 
tension and we all laughed hysterically.  Then the silence enveloped us.  Pat Akisa found 
a table-top and stretched her body on it to make a bed for a few hours.  If anyone slept, it 
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was very little.  There was no place to lie down even if we were inclined to sleep.  We sat, 
prayed and kept vigil and tried to come to grips with what had happened so unexpectedly.  
After all, we were ostensibly in peace times.  The Amin years were over.   

Next day there was a Mass for Monica in the Cathedral at Rushoroza.  I went ahead 
to Mbarara to see to arrangements there.  I met Bishop Kakubi who had issued a message 
to the people that there would be the Mass and burial of Monica that day.  He was not 
happy with me when I said:  ‘It can’t happen.  We have to have her in the house tonight.’  
The Mass was deferred to next day.   

Later that day Monica’s remains arrived 
at the community in Mbarara.  She reposed 
in what was originally the chapel of the           
community and by then had become a            
multi-purpose room.  The coffin was placed 
in the centre of the room with chairs around.  
A profusion of white flowers surrounded 
her. Bougainvillea, lilies, daisies- fresh, 
white flowers… 

A couple of other memories: A fire was 
lit in the middle of the compound.  It burned 
for 4 nights as was the tradition.  It was   
regularly fuelled with wood - a big fire 
around which people sat, told stories,        
remembered, had a drink.  It was the tradi-
tional way to mark the death of a loved one- 
what wisdom, community, solidarity.   

Then when the time came for the burial, 
we left the Cathedral in procession led by 
Monica’s brother, John, who played the    
guitar and led us in hymn-singing as we 
walked along the path to the cemetery       
accompanying Monica to her place of rest.   

 

Monica, forever young in our hearts.     
For all of us we lost a beloved sister and      

community member.  For Josephine she lost, in       
addition, a sister who shared her own flesh and 
blood.  For Mary Rose- she lived through an          
incredibly traumatic experience.   

Monica’s full name was:   Monica    Tumusiime 
Beebwa.  Tumusiime = We thank Him (God).  Our 
Gaba house has a name on the gate:  Tumusiime 
House.   

As those memories came to me this morning I 
thought:  It is painful to revisit tragedy and surface 
the memories and in   order to cope we do compart-
mentalise.  Yet, when we do dare to open that box we 
find there is a place where the wound and the tears 
are still fresh.   
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Memories of Sr. Silvia Probst -Abbé Nyeme Tese 

Diocesan Director of the Coopérative de Yanga 
Written in Yanga on March 24th, 2005. 

 
Sylvie was a person of deep faith in God in whose 

name she worked day after day with exceptional zeal. She 
was proud to be up from five in the morning until about 
midnight without ever having a nap, though she liked to 
say, “Never say never!” 

This homage wants to bear witness to a life that is a 
model for present and future generations in our Sankuru 
area, in Uganda, Burundi, Switzerland and England 
where Sylvie lived and worked. Our wounded world will 
badly need this example for a long time yet. 

 Silvia Probst was born on March 1, 1917. She was 
the youngest of four children born to her parents Probst-
Steiner. Her birth place was Basel, Switzerland. There 
she received her primary and secondary education, fol-
lowed by a two year course at the Institute Theresianum 
in Ingenbohl, Switzerland. In 1937 she joined the Congregation of the Ladies of Mary 
(Daughters of Mary and Joseph) in England. She completed her Novitiate in Brussels and 
returned to England the very week of the invasion of Belgium in 1940. She made her   
profession in England and started her teaching career there as a language teacher under 
difficult conditions during World War II. She continued her studies at the same time and 
received her B.A. (Bachelor of Arts) degree in 1948 at the University of London. She 
taught in England until 1952. 

Although she always enjoyed teaching she also had another goal – Africa. In 1952 
she eventually got permission to go to Burundi where she taught at the Teacher-Training 
College in Busiga. There she realised the importance of nursing qualifications and        
returned to England in 1955 to follow training courses in London in nursing and received 
her S.R.N. (State Registered Nurse) certificate in 1958 and her S.C.M. (State Certified 
Midwife) certificate in 1959. 

Armed with her new credentials she went back to 
Africa that same year – this time to Uganda. First she 
worked as a nurse, then she taught health education at 
Kinyamasika Teacher-Training College in Fort Portal. 
Together with her students she organised child welfare 
clinics, mothers’ clubs, and small clinics in rural areas. 

At the request of Mgr. Asta, Pro-Nuncio of Iran, 
she left Africa in 1965 to evaluate health needs in  
Tehran with a view to establishing a Christian Hospital 
with the Knights of Malta as project holder. The      
project failed because the pledged sums were not   
honoured. 

In 1966 Sister Silvia was invited back to Africa 
again by Rev. Bishop J. Ogez of Mbarara to supervise 
the building of a hospital financed by Misereor. Her 
new working place was the remote village of Ibanda. 
There she started a baby orphanage and a maternity 
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ward. In 1970 her greatest work, Ibanda Hospital with 100 beds, was commissioned by 
Misereor. 

Shortly afterwards she was called to Kampala and became the Executive Secretary of 
the Uganda Catholic Medical Bureau. For three years she was the liaison officer between 
the 72 medical units in the country and the Ministry of Health. In recognition of her    
dedication for the Ugandan health system she was granted the Freedom of Uganda in 
1973.  She wanted to return to Ibanda in order to be closer to her people. She started fund-
raising to construct a reception centre for motherless and abandoned babies, which she 
opened in 1975. At the same time she started a pilot scheme in conjuction with UNICEF 
for the training of “nutrition scouts“ and a model farm in Bisheshe near Ibanda. It was her 
dream that this farm would supply food to her schools and health centres in the following 
years. 

Sister Silvia initiated and supervised the training of students in first aid, nutrition,         
agriculture, animal husbandry, tailoring and carpentry. This led to the future employment 
of those students in many worthwhile occupations. 

All these institutions at Ibanda are now in the capable hands of African administra-
tors with the Daughters of Mary and Joseph working alongside. 

In 1977 the dictatorship of Idi 
Amin was becoming ever more brutal 
and foreigners were not safe          
anymore, so Sr. Silvia had to leave 
the country as well. In England a new 
mission was waiting for her. Because 
of changing education policies,      
Coloma College of Education in West 
Wickham, run by the Daughters of 
Mary and Joseph, was closed. Sr.   
Silvia soon recognized the unique 
opportunity this provided to make use 

of the buildings for much needed residential care facilities. She worked out a project to 
change two student hostels into a home for the   elderly, which she named St. Anne's. 

While this reconstruction work was going on, Sr. Silvia was by no means inactive. 
She frequently travelled to Switzerland where she made efforts to obtain funds for her 
African projects from aid organisations. On such occasions she usually visited the Sisters 
of Mercy of the Holy Cross in Ingenbohl where her own sister was teaching. There she 
made the acquaintance of the Congolese priest, Fr. Jean-Adalbert Nyeme Tese, a friend of 
the Congregation. 

Sr. Silvia was a woman for Africa and since returning to Uganda was not possible for 
the time being, she had the idea of going to Zaïre. On the request of the General         
Administration of the Sisters of Ingenbohl Sr. Silvia got permission from her              
Congregation to help in building up the Cooperative of Yanga in the remote and very 
poor district of Kasayi Oriental in former Zaïre. 

When Sister Silvia arrived in Yanga in January 1978, the people there were starving. 
She immediately bought 10 tons of rice and relieved the greatest suffering. Then she 
started her development activities: building houses, offices, stores, shops, roads and 
wooden bridges. Her work in Yanga bears fruit even today. 

Sister Silvia went back to England in 1980, where she was asked to run the now        
completed home for the elderly at St. Anne‘s Court, the idea she had conceived a few 
years before. Until her death in 1990 she lived and worked in this residential home - St. 

Sr. Sylvia with Sr. Joyce Anderson and Sr. 
Kathleen Rathe 
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Anne‘s Court in West Wickham near London. Now and then she took longer trips abroad 
to both Zaïre and Uganda to see how her projects there were doing.  

In recognition of her commendable work in England and Africa she was named     
Catholic Woman of the Year in 1982. On this occasion a journalist asked her what was 
the purpose of her life. She replied: “I have only fulfilled a need where a need arose and 
somehow one project simply led to another.  

 
On February 22, 1990, after long months of patient suffering, Sister Silvia died in St.            

Christopher‘s Hospice in London where she was attended during her last days by her 
faithful and grateful friend from Zaïre, Father Jean-Adalbert Nyeme Tese. 

The following parts of letters written by Sister Silvia to friends in Europe may serve 
to give an impression of her untiring work day by day during her time in Africa: 

 
Yanga, 14th January 1978 

 
My dear Sisters in England, Uganda, California, 
You may be wondering what I am doing in distant Zaïre and how I settled down. It is   

real pioneer work and hard going, but a great challenge. Once you realize that there is a 
need, and that you can make a contribution to answer such a need, you do not mind the 
effort and the hardship. 
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The flight from Kinshasa to Lodja takes 2 1/2 hours in a small plane with less than 30 
passengers. We were fortunate to have a clear day; how fortunate I only realised when we 
were about to land on a mudstrip with just a balloon indicating the direction of the wind 
and two mudhuts with grass roofs as “airport buildings”. There is no communication     
between the pilot and the ground crew. The pilot has to find his own direction and        
recognise the landmark.  

The headquaters of that cooperative group is 2 km from the actual village. In 1976 
Mr. Notter from Merenschwand/AG (Switzerland) sacrificed his holidays and physically 
built a bridge with the natives to cross the little river which separates the headquarters 
from the village. On top of the hill they constructed a few huts made of local material, 
one of which is the house I am now occupying. I am the only European here. The first 
four days Abbé Nyeme and his nephew were with me. This was a great help. I was most 
impressed to see this professor of theology go down with a group of men to dig the three 
ponds to start a fishery scheme. They came back hungry, dirty and thirsty, but very happy 
to have achieved this in three days. 

There is a lot to do and I am very glad to have this opportunity of leading a very    
simple missionary life without much comfort. In place of a bed they constructed a kind of 
bunker, made of sticks and branches of palm trees. On this I have quite a thick foam    
mattress, but I can still feel the reeds through it. 

I do the cooking on three stones in the open air behind the house. Apart from a big 
and a small table and a few chairs in the house there is no furniture whatsoever. After 
work the villagers come for treatment. Every other woman seems to be pregnant and they 
have started to come for antenatal care. In my bedroom I put a few strings across to hang 
up my belongings. I ordered a cupboard and - believe it or not - a refrigerator which will 
be operated with paraffin. When will it arrive? After I leave, perhaps, but I am thinking of 
making the place a bit more habitable for my possible successors. Brother Joseph of the 
Passionists is also arranging a kind of stove for us at Yanga on which we shall continue to 
cook with wood. It will be a bit better than three stones on the ground. Next to the petrol 
drums from which we scoop out the water I have a “table” made of reeds on which we 
can dry the plates, saucepans, etc. in the sun. Every week there is some improvement. 
 
Yanga, 25th February 1978 

 
Two days ago I received my first luxury: a water filter! The refrigerator which I          

purchased (in Kinshasa) at the end of December could not be sent to Lodja because those 
planes are too small... 

As the people are very poor in religious knowledge and conviction we are now 
stressing “catéchèse familiale” and we follow a very simple course for mothers. No priest 
ever came to YANGA before Abbé Nyeme started this project, there is no catechist. 

 
Kinshasa, 4th July 1978 

 
Now we are busy purchasing fuel and building material (in Kinshasa) to fill a 200 ton 

“barge”, a boat which is moved by a push-boat. We managed to get 65 tons of cement for 
the Diocese and for ourselves. I literally spent one week getting petrol, diesel and         
paraffin. 

We are now tearing around the city purchasing the goods and tomorrow we can start 
loading the “barge“ which will take the goods as far as Bena Dibele, 350 km from Yanga, 
taking about 14 days or more. At present it is the dry season and there are fears that the 
river might be too shallow in parts. On the 8th or 10th (July), we shall venture the 8 day 
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trip by lorry to Yanga. It may be advisable that I accompany the lorry because it will be 
easier for me to get through the many military barriers than for the simple African drivers. 

 
Yanga, 25th April 1979 

 
I can no longer boast of simple mission life in a mud hut. I recently moved into the 

new house made of permanent material. A Swiss organisation also gave us SFr. 84,000 
for the installation of a saw mill. This will be installed in June, and wer are expecting all 
the machinery for a carpentry workshop. We are surrounded by tropical forests and so 
will then be able to make our own boards etc. As you see, things are moving, thanks to 
my appeals and personal contacts. The Lord has been very good to us. Our coffee       
plantation is growing.  During the past year we planted 1,472 coffee trees, and I have a 
team of five men to continue preparing the soil for many more trees. This will be a good 
source of income in the more    distant future. We can expect our first crops in 1981. 

One major improvement: we now have a radio call apparatus in Yanga which       
connects us with about 10 mission stations as far as Kananga 600 km distant. We can also             
communicate with Kinshasa, but only indirectly as our apparatus is not sufficiently     
powerful. On Saturday mornings Abbé Nyeme contacts us between 9 - 10 a.m. via      
Kananga. We speak with the Father in Kananga, he transmits our message to Kinshasa 

and give us the reply. We can also follow 
our lorry to and from Bena Dibele. The 
driver calls at each mission and tells us 
when he arrived and when he will leave. 

 
 
Nairobi, 17th December 1986 
 
In Zaïre life was very hectic. Our 

small boat “Samangua” which pushes a 
“barge” with up to 110 tons, up the river 
Zaïre, then rivers Kasayi and Sankuru, 
ventured the journey up the narrower    
river Lubefu meandering through tropical 
forests to within 30 km of our project. To 
reach that spot we had to remake a bridge 
over the river Lutshu and repair a road 
with ravines higher than myself, and open 
about 10 miles of dense forest. While our 
people from Yanga were busy with this I 
proceeded to the river Sankuru, namely 

the harbour “town” BENA DIBELE, (two days journey in a Jeep via Lodja on the most      
terrible roads) to supervise the unloading of the goods of our many clients. 

One of the main reasons for bringing Abbé Nyeme to Bena Dibele was the fact that 
the previous week while supervising the unloading of the barge, I had found an             
interesting piece of land near the river. There were two buildings in permanent material 
(cement blocks) and large, half-finished depots as far as the „linteau“. I was determined 
that we should buy this, and Abbé Nyeme agreed with me that it was a most suitable 
place. Until now we depended on the mission 3 km away to store our goods. We           
negotiated with the owner and made a contract that we would pay Z 650,000 (12,000 
CHF) by the end of December. They allowed our agent in Bena Dibele to move into one 

Abbé Nyeme, Sr. Sylvie and Mama 
Akatshi (Mother of Abbé Nyeme) in 1988 
in Kinshasa. 
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building that very day and agreed that we could finish the (depots) stores. As usual I had 
confidence in Divine Providence that the money will be forthcoming by the end of       
December. 

Since September I had been trying to sell my car but in vain. I was to make my last        
attempt a week before leaving Zaïre. It was again providential that I came to Kinshasa a 
week earlier and found a buyer who paid cash. In fact, I made a profit of SFr. 513         
although I had travelled about 7,500 km in Europe and Kinshasa. We sent the money to 
Bena Dibele to finalise the deal of the land. We even had more than we needed. The land 
itself is 64 m x 46 m approx. 

 
London, 22th February 1990 
Abbé Nyeme describes the last hours of Sr. Silvia in St. Christopher’s Hospice in      
London. 

 
The Srs. Kathleen, Mary Peter and Margaret left the room to return to their convent. I 

stayed alone with her. 
Sr. Silva was very much in pain especially from her waist to her feet. She asked me 

to raise her up and to rinse her bloody mouth with soda water. Then she asked me to lay 
her down and to put her head gently on the pillow. She thanked me. She was grateful for 
the merest service: cleaning her nose or handing her an ice cube. 

She followed the prayers I was reciting and I asked her from time to time if she could 
hear me and she nodded. 

Later, Sr. Bridie arrived. She is a nurse and had spent many years with Sr. Silvia in      
Burundi. After a period of silence we began to talk and I told Sr. Bridie what the nurse 
had said about death being imminent. Shortly afterwards Sr. Bridie asked me if I could 
bear to be present when she died. I answered yes, because I had made the whole journey 
from Africa to London to be with her when she died, and now, when her time had come, I 
wanted to live this moment of grace. 

Then I sang together with Sr. Bridie: “Maranatha, Maranatha, Maranatha, Lord      
Jesus!”  as the refrain of a prayer of supplication. 

During this prayer Sr. Silvia‘s respiration changed rapidly. Her breath became slower 
and intermittent. Her eyes had already been closed for a while. Now also her lips closed 
though she hadn’t been able to breathe through her nose for about three hours. 

Sr. Bridie went to call a nurse and I was left alone for a moment with Sr. Silvia: O 
Lord, call your servant to you. She did everything for you unconditionally, yes, call her. 

In this way Sr. Silvia passed, very religiously, in a climate of faith and Christian 
hope, on 22 February 1990 at 9.20 p.m. after having served God and her neighbour with 
determination and doggedness. The Lord gave her the grace to live her final days in ever 
more intensive prayer and meditation. She died in a truly Christian and holy way. 

 
Sylvie, a Unique Person! 

At the end of 1977 Sr. Sylvie Probst joined us in Zaïre. She was then 60 years 
old, a woman of manifold experiences. Her self-confidence and her perfect command 
of several languages were the result of her upbringing in the Swiss town of Basel, 
which is situated on the border with Germany and France. Sylvie came to Yanga 
through the providential help of the Sisters of Mercy of Ingenbohl. She was          
convinced that she would not remain for longer than one year. Yet history blessed us 
with her incomparable commitment until 1989. During these eleven years she gave a 
living example of witnessing the Good News of Salvation by serving the Sankuru   
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region in an integral and lasting way. In this time she developed the Cooperative of 
Yanga (in short COYA) into the organisation it is today. 

What is it that the personality of this sister has achieved among us in Yanga? 
 
As a religious woman experienced in matters of holistic development on African soil, 

Sylvie gave a new impetus and decisive direction to our agricultural and animal-rearing     
efforts. Since the foundation of the agricultural project "Give us today our daily bread" in 
1976 these two areas had been given priority. With all her strength she tried to motivate 
and help people to grow plantations of coffee, rice, palm trees and fruit trees, maize, soya,      
pineapples, sugar cane and manioc. Never before had the COYA been focussed on              
agriculture to such an extent, nor had the cooperative provided the surrounding villages 
with as many products as in that time. 

Furthermore, future generations in Yanga will remember her as a great builder. This 
woman did an incredible amount of construction work in Uganda, in Zaïre and later in      
England. COYA owes so much to her, for example the well-built houses in Yanga, in the 
port of Samangua, in Bena Dibele, Lodja and Kinshasa. Sylvie was peerless in her ability 
to organise construction. She had a way of sharing and coordinating the work which is 
still used by COYA even today. Everything was planned and carried out in terms of     
contracts: foundations, walls, roofs, doors and windows, painting and furnishing. This led 
to quick and excellent results. Her skill, efficiency and speed are remembered by the 
workers even now and they consider them to be fundamental values. 

Sylvie was very sensitive to the joys and pains of human existence. As such she did a 
lot of social work with the constant support of friends and aid organisations from        
Switzerland, Germany and England. In consequence our nursery, primary and secondary 
schools were able to be built, followed by the health centre with a dispensary carrying her 
name, a maternity section, a pharmacy and a laboratory. 

In addition, she developed two new transport initiatives; one on water and one by air. 
She bought our first boat, the M/B Samangua. Later on, two more boats and three barges 
were acquired. Until her death she continued to try to obtain a small aeroplane for COYA. 
Thanks to the financial help of her friends in the USA and her native town Basel, we were 
able to purchase such a precious machine after her death. The plane was used to provide a 
rapid response humanitarian service. All this became the property of a population who 
had always been secluded. God alone knows what a blessing these two innovations      
became for the development of this remote rural area.  

We can never emphasize enough how far-sighted and generous Sylvie was. We    
cannot enumerate all her achievements here. She used to have frequent visits from        
villagers and regularly visited the villages herself. Importance was given to the             
proclamation of the Gospel as well as to the purchase of new types of seeds. Small village 
shops had to be provided with goods from the centre in Yanga, medical supplies and 
school equipment had to be re-stocked, and of course roads, bridges, chapels and schools 
had to be maintained. 

Together with the other Swiss partners who were present in Yanga she daily            
supervised the running of the saw-mill, the mill and the other general sections of the     
cooperative. 

All of us have learnt a lot from this gifted woman. Her outstanding service to the 
people of Yanga means that we cannot allow COYA to retreat into mediocrity. 

We must admit, indeed, that no area concerning the development of Africans was left 
untouched by this religious woman whose heart was filled with love for Christ and our 
beloved Continent. May she find worthy followers on this African soil which she has 
loved so dearly! 
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Sr. Silvia Probst -From Sr. Helen Conway 

Sr. Sylvia Probst was the first LOM / DMJ I came to 
know.  Sylvia had been a teacher in Burundi and realised 
that the people needed health care.  She returned to England 
and was allowed to do nursing training at a hospital run by 
nuns. 

I happened to go to the same hospital to train as a nurse.  
Sr. Antonella, as she was then named, and I were in the same 
group / set, and studied together from 1954 – 1957.  We 
qualified in April 1958.  Sylvia was a caring person, an     
energetic worker, and a good organiser.  She also loved a bit 
of fun and was blessed with a quick intellect. 

All nurses were required to work as 
a staff nurse for 1 year after qualifying.  

Sr. Antonella was exempt though, being a religious.  When she was 
leaving, she invited our ‘set’ to Forest Hill before she left.  Meeting 
the Sisters there made a significant impact on me.  (I had been      
considering becoming a Sister).  There, the atmosphere, and the     
attitude of friendliness and respect for each other among the Sisters, 
was appealing to me.  After that meeting I decided, if I did enter, it 
would be with this congregation.  And so it came to be!  I thank God, 
and I thank Sylvia. 

 
Helen Conway, March 2016 
 

Sr. Mary Agatha Finnerty 

Sr. Mary Agatha Finnerty in conversation with Helen Lane sometime in the early 90’s. 
 

I was born in December 1902 in Ballybunion, Co. Kerry.  My home was on the      
outskirts of Ballybunion town on a farm.  Our house had a thatched roof with a most 
beautiful, intricate design.  Later the roof was replaced with a more permanent type.  We 
had no electricity and no running water.  That was the era of paraffin lanterns.  We were 
lucky in that we had a spring of crystal-clear water on our land.  Later one of my nephews 
piped that water into the house.  That was before any water supply came into being in the 
area.  They still have that wonderful water supply at home. 

I attended the local primary school and then the secondary school run by the Mercy     
Sisters on the cliff-top.  When I was young I had the feeling of vocation and then it left 
me at around the age of fourteen.  We used to have many sisters coming to talk to us 
about religious life.  I remember clearly one evening that I was walking with a friend,   
Alice.  We could hear the sisters at prayer – their chants and hymns.  I had an overwhelm-
ing sense of: ‘that is where you should be.’  The feeling never left me.  I had a kind of 
certainty that I was called to religious Life.  I never thought of joining the Mercy Sisters 
for some reason though I had great respect for them. 

Sr. Adeline came from Scarborough recruiting for the Ladies of Mary.  China was in 
my mind at that time.  There was a kind of fervour/ferment in the Irish psyche at that time 
for the mission to China.  My Father wouldn’t hear of it. He would agree to my becoming 
a religious but not to my going to China.  So when Sr. Adeline appeared I decided to join 
the Ladies of Mary and go to Scarborough.  I was 19 years old when I left Ireland and at 



Gathering the Fruits of the years 

302 
 

that time we were going for life.  I thought I would never see Ireland or home.  That was 
1921. 

The years prior to that were very troubled years for Ireland.  I remember the 1916   
rising and later we had the Black-and-Tans in our area.  Many of them were ex-convicts 
and were very rough, aggressive, violent people.  They used to raid houses looking for 
ammunition and resistance fighters.  We were obliged to have a list on the door of the   
occupants of the house and they would raid at any time and demand to see the occupants.  
My brother, Tom, wanted to join the resistance and for a while my Father would not     
allow him.  I still remember (with emotion) the night that he gave his permission.  Tom 
was not in the forefront of fighting.  He would work at night with those who sabotaged 
bridges etc.  It was very dangerous work.  I remember when three young men were shot 
and their bodies dumped in Listowel.  When the Tans raided they would often take one of 
the household as hostage when they did their search. 

I spent one year in Scarborough and then went on to Belgium for my novitiate, Mary 
Aiden and myself.  Mother Loyola was our Novice Mistress.  She was very strict but that 
was how things were in those days.  I never harboured any resentment towards any of my          
superiors.  That was the way they did things.  Religious life was strict for everyone.  I just 
loved Belgium.  Then I returned to England after my first profession and was sent into the 
class-room.  I had no training as a teacher but it came very naturally to me.  One of the       
inspectors said to me: ‘You have trained yourself.’  After several years’ teaching, I was 
sent to Training College.  I went as a day student coming home to the community in the 
evenings.   

I was still teaching in England when the 2nd World War broke out in 1939.  Evacuees 
from Hull came to Scarborough.  The routine had to be changed to accommodate the          
refugees.  The morning sessions were for the regular students; afternoons were for       
evacuees.  It was a tough routine.  We had some bombings but nothing like they had in 
London. 

Convent life was very regular.  We were up at 5am for prayers and our morning          
programme.  Then we went out to teach and we were back at 5pm.  We had our marking 
and preparation to do.  We had ‘reunion’ every evening.  There we would do our sewing 
and chat politely.  Outside of that time together we observed the silence.  It was a very 
busy programme.  Holidays just didn’t exist.  We were busy all the time. Over the    
Summer we had the regular programme and there was a tradition that the students would 
call to see the sisters.  They were fond of the sisters and very open with them.  The      
English girls used to tell us everything openly about their families- quite different from 
the Irish girls.  And they used to get ‘pashes’ on the nuns.  I do remember Christmas   
Holidays.  We used to have a nice time.  We would make the place festive- looking and 
we used to have games.  I remember Christmas as a happy time.  At that time one had to 
have permissions for everything- just everything.  No particular friendships were allowed.  

I was transferred to Forest Hill and then on to Croydon.  In Forest Hill there was  
constant bombing.  The house was hit and the Church.  Three sisters were killed.            
Fortunately the little boarders were in another part of the house and escaped. It was a    
terrifying time.  We had   ration books- food was very scarce and times hard.   

I returned to Ireland in 1947 which was 26 years after I had left it.  My Father had 
died meanwhile but my Mother was still living in Ballybunion.  She was blind by that 
time.  She’d had cataracts and didn’t have them operated on.  That was the time that 
Mother Francis was sent to Ireland to find and establish a Novitiate House.  My               
instructions were to go to Ballybunion and await her there.  I went and stayed with the 
Mercy Sisters.  One couldn’t enter one’s house let alone stay there in those days.  The    
awful thing is that I was weeks there waiting for her.  She just didn’t turn up for weeks 
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and there was I stranded in the Mercy Convent.  It was very embarrassing.  I suppose 
Mother Francis had gone to Killarney and was with her family.  I don’t know.  Eventually 
she came and we set about finding this house.  The Bishop of Kerry was very nice and 
very apologetic.  He had given permission for so many orders to set up there that he 
couldn’t give another permission.  Bishop MacNamee of Ardagh and Clonmacnoise was 
on holiday in Bray and Mother Francis actually dared to go to see him. 

My stay in Ireland didn’t last too long and I returned to England.  In the later       
teaching years I worked in Sydenham.  I retired as a teacher in 1968. 

The next step of my career was to take me back to Ireland.  I was appointed to        
Kilkenny to set up the retreat House.  I knew absolutely nothing about retreat houses.   
Joan Roddy and myself  lived with Bishop Birch as there was no convent- nothing.  The 
retreat house was   being built and the convent and there we were ensconced with Bishop 
Birch in his house.  He had worked in Maynooth.  Well, we heard all about Maynooth and 
his other special interests.  We couldn’t wait to get into our own place.  Not knowing 
what to get for the Retreat House, we used to say: ‘What are all the things you would 
need for a bedroom... for a kitchen??’…  and make lists.  We bought most of the stuff at 
Clery’s and they would send everything down in the lorry along with what we had bought 
from them.  Then Margaret Mary came and the retreat centre got going. 

I also spent a year in Maynooth at that time.  Danielle was looking for someone to be 
in charge of the Maynooth House. 

Then in ’75 this house was being set up in Tallaght and I was asked to come here.  
That’s the sequence of events.  I officially retired in 1968 and I’ve been going strong 
since. 

 

Sr. Marie Paula Tomei  

by Babs Toomey (Associate) 
Babs Toomey offered a tribute to Sr Marie Paula and enclosed this reflection in May 
2016, a week or two prior to her sudden death. Apparently it was found in the hand-
writing of Marie Paula after her death.   

Babs wrote: 
Dear Celia, 
This is my response to your letter of March 1st asking me to share my experience of a 

particular DMJ who inspired me.  I am useless 
on the computer so excuse errors etc. 

The sister who inspired me more than    
anyone was Sister Marie Paula.  Our children 
were at Regina Coeli where she was head-
teacher.  She knew me through the Parents’ 
Association which our family group set up and 
through my lay apostolate work in the Parish. 

The Government sent out a call for trainee 
teachers as there was a huge shortage.   I went 
to ask Sr Marie Paula for advice about          
applying to train in Coloma.  With great        

enthusiasm she said:  ‘You must do it.  I want you here.’  She greatly encouraged me and 
during my three year training was very supportive and encouraging.   

When I qualified some three years later, she offered me a job in Infants at her school.  
It was a joy being at Regina Coeli.  Sister took a great interest in the spiritual and          



Gathering the Fruits of the years 

304 
 

educational development of the children.  She would often pop into my class and speak to 
the children.  She readily approved when I asked to take the class on educational outings.  
Once I asked if I could have a carpet to start a reading corner.  ‘You go and get one’.  
This was when child-centred education was in its infancy.  The children loved the reading 
corner and enjoyed the freedom to look at books or play games.   

Later, she gave me     
responsibility for     
preparing children for 
First            Confession 
and First Holy      
Communion.  She 
knew how to get the 
best from her staff and 
gave me the task of      
giving talks on parents’ 
evenings – particularly 
talks on preparation for 
the Sacraments. 

She was an               
exceptional     Head-
mistress, generous with 
her time and especially 

involving parents. 
I feel to this day a great debt of gratitude to her and very privileged to have worked 

with her and later to visit her when she was ill.  In so doing, I was inspired in a new way 
by her courage and deep faith.   

Thank you, dear Sister Marie Paula. 
Babs Toomey. 

 
Always ready 

There is not time to stop and prepare for the journey of death 
even if we could. 
God demands the last day’s labour as well as the first. 
He seems to say: 
‘Never mind death.  I will take care of that. 
It is time for you to take care of life.’ 
Just at the right time the hand will be laid on our shoulder, 
the word whispered in our ear. 
We must leave the sewing undone, the floor unswept, 
the plough in the furrow, the story untold, 
the picture unfinished, the song unsung. 
We may not, perchance, even kiss our loved one goodbye. 
But let us strive to live that we may say: 

‘Yes, Lord. I am always ready; 
for I need no money for luggage on this journey.’ 

 
‘My hand is in Thine, like a trusting child, 
I am glad to be nearer to thee, Father, 
to feel more closely the warmth of Thy breast. 
What I have missed and failed in, Thou knowest; 
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My poor, feeble, futile efforts to serve Thee, Thou knowest also.’ 
There is no prop nor stay, but in perfect trust. 
It is all the cloak or covering I need. 
I have lived on the river’s bank all my life; 
Now I am to cross with the great Pilot. 
I thought I knew life here 
Oh no, it was an illusion. 
Now I am to live indeed.   

 

 

“SHE CAME FROM HEAVEN AND DANCED ON THE EARTH” *  

Memories of Sr. Jen Condron by A Former DMJ.  
Jan. 2018 

 
The Rhondda Valley in the south of Wales does not immediately suggest celestial.   

In the middle of the last century it was a coalmining area and it was from one of its many        
villages that Jen emerged.  Perhaps it was the very harshness of the life there that drove 
the people, the men in particular, to create something that would lift them above and     
beyond the black stuff.  And that something was music and the beauty of the Welsh Male 
Choirs.  Jen was a product of that life and music permeated her being to the point that I 
suspected her very thinking was done in song. 

She was already a trained teacher when she and I and a number of others shared a 
house in South London.  We were a 
mixed bunch, mainly English and Irish 
with a single Welsh representative.   Jen 
had a gaiety and a lightness that was   
infectious and a generosity that knew no 
limits.  Small in stature but big in heart, 
she resisted formality at every turn.  I 
never knew her to wear skirts or dresses.  
She dressed mostly in jeans with casual 
tops and sweaters, boots or sandals de-
pending on the season. She adored stage 
musicals in particular and attended every 
production of Andrew Lloyd Webber.  
She knew the songs by heart and could 
be heard singing them any time of the 
day or night with rugby gusto.  And 
when her beloved team togged out for 
their country, Jen joined the supporting          

flag-waving crowd as they belted out,  
 
“They were singing 
 hymns and arias 
Land of our fathers …… “ 
 
Classroom teaching was not for Jen.  She strained against the rigidity of the syllabus 

and the regimentation of children.   A short stint in a regular primary school was as much 



Gathering the Fruits of the years 

306 
 

as she could tolerate.   So she became a peripatetic teacher for the scattered groups of the 
travelling community in the greater London area.  Working with the marginalized proved 
to be her true calling and she was in her element driving from one site to the next with the 
freedom to organize her visits to children who were hungry for what she had to offer.   
Jen always claimed that she gained far more from her contact with that community than 
she ever gave.  An old faded moss green Morris Minor, called Millie, was her mode of 
transport.  She sat low in the driver’s seat, her head barely visible above the steering 
wheel so that from a distance, Millie appeared to be driverless.  But they were a duo with 
the drone of the engine providing the accompaniment to Jen’s vocal efforts. 

Jen did not confine her motoring to the task of teaching.  Many trips were made to     
railway stations and to Gatwick or Heathrow Airports to ensure that friends got that flight 
or to meet travel weary friends who were arriving from far-flung countries or continents 
at    ungodly hours of the morning.    I have a vivid memory of accompanying her on one 
of those journeys late one night.  We had waved goodbye to the traveller in the airport 
terminal and made our way back to the carpark.   We then discovered that neither of us 
could remember where we had left the car.  We lost track of time as we roamed countless 
rows of vehicles while I promised all sorts to St. Anthony if only he would help us to   
locate Millie. Meanwhile, Jen sang new words to “Don’t cry for me Argentina” as she 
appealed to Millie to show herself.  Which she did.  Eventually.  They were great pals and 
in all their years of partnership, that car never let Jen down. 

As time went on, bigger vistas opened up for Jen.  The plight of women and children 
in post war poverty in Africa drew her and she found a different and more demanding 
outlet for her energy and generosity firstly in East Africa, later in West Africa and finally 
in the Cameroons.   We maintained contact throughout those years and she was always a 
joy to spend time with when the opportunity allowed us to share our individual              
experiences.   She retained her Welshness - the beautiful lilt of the Welsh accent, her   
passion for rugby and music and an independence of mind.   

Over twenty years ago my son was born and Jen was almost as ecstatic as I was when 
she sang her congratulations to me by phone.   She was planning to be in Dublin at some 
meeting and hoped to visit us before her return to England.  She made it to Dublin but not 
to Naas.  I was terribly disappointed as I wanted her to see this miracle of mine in the 
flesh.   She contacted me to explain her situation, how the meeting had over run and that 
next time she was home from Africa there would be a firm plan in place and she would 
see my son and heir.    It was not to be.  The Cameroon claimed her through a fatal illness 
and she is buried there.   

* A quotation from a park bench somewhere in the south of England.  
Jan. 2018 
 

 

Sister Mary Gabriel 

In my twenties I was in hospital and was lucky enough to share a 
side room with Sister Mary Gabriel who was a brilliant                  
conversationalist with a great sense of humour. We had many chats 
and many laughs. Because she was a nun she was given a screen, in 
addition to her bed curtains, so that she could partition off her part of 
the room for extra privacy, however this was not what she used it for! 
Every night we would “put the world to right” and then I would excuse 
myself and nip down to the seating area outside the night porters office 
to have a cigarette. When Sister Gabriel found out what I was doing, 
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and it didn’t take her long! She told me not to go down there but to have my smoke in the 
room with her.  “We won’t get caught,” she said, “I’ll put my screen across so anyone 
coming into the room won’t be able to see us”.  So we would open the window, she 
would sit on her bed and I in her chair and I would have my smoke while she chatted-
luxury!  So we would continue until the inevitable happened---the night sister came in 
and called out for Sister Gabriel.  I immediately threw my cigarette out of the window 
and turned to find Sister Gabriel shaking talc into the air and waving it around with her 
towel!! Satisfied, she sat back down and demurely invited the night sister behind the 
screen.  When the night sister had left I turned to Sister with open admiration for her 
quick-thinking actions, she laughed and said, “I haven’t been a headmistress all these 
years without learning something from the girls”!! 

 

 

Memories of Joan O’Donoghue - David Carroll 

I cannot really talk about my association with The DMJs without talking about a lady 
who was to become one of my closest friends, the wonderful 
Sr. Joan O’Donoghue. Through her I was to meet many of 
the nuns in the DMJs and count some of those as great 
friends too.  Amazing really, as I was an Anglican, father of 
two young girls, who under normal circumstances would 
never have had reason to meet this wonderful band of        
sisters. 

There are certain milestone-days in one’s life, although 
you may not see them as such at the time. So it was that I 
attended a meeting to discuss the setting up of a Cold 
Weather Shelter in Croydon, to house up to 25 homeless 
people during the cold winter months of 1990/1991. Little 
did I know it, but this was going to be my introduction to 
my great friend and through her the ‘DMJs’ 

The project had been cobbled together through ‘Churches Together in Croydon’ and 
Joan was on the steering committee. I had no idea who she was, and she certainly did not 
know who I was (why should she)? I was leaving the hall, having put my name down to 
help, when I was accosted with a barrage of questions in a broad West of Ireland brogue. 
This typified the way Joan approached people, (I was later to learn), whether you be child 
or adult, saint or sinner, she had a ready arsenal of probing questions!  I guess it was part 
of the teacher in her. This article is not about her though, it is about the Order that Joan 
had joined as a novice, and had taken her first vows on 29th April 1954. 

The Croydon Cold Weather Shelter, despite many challenges, took shape and was       
repeated the next year. During that ensuing year, I had got to know Joan as a friend and as 
a result met many of the congregation of The Church of The Good Shepherd in New             
Addington, and was later to become great friends with Fr Tony Charlton, as well as many 
of the sisters at West Wickham. 

Somewhere along the way, I was invited to the small convent in Montacute Road, 
New Addington, and there I was to meet Sr. Mary Andrew. I think to start with, I felt 
quite in awe of her, she always wore a simple working habit and she was always busy in 
the kitchen.  Although she took no active part in the regular soup-run that we were then 
doing to Waterloo, she was always there as support, baking and clearing up after the 
hordes of helpers, when they arrived back. I think on her part she found it strange that a 
non-catholic had become such a great friend to Joan, but in time we became friends too. 
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Of course, we ran the soup-run from there for many years and I remember at Christmas 
time, it would be organised chaos, in one room there would be a stock of food for the 
soup run, plus shoe-boxes for Romania, in another there would be hampers for families in 
New Addington and in another great piles of toys wrapped and donated by Fr Tony’s     
parish. In amongst this would be busy people dashing in and out trying to load the van for 
the soup-run.   In amongst this mayhem, the then local MP, Andrew Pelling, arrived on a 
canvassing mission one evening. Standing very bemused on the doorstep, Joan grabbed 
him not knowing who he was and said ‘Don’t just stand there man, there’s plenty that 
needs carrying out’! 

There were of course many people who crossed the threshold of that amazing place, 
but the one person, who became as much of a friend to me as Joan was Sr. Cathleen 
McCarthy. She and I were to enjoy many spirited discussions on all sorts of topics over 
the years and of course there was the major bond of ‘The Boys’: Samuel, Semu and      
Michael, who were to become the closest thing to grandchildren that two nuns ever had!  
Samuel is my Godson. 

In amongst the many talks with Joan, I was to make two vague promises;  
1.  That I would visit her bit of Ireland and meet her lovely family in Clonkeen; 
2.  That I would go to Ghana where Srs. Monica and Pat ran a refuge for many of 

the needy people of the area.  
Sadly it was not until Joan’s funeral in Ireland that I was to visit that wonderful part 

of God’s world. Joan had told me of the beauty of the place, (she could be prone to               
exaggeration at times) - in this case she was not. 

Ahotokurom was originally set up as special place for leprosy sufferers. Three years 
ago the opportunity arose for me to go to Ghana and Ahoto, when my young friend, (now 
Dr) Jonny McGarvey and his wife, who had decided to go out there, asked if I would like 
to accompany them. What an experience that was! I could write another story just about 
that, suffice to say it is a place where small miracles happen day after day. 

My contact with the DMJs continued through the Thursday soup run and with Sr. 
Sheila Barrett, though not so much in the last year or so, since my move to Shoreham by 
Sea, but the wonderful people that I have met through the DMJs will be with me forever 
in my thoughts and prayers.  

Congratulations on this wonderful anniversary. 
 

 
 
 

A Memory of Sister Brenda Duncombe – 

Sheila Barrett nee Tucker.  (Sr Jacinta) 

 
My memory is of Sister Brenda Duncombe who came over 

from Canada with two priest friends to climb Mount Snowden. 
She was in her mid-eighties at the time. I was intrigued to ascer-
tain which way up they would choose, thinking, perhaps they 
would use the more popular way to the summit which is gentler 
on the knees and thighs…..not a bit of it! I was horrified to hear 
that they had taken the Pyg Track which is the most challenging 
of the six paths to the summit. This gives you a glimpse of what 
Brenda was really like. Amazing lady…. how we miss you. 
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RE-BIRTH THROUGH ENCOURAGEMENT-Sr Anastazia Asiimwe 

DMJ, Uganda  
(Noviciate Experience 1988 – 1989) 

 
  

In this article. I wish to talk about two ‘Re-birth’     
experiences that came to me through Sr. Peg Rahilly, 
my Novice Mistress.  

 As a Novice, I was very quiet and to some extent 
had low self-esteem. Thanks to Sr. Peg Rahilly, who 
among other sisters encouraged me to unleash my   
hidden potential in creativity and communication 
skills.  

 I had no idea that I was very artistic until one day 
Sr. Peg asked me to arrange a bouquet of flowers using 
wild plants for Rev. Fr. Yvon Lavois‘s birthday. Rev. 
Fr. Yvon was a Missionary of Africa working at      
Ibanda Parish.  He loved flowers! I did as asked and 
came up with a wonderful arrangement in a clay pot 
resting on a banana fibre head-ring. To my amazement, 
Fr. Yvon appreciated that flower arrangement more 
than anything else presented for his celebration that 
evening.  Sr. Peg encouraged me to be so innovative to 

the extent that we had to wrap a pair of Bed sheets in dry banana fibres for a gift.  
 With time, my artistic talent grew for the benefit of the Community, the Church and 

the Schools where I have served.  
  The second endowment is the ability to communicate fairly well.  To achieve this, 
in 1988, Sr. Peg sent me to the Poor Clare’s Monastery – Mbarara for (3) three days to 
share in their lived experience. She had hoped that since I was too quiet, I might discover 
my call within a call.  

 Surprisingly, after the three days at the Monastery, I returned to the Noviciate and 
told her that I did not feel called to a Monastic way of life.  She responded “Well     
Anastazia, in that case, you’d better open your mouth and speak if you are to become an 
authentic DMJ”.  I have never forgotten this advice. From that day on, Sr. Peg took it    
upon herself either to encourage or challenge me to improve my communication skills.  

 If people think that I am creative and a fairly good communicator, credit goes to Sr. 
Peg Rahilly, my Novice Mistress.  

 At the moment, I am on bended knees 
praying for dear Novice Mistress in her   
current health condition. May the good 
Lord give Sr. Peg courage and perseverance 
as she undergoes the treatment.   

Lots of love and prayer to all the DMJs 
that have made me what I am.   
  

Sr. Peg died on 13th April 2017.  May she 
rest in peace 
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From Sr. Deirdre Slade. 

Deirdre sends a small tribute to two special sisters. 

Sr. Imelda. 

Her human-ness, joy and Yorkshire humour: ‘Me first, me second and – if there is      
anything left over- me third.’ 

 
The reality was the opposite; her welcome smile touched everyone, as did her simple 

faith.   
 

Sr. Marie Paula. 

A truly charismatic lady- full of zeal and enthusiasm, ready to take risks with regard 
to new missions.  A woman of prayer and deep faith and courage. 

 
Like Sr. Imelda she had a great sense of fun and humour.  
  
Truly both true daughters of our Founder.   

 

 

Memories - Sr. Peg Rahilly dmj 

February 2017 
Beginnings 

I entered the Ladies of Mary on 15th August 1951 at 18 years old.  My contact was 
through Maureen Crowley who was a Junior.  I took the train from Abbeyfeale to Athlone 
in the company of Maura O’Connor (the sister of Chrissie), Louis Marie Hanrahan and 
Bridie Nolan.  It was my first time travelling on a train.  We were met in Athlone by Mr 
Nattan from Ballymahon and we headed to Castlecor.  There we were greeted by Srs 
Mary Kevin and Ma Francis.  Sr Joachim was also in the community but she had gone to 
bed.  Una McGlynn RIP was also there to welcome us.  Nora Agnes Murphy joined us a 
few days later.  We got a nice welcome and were given something to eat and shown to the 
dormitory where we would sleep.   

Next morning we were dressed in black dresses and cardigans and introduced to the 
house- taken on the tour.  After breakfast there was a gathering and we were each given 
an office book which was in Latin.  We spent six months as postulants.  The spirituality 
revolved around a book called Treasure in Heaven, some of the books of Dom Marmion 
and the prayerful aspirations of Fr Willie Doyle.  I had a bible which had been given to 
me but this was taken away and I never saw it again.  Reading the Bible was not allowed.  
Even the priests of the time did not seem to read the bible- certainly didn’t seem too     
familiar with the scriptures.  Ma Francis and Kevin were great women of faith.  Kevin 
had a love of the Founder which she tried to impart to us.  She taught us singing and     
etiquette.   Ma Francis gave us talks based on Treasure in Heaven.  Our spiritual reading 
was usually from the writings of Dom Marmion.  We started the day with the Divine    
Office, followed by Meditation and then Mass.  The Office and the Mass were in Latin.  
When I was a Postulant the Novices were Catherine O’Sullivan, Mary Elizabeth Rudden 
and Kathleen Brady.  Mary Elizabeth and Kathleen left some time later because of ill-
health.  Mother Joachim was the Superior and she was aloof.  She was originally from 
Kerry but had spent most of her life in England.  She was a bit posh- a cut above butter 
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milk!  We were kept busy with the domestic chores.  We did our own washing/laundry, 
cooking and sewing.  I was good at sewing so that work fell to me.  My Mother had had a 
sewing machine (a hand machine) and so I was used to stitching before I arrived in      
Castlecor.  I was never good at cooking so others did more of that.   I remember making 
habits for the Novices and embroidering the Ave Maria on them. 

The diet was basic.  We had milk from the farm.  We made our own butter.  We had 
eggs and potatoes.  The orchard provide us with apples and raspberries and strawberries 
when in season.   

Ma had a great devotion to The Blessed Sacrament.  We regularly had a Holy Hour.  
The emphasis was on keeping the rules, the traditions.  We were free to go out and I loved 
to walk in the grounds and enjoy the beauty of nature.  That was a great outlet for me.  
We used to walk in pairs to the river Inny.  We had no telephone in those days.  We      
received and sent letters.  Sometimes we would see a letter from home on Ma’s desk but 
it could be three/four days before it would be passed on.  You didn’t question things.  The 
letters we wrote home had to be left unsealed and they were read before being sent.      
Neither Ma nor Kevin had any preparation for the roles they were undertaking.    They 
were deeply spiritual women but they lacked practical skills.  The house was very cold.  
There was a furnace down the back corridor and our job was to shovel coal into it.   There 
was a huge range in the kitchen and again we spent time feeding it with coal.  As I        
explained earlier I was fairly good a sewing so I was exempted from a lot of the cooking 
in order to be free for the sewing tasks.    
 
Novitiate 

A reception ceremony marked our entry into the Novitiate.  As novices we wore 
black habits, white veils, a half-scapular and black aprons.  This was the time when we 
got a new name.  We were allowed to put forward three names out of which the final 
name would be chosen. Ma usually had the last say in which name you would end up 
with.  So I was given the name De Fatima by Ma .  (Later in Africa someone said to me:  
Don’t ever change the name De Fatima;  the FAT bit suits you.)  We were dressed in 
white dresses and veils for the reception- like Brides of Christ.  The Bishop came for that 
ceremony.  At some point we were hustled to the dorms where our hair was cut to the 
skin.  Ma and the older sisters would have been the hair-cutters.  Then the veil was put on 
and we went back to the Chapel with our veils on and all that paraphernalia around our 

faces.   
Our families had come for the     

Reception. My parents hired a   
hackney car and a driver to bring 
them to Ballymahon- a very long 
journey in those days.  It was an   
expensive outing.  We weren’t        
allowed to greet them until after the 
ceremony.  My parents came and 
Noreen, Dan, Mickey and Kit. It 
was an emotional reunion.  Noreen 
(my sister) entered a year after me.  
She wanted to go to Africa.  In the 
Novitiate we were expected to be 

more mature, more responsible but the routine of the day was pretty much the same as in 
the Postulancy.  Office, Meditation, Mass, Breakfast.  Grand silence at night and until   
after breakfast.  We used to gather in the front hall at night and sing the Salve Regine 
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around the statue of Our Lady.  We would then disperse in silence.  The good nun was the 
one who kept the rules and spent her time washing and ironing and mending.  At sewing 
time we prayed the Rosary as we stitched.  No chit-chat during the sewing.  You couldn’t 
mend your own stuff…We often had laughs too.  Something would happen or someone 
would say something in a low voice and would set us off.   

On the first Sunday of the month visitors were welcomed.  Those who came from the  
local area were able to see their families then but as my family lived at the other side of 
the country, they were unable to visit.   

 The Novitiate lasted for one year and was followed by a 9-month period in Belgium.  
Bernadette Marie was the Novice Mistress in Belgium.  She read out talks to us in       
English.  There were no French classes for us so we just tried to pick up whatever French 
we could.  I found that the Sisters in Belgium were keen to learn English – keener than 
we were to learn French so conversations with them tended to be in English.                
Confessions,  Mass, Office were all in French.  We made tartines for the boarders and did 
the cleaning for them.  At that time 139 was multi- faceted.  It contained a boarding 
school for about 100 boarders;  it was the Generalate and it was also the Novitiate.  I 
think there was also a primary School attached to it.   

I was quite happy in Belgium.  I could understand more French than I could speak.      
Listening to talks in French was a challenge.  My jumelles from England were Lucille 
(Joan O’Donoghue), Mary Matthew, Louis Marie, Ann Daplanta. (Sp?)  My Belgian 
jumelles were Marie Claire and Etienne.  Etienne’s English was very fluent.  She had 
taught in Scotland.   

We made First Vows in Belgium- in French.  After 1st profession we wore black   
habits with a full length blue scapular.  We were then told where we were assigned for the 
next phase of our lives.  It was taken for granted that the Irish would go to California.  
However, I was informed that I was to return to Castlecor and stay in Ireland.  I had a fear 
of living with Ma Francis.  By this time Joachim had returned to England and Mary     
Columba had come to Castlecor as bursar.  Those who were going to California usually 
got a visit home before leaving; however, it was a further two years before I had my first 
visit home.  When it eventually happened I could not enter my home and had to stay with 
the Presentation sisters in Castleisland.  My parents had to pay for taxis to travel back and 
forth to see me.   

Some place along the line Ma decided to buy a car.  It was a red Austin.. wooden 
type.. and named Rosario.. (Rosary Convent!).  It was bought from Winters in Carrig-on-
Shannon.  A woman from the car sales business taught Eileen Hanrahan and myself to 
drive in 2 lessons.  I was scared stiff that I would knock someone down.  Ma dismissed 
those very real fears.  I knew nothing of parallel parking, hill starts, three-point turns.. no 
notion about any such sophistications.  God was good to us that we were kept safe and 
other road users too. 

 
College Years 

I was in Castlecor for three years at that time and my job was to teach the Juniors.  In 
1957 I went to Dublin to attend UCD and I lived at Muckross Park, the Dominican Hotel 
that hosted many of the Student Nuns.  In its way the student days were a freeing time.  
The Prioress in Muckross Park was a Dominican sister called Genevieve.  She had been 
to Scarborough and she kept a strict eye on me to ensure I had done my meditation!!  The 
nuns had their own dining room in the University - did not mingle with lay students.  
There was no going out in the evenings – so availing of evening lectures/ extra talks was 
not a runner.  For any nun out in the evening during those years there was the risk that 
Archbishop John Charles McQuaid could come cruising by ( as was his wont) and you 
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would be put into the car and taken back in disgrace  to wherever you lived.  Sarah and 
Liz McCarthy joined me in UCD a year later.  I studied Irish, Maths and English but if I 
were studying all over again I would choose science.  I think that was more my bent than 
Arts.  My college years were 1957-60.   

I made my final vows in Belgium in 1959.  It was my first time on an aeroplane.  We 
had the full regalia- crowns etc- for this ceremony.  I remember the kindness of           
Bernadette Lecluyse who took us to many of the places associated with our Founder.    
Prior to the Final Vows I made a retreat in French.  Then I returned to Dublin and         
finished my course.   

For some time after qualifying I was back in Castlecor and preparing Juniors for the    
Matric exam.  In 1962 Judith was in Ireland and she asked me to go to Africa.  I wept at 
the thought of Africa and one of the others brought a relic of St Teresa to comfort me.   
Little did she realise at that moment that St Teresa was patroness of the missions and that 
I was destined for Uganda and that the cause of my tears was leaving Rosary Convent and         
Ballymahon for an unknown and  faraway place.   

 
Uganda. 

In January 1963 I headed for Uganda… with chill-blains from the cold of Ireland still 
on my hands and feet.  I have memories of Entebbe with the red earth.  Brigid Stokes met 
and we went to Nsambya for accommodation.  I still recall the strangeness of being under 
a mosquito net and feeling claustrophobic.  On we went to Mbarara and on arrival a meal 
was put on the table- a hard-boiled egg.  Those who know me will know that isn’t my   
favourite food. Kathleen Rathe was the superior.  Cathleen McCarthy, Francesca, 
Maureen Nugent and Teresa Clements (Ignatius), Hazel Ingold  were there.  As a        
community we also enjoyed the company of the nurses, Brigid Stokes, Mary Fintan and 
Silvia Probst.  We loved to hear their stories of the work in the dispensary or villages.  
We were quite a big community by that time.  The Convent had been built and was       
occupied.  We had our own rooms with wash basins.  Eight classrooms of the school had 
been built (Red Brick)- they were used as dorms, dining room and classrooms.  There 
were 96 students in the school when I arrived.   (1st and 2nd years).  Some of them were as 
old as myself.  They were a mix of faiths from the beginning- Catholics, Church of    
Uganda, Muslims, Hindus.  There were as yet no Africans on the teaching staff.  There 
were two priests- Fr Nielson and Fr Abbott on the staff.  Fr Neilson was chaplain and they 
both did some teaching.  They were a great support.  They were both Diocesan priests one 
from England and the other from Scotland.   

In asking me to come to Uganda Judith presented it as a two-year stint to teach 
Maths.  However, when I arrived I was given Health Science to teach. I had to read and 
educate myself  and keep a page ahead of the students!  The system of education was 
based on the British model and different from what I grew up with.  We were still in     
habits at that stage, maintained silence and lived that kind of monastic life.  Yet there was 
a great openness to visitors- male and female- and a sense of freedom that went with that.  
We had a great rapport with the White Father Brothers- Karl, Dan, Brother Black etc.  
Bishop Ogez (also a White Father) was very kind to us.   

The building of the main block was starting at that stage.  Mary Hilda (Kathleen 
Rathe) got a lot of funding for it and also had a lot of creative ideas about the design of 
the building.  She was Superior and Cathleen the headmistress and the lack of clarity 
around boundaries made life difficult for both of them.  When I had been there for 6 
months Cathleen went on a sabbatical and I found myself Acting Headmistress of the 
school.  We were coming up to 1966 and the first O level exams so there was exam    
pressure in the air.  However the students did very well, thank God and many got       
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openings in the bank or admission to schools and colleges for further studies.  Jen was a 
lay teacher then along with Doreen Drake.  After the exams Mary Hilda decided that the 
girls would be taken to Nairobi for an outing.  We were blessed in those years to have had 
Brothers Barsabas and Bonventure, White Father Brothers, who were skilled in construc-
tion.  That was a big help as the work of building went on.  I find it hard to imagine that 

from those small beginnings 
Maryhill has expanded as it 
did.   

One outstanding 
memory that I have is of the 
excitement among us when 
we came to know that our 
first Ugandan woman was 
about to enter with us.      
Josephine Beebwa was 
about to give up her teach-
ing job in Kabale and take 
the risk of joining us.  As 
yet we had no novitiate in 
Uganda so Josephine went 
to our English novitiate.  

She settled in very well and made lots of friends and went through the novitiate            
programme with courage and confidence- lighting a way that others would follow.   

Another outstanding memory from those years was the occasion in 1964 when the 
Church in Uganda experienced the Canonisation of the Uganda Martyrs- - martyrs from 
both the Anglican and Catholic traditions.  There were great celebrations at both national, 
local levels espectially at Namugongo, the Shrine of the Martyrs.  Mary Goretti Busharizi,     
Headgirl of Maryhill, travelled to Rome with many other pilgrims for the Canonisation      
ceremony.  I still remember the overflow of enthusiasm that filled her on her return.  It 
was contagious.  She spoke with pride and wonder that ‘our brothers’ were now saints.  
While in Rome she also visited some of the slums/ poorer parts of the city where she saw 
poverty and homelessness first hand.  In her sharing with her fellow students later she   
described all of this and told them that they didn’t know what hunger and poverty were.  
They all had something to eat and someplace to lay their heads.  This was not the case for 
some poor people in Rome.  It was an eye-opener.   

My first visit home was in ’67.  I remember Cathleen returning in that same year.  It 
was post-Vatican 2.  I remember her being on fire with the vision of Vatican 2.  There 
was a contagious buzz about her.  Her sister Elizabeth had attended Corpus Christi which 
was fermenting with this new theology.  That marked the beginning of our community 
sharing.  Others who were a big part of community life were Mary Moran, Agnes O’Shea, 
Kathleen Foy, Mini Day, Katie, Liz McCarthy, Sarah,, Eileen and Mona.  The new school 
dining room was built and Katie was appointed Matron.  I taught Katie to drive.  I had a 
devotion to the Breastplate of St Patrick and would say it as we set out.  On one occasion 
as we entered the area in front of the Post Office Katie lost control and pinned a man to 
the wall.  Fortunately he was unhurt and fearing that he had been at fault, he ran away.  
Katie turned to me and said : ‘So much for your prayers!’ 

I have an abiding memory of some time in the early 60s when many refugees arrived 
from Rwanda.  There were nuns who arrived on our doorstep, tired and exhausted with 
dirty white habits- having escaped through the bush.  We tried to clothe them while their 
white habits were being washed, dried and ironed.  They were the lucky ones being able 

Postulants in England including Sr. Josephine 
Beebwa. 
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to take a plane from Entebbe to Belgium the next day.  Not so lucky the large numbers of 
Rwandaise who also had trekked through the bush and arrived in Uganda.  Whole         
families arrived and some had their herds of cattle.  They had no place to lay their heads 
till the Ugandan government found camp sites for them - not always in the best locations.  
Many of the younger generation of these refugees attended our schools and did extremely 
well in their studies even though English was their third language.   

 
The Advent of the Jerusalem Bible:  change in the air. 

I have very happy memories of each of us receiving and cherishing a personal copy 
of the Jerusalem Bible.  This was also the time when the documents of Vatican 2 became     
available.  I remember us as a community avidly reading the Document on Religious Life, 
on Divine Revelation, on the Church etc.  We were thirsty for these new insights and they    
greatly influenced our lives.  I remember Judith’s phrase that we should have the Bible in 
one hand and the newspaper in the other.  It was a radical shift form the devotional      
spirituality with which we were formed.   

The Chapters of ‘69 and ‘70 were a challenging time for us as a congregation.  Ruth 
who had spent some years in Brazil was elected Superior General and she chose Barbara 
Batten as her assistant.  Both were imbued with the spirit of South American Liberation 
Theology and very enthusiastic about the renewal of religious life.  It was contagious. As 
a congregation we set about studying our Founder’s writings; identifying and naming our 
own charism and writing our Constitutions.  For the first time in the history of the       
congregation everyone was invited to be involved.  Ruth had great vision and organised 
Plenaries which, at times, were very painful events.  We hadn’t arrived at the stage when 
we knew how to use facilitators for meetings.  Neither did we realise the benefits of    
counselling which some certainly needed.  Often the tensions between the old and the 
new- the traditional ways and the new models of religious life were played out painfully 
at these meetings.  Perhaps we were too close to it all to stand back and see what was 
happening.  At this time many sisters left our congregation and other congregations.  It 
was a time of turmoil.  However, happily bonds of friendship have remained and many of 
those who left have continued their spiritual quests and make a wonderful contributions to 
Parishes and to the lives of others in different ways.  There is also a very strong network 
of friendship and support among former DMJs.   

It was also around that time that we changed from being Ladies of Mary to being   
Daughters of Mary and Joseph as we were known in California.  We slowly changed from 
the wearing of habits to a more contemporary style of dress.  We also moved to structure         
ourselves into Provinces.  The lot fell on me to be Provincial of Uganda from 1970-1974.   

 
Fort Portal. 

In 1969 at the request of Bishop Magambo (and with a heavy heart) I bade farewell 
to our DMJ community and to Maryhill Community and went to Kinyamasika TTC in 
Fort Portal where I took over from Philomena who had been Principal there for many 
years.  Teacher training was entirely new to me but I must admit that I thoroughly         
enjoyed the experience and loved working with the students in being creative and using 
local materials wherever possible.  One student in her enthusiasm arrived back from     
holidays with a collection of porcupine feathers/needles to use instead of drawing pins.  
She didn’t see any health and safety problems!!   

We enjoyed our community life in Fort Portal; we welcomed Ruth on her first ever     
visitation to the congregation.  Visits from our sisters in Burundi were a joy and enhanced 
the spirit of internationality which received such emphasis at that time.   
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Peg, Eucharia (Margaret Cussen) and  
2 Infant Jesus Sisters. 

Coup 
An experience I would rather forget is that of the first ever coup that took place in   

Uganda in the early 70s when Obote was overthrown and Idi Amin took power.  From 
then on the whole country went downhill, people suffered, many of our good friends were       
murdered and chaos reigned.  We had a mini-famine.  We didn’t know the hour when we 
might be expelled from the country.   

In the midst of the chaos and uncertainty we decided to stay and remain with the 
people in their suffering.  This act of solidarity was greatly appreciated by many         
Ugandans especially the Bishops of Mbarara and Fort Portal.   

In 1974 we opened our novitiate in Mbarara.  It was an act of faith and a sign of hope 
for all around.  Bishop Kakubi often said that at the very worst of times when people were       
disappearing, leaving the country, being expelled the decision that we made to start a         
Novitiate was a sign of hope and lifted his spirits.   Sarah Durkan was the first novice        
mistress and the novitiate was located in a school staff house.  Mary Moran formed         
community with Sarah and Anna Mary, Donatilla and Mary Kizito were the first entrants.   

 
Ghana and changed plans. 

That same year Kinyamasika TTC was handed over to Ugandan leadership.  There 
was a strong emphasis on ‘Africanisation’ in those years.  I was invited to Peace in Christ 
to work in the Retreat House.  However, that was not to be.  Hardly had I arrived in Peace 
in Christ when there was a phone call from Ruth.  Sr Barbara Batten had died suddenly 
and I was asked to change my plans and go to work in Ghana.  My ministry was to be that 
of formation with a Diocesan Congregation, The Infant Jesus Sisters, founded by a Holy 
Child Sister and Archbishop Amissah.  The community in Peace in Christ were so kind 
and supportive as I struggled to grapple with the request of Ruth and discern which        
direction I should take.  Like Saints Paul and Patrick I seemed to hear a small inner voice 
asking me to come and help and so started my ministry in Ghana, West Africa.  I          
remember arriving in Accra and the heat   rising from the tarmac was almost             
overpowering.  While waiting for the Archbishop and June Bell whom I had never met, I 
spent a few hours in a convent of the Spiritan sisters.  I still remember the banner/poster 
on the wall of my room saying: ‘The best in life is still to come.’ 

And it did.  I was the only European in the community of the Infant Jesus sisters and 
so was inserted into Ghanaian life, culture and customs.  I am most grateful to the Infant 

Jesus sisters for welcoming me and 
making me one of them.  In Uganda 
our ministries were in a more            
institutional context and so there was 
more of a sense of separateness         
between expatriates and Ugandans.  
Our early years in Uganda were close 
to the colonial experience and still in 
the shadow of it.  Ghana had been the 
first African country to get                
independence in 1957 so perhaps it had 
shed the shackles of colonialism more.  
There was also a sense in which there 
had been more inter-racial relationships 
in Ghana and so less distinct and      

separate groups.  It was not for nothing that Ghana was called the Gold Coast.  The gold 
mines were/are in the centre of the country and it was deplorable how little the miners 
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were paid by comparison with the prices that the gold fetched.  Small wonder that some 
of the miners tried to conceal finds of gold in whatever way they could.   

There were just three sisters in   formation and at prayer one day I found myself     
asking myself ‘What are you doing here with such a small number after leaving a busy 
classroom life in Uganda?’  It slowly dawned on me that as a congregation we, too,    
started off small.  The formation ministry was a hard one as this little group was still in its 
infancy and hadn’t yet defined their charism.  It was a time when they were in the lead-up 
to their first ever Chapter.   We also had the experience that the Archbishop would send 
for the sisters/ ‘the girls’ to prepare for his guests etc… it was hard to have boundaries 
and insist on a stable programme when they were at his beck and call…I think I fell out of 
favour with him over taking a stand on some of these issues.   

Soon many more DMJs joined me in Ghana with various ministries- including      
ministry to Drug Addicts, Street Children, to Leprosy Patients, in education, health care, 
dispensary work, primary health care, social work, librarianship etc.  We had ups and 
downs and survived famines and coups.  Regine was in Nigeria during those years and I 
recall visits from her and in turn visiting her in Port Harcourt.  In ’81 I went to Ofoase to 
be with Catherine Marron, Sheila Barrett and Monica Smyth.  Agnes Cujo took over the 
formation ministry to the Infant Jesus Sisters.   After Ofoase I attended the Loreto House 
programme in Dublin.  It was a time of re-insertion in my own culture and that year was a 
very good experience for me.  God was surely with us through it all.   

Ghana holds many happy memories for me and many friendships were formed (as in 
Uganda); some of the most precious friendships were among the leprosy survivors.  This 
ministry which has started like a mustard seed has blossomed and grown, thanks to the 
hard work of committed and hard-working DMJs and Ghanaian co-workers.  What a joy 
that we now have three Ghanaian sisters- Olivia, Lydia and Theresa.  May there be many 
more who will join them.   

 
Back to Uganda. 

Another unforeseen call to me was to return to Uganda and work in formation with 
our own sisters.  From 1987-1993 I found myself in Ibanda with another wonderful   
community which included Agnes Charles who had been expelled from Burundi.  We   
arrived in Uganda close together and found ourselves together in Ibanda so from the be-
ginning a bond was forged.  We did our best in the formation programme.  At that time 
Christine and Renee Butoyi were preparing for First Vows; Anastazia and Salome (RIP) 
were first year novices.  There were three postulants- Hedwig, Concilie and Rose Birungi.   
This was surely a very challenging time for me but a time for which I will always be eter-
nally grateful.  I look back with gratitude and pride on the fruits and of those years and 
previous years.  I marvel when I think that Hedwig and Marie Claire are now members of 
the CLT; Anastazia is Headmistress of Maryhill; Teresa Bateta (a student from the Kin-
yamasika days) is Headmistress of Coloma and Christine is in charge of the St Francis 
project.  I am grateful for all of those who formed part of that formation community –the 
professed members and those in formation- those who stayed as well as those who left.  
They all left an imprint on my mind and heart.  I am aware too that I’ve only been an    
instrument (hopefully of Mercy) in the Lord’s Hands in all that delicate work of          
formation.   

During those years- in 1988 - we experienced the violent and tragic death of Monica 
Beebwa, an event that left a lasting mark on all of us.  Monica was much loved and full of 
life and vibrancy and humour- as well as wise judgement.  Her death was a huge loss to 
our small Province.   
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I have memories of the General Chapter of ’93 in Gaba, Kampala.  The novices 
worked so hard in cleaning and scrubbing to have the place ready for Chapter.  Maggy O 
headed to Kampala to get the ingredients for the Mandazi/ cakes to banish the             

cockroaches- boric acid 
mainly, if I remember.   

 
Back to Ireland 

Having spent 6 years 
in formation I was        
replaced by a very capable 
Anna Mary Mukamwezi 
and returned to Ireland- 
having been invited for 
the second time to work in 
Peace in Christ.  Again, 
this was a challenging 
ministry. Margaret    
Moloney brought a very 

creative and Scriptural approach which was appreciated by all.  Kathleen Clancy and 
Margaret Maguire also formed part of that retreat team.  Confirmation retreats were one 
of my favourite events as we tried to mould some of our future leaders of Church and 
State.  I was in Kilkenny for almost 20 years- the longest stretch of any of my ministries.  
Old age caught up with me and so I retired to Tallaght where I continue to just BE. 

I have had a very gifted life.  So many opportunities came my way to serve in         
different ministries- none of which I was prepared for.  It was a journey of faith and each 
experience left a stamp on me.  When I think of Uganda I see the huge strides that the 
country has taken and the witness of women of faith, vision and perseverance.   We lived 
through wars, coups and famine, not knowing from day to day when we might be thrown 
out of the country.  I feel so grateful that we chose to stay  and open a novitiate.  It was 
decision taken in solidarity with the people.   It has borne fruit in many ways. When I 
think of Ghana it is the Mustard seed that comes to mind. I have a memory of a funeral of 
a leprosy sufferer in Ghana.  Friends gathered wild flowers and placed them in the      
crevices of the coffin.  There was a small bucket beside the coffin which held all his    
possessions.  It was so poignant, simple and beautiful.  It taught me something about life.  
Every decade I seemed to be in a new ministry and that helped me to stay flexible and not 
get stuck in any one mould.  Being with young people for so much of my life kept me 
young at heart.   

Over my 83 years I thank God that I enjoyed very good health being in hospital only 
once in my 30 years in Africa and that was for Malaria.  However, I have been visited 
with many different maladies since retiring.  Through it all I am grateful for my           
community, my sisters nearby, everybody in the Region and beyond who support me with 
their prayer and solidarity and phone calls, emails and Skypes.   

I must admit that I am very excited and grateful that we as a congregation are        
celebrating our 200th anniversary since Foundation.  I love our monthly reflections and of 
course I look forward to welcoming Teresa Groth from California and all the sisters from 
Africa who are coming on pilgrimage.   

May those who are working hard on obtaining visas etc be blessed as I say with CVC 
: Courage and confidence.   

Anna Mary Mukamwezi and Peg 
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As Joan Chittister would say:  From where I stand NOW I can look back over a long 
and fruitful life, enriched by so many nationalities, peoples, cultures, customs and lan-
guages   

I am grateful to the Triune God for calling me to the DMJs, for gifting me in so many 
ways throughout my almost 84 years.   

I have been blessed by God 
By family 
By DMJs 
By friends. 

Blessed with good health until recent times and even if I have to have some chemo, 
the Lord continues to touch me in so many ways.   

 Blessed to be in community where my every need is met. 
 Blessed to be in a Region where everyone is so caring, kind and thoughtful. 
 Blessed to be in a congregation where there are always surprises around the corner 
 Blessed to have Region and CLT with such vision and long-term planning. 

 I can say too (because I can’t sing!)    MAGNIFICAT because He that is Mighty has 
done great things for me too.   

Uganda has blossomed and grown beyond all     
imagination.  Great is the faith of those who have 
taken the long journey of building from scratch and           
continuing to give young girls a chance to be         
educated. 

Lovely too to see Kabale extend and venture     
into new ministries.   

I am so conscious that in all the phases of my 
life I journeyed with great DMJs and colleagues.   

I am touched these days by Mary Oliver’s poem 
PRAYING. 

It ends with a crucial invitation:  There exists a  
silence in which another word may speak.  We 
have to be reflective and attentive to the silence in 
order to hear that other word.   
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HOSPITALITY OF GOD. – Sr. Regine Donner  

I am a Jewish, Polish, Belgian. American, catholic nun. 
  

We were an immigrant family from Poland, who lived in the Jewish quarter of    
Antwerp in the 1930's. I was brought up in a real Jewish religious orthodox tradition.  

Anti-Semitism was rampant throughout Europe in those years.  
My first inclusion was my own family. I was happy and I felt secure. 
My first exclusion came already through kindergarten, when I was called dirty Jew. 

the very first day, yet I was all dressed up in white … I did not understand.  
The next exclusion came, when on my way home from school, satisfying my          

curiosity, I climbed up the steps to a church, … immediately boys came running after me, 
throwing stones and calling me Christ killer.  I sure did not understand.  

The stigma of being Jewish never left me.  
In 1940, Hitler invaded Belgium. Strict rules against Jewish people were imposed. 

We were to wear the yellow star of David, we were stripped of every valuable belonging, 
thrown out of school, restaurants, movie theatres. We were banned from all public 
transport. All   public places carried the inscription: NO DOGS. NO JEWS ALLOWED!  

Then came the letters requiring to report for concentration camp.  I was terrified and 
did not want to follow suit. I ran away. but no success, the Swiss border was closed.  On 
the return journey to Belgium, I considered suicide, rather than handing myself over to be 
sent to an extermination camp. 

A lady on the train, a total stranger, overheard the conversation of us four kids, she   
handed us each one an address: this is how I came to find a total strange, catholic family, 
who adopted me and I became one of the "Hidden children of the Holocaust”. 

To cover my real identity, I became a catholic cousin from the Flemish speaking part 
of Belgium, I came to the village of Grez-Doiceau, to live with the Hanquet family to   
perfect my French. I had also received false papers, a Belgian identity card, with a totally 
different name than my own. I had to join the well-known, devout, catholic Hanquet 
family for daily mass. My adopted Sister, Marie Hanquet, insisted on crossing me with 

The Donner Family before the 



DMJ 
 

321 
 

holy water, part of the cover of my new identity. I thought I was doomed and would go to 
hell.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The love, the example of Christian living, knowing that the Hanquet family put their 

life at risk for me, reading the Gospel on a daily basis, seeing it lived out, brought me to        
conversion.  I became a catholic during the war. I was baptized behind closed doors,     
secretly for safety reasons. It was unbelievable to feel such a total inclusion!... 

After the war, when I went joyously to meet my surviving family, everything turned 
to tragedy. I was totally excluded, by my own blood family, because of being Catholic.  
My father cut his garments as a sign of my death.  My brother, who had just returned 
from Auschwitz and Buchenwald wanted to kill me, I became for him the symbol of     
betrayal, the goy. I would be next, in his mind, to hand him over to the Gestapo. 
CATHOLIC AND ANTI-JEWISH WERE ONE. I was on the run once more, this time 
from my own family. EXCLUSION.  

In 1948 I joined the DMJ and felt included. I went as a missionary to Africa. I never     
really felt at ease enough to share my life story with our sisters. In Israel, where I spent a 
year at the Biblical school. I once shared my heritage with some nuns and priests, I was 
shunned. It was like once again I was wearing my yellow star. SPEAK ABOUT BEING 
EXCLUDED. My father passed away. I told the priest, a personal friend. When he heard 
that my father was Jewish he never associated with me again.  

Even in our own convents at times, I would hear whispers or see signs behind my 
back. I felt so different, so excluded. 

I also must say, thank God for my own image, 
quite a few of you DMJ, HERE PRESENT, have 
been wonderful, and you understood what I went 
through. you ACCEPTED me for who I am. 
JEWISH.  

My coming to California has been the       
blessing of my life, I have been accepted, by the 
DMJ's and loved, then found a family that totally 
included me, as I became part of Sheila Tellis’s 
family as much as my own.  

Over the years, some 30, I reconciled with my 
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father and brothers.  
When entering this new millennium, I felt a real rehabilitation. I felt very included, 

when the Holy Father, publicly apologized for the whole Church, for the atrocities, the 
prejudices, the persecution against the Jewish race.  I feel totally included in my own 
Church now. I feel rich as I am fully Jewish, fully Catholic. I benefit from both traditions. 
THANK YOU!  

 

 

« HOSPITALITE DE DIEU … » Sr.  Regine Donner  

Je suis une religieuse. Juive, catholique, polonaise, belge, américaine.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Nous étions une famille immigrée de Pologne. Nous vivions dans le quartier juif      

d'Anvers dans les années 30. J'ai été élevée dans la religion traditionnelle juive orthodoxe. 
L'antisémitisme battait son plein à travers l'Europe en ce temps-là.  

Ma famille était pour moi un nid sécurisant. Mon premier rejet m’est venu dès le   
jardin d'enfant a un très jeune age, quand je fus appelée « sale juive », le tout premier jour 
d'école, alors que j'étais habillée tout de blanc ... Je n'y comprenais rien.  Le rejet suivant 
vint bientôt : un jour, satisfaisant ma curiosité, au retour de l'école, j'ai grimpe les 
marches d’une église, quand des garçons ont couru après moi avec des pierres, me traitant 
de tueur du Christ. Ce caractère juif me collait à la peau pour toute ma vie.  

En 1940 Hitler envahit la Belgique. Des restrictions sévères sont immédiatement        
imposées aux juifs. Nous avons dû porter l’étoile jaune avec l'inscription : juif/jood. On 
nous a enlevés nos avoirs et objets de valeur. Nous avons été rejetés des écoles, des       
restaurants, des cinémas, de tout endroit public, y compris les transports en commun.   
Partout on trouvait l'inscription : ni chien, ni juif !  

Vinrent ensuite les lettres de sommation exigeant de nous rendre à Malines, prison de 
rassemblement avant les camps de concentration. Je refusai de m’y rendre et m'enfuis ..., 
sans succès : arrivée à la frontière suisse je fus refoulée ! La Suisse venait de fermer ses 

La famille Donner avant de la guerre 
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frontières. Sur la route du retour en Belgique j’ai envisagé de me suicider plutôt que de 
me rendre, sachant que la torture et les camps d'extermination m'attendaient. Dans le train 
une inconnue a entendu notre conversation désespérée, elle a voulu nous aider et nous a 
remis a chacune une adresse. Je ne saurai jamais le nom de cette dame. Mais je trouvai 
une famille catholique qui a risque la clandestinité et m'a adopté : je devenais ainsi une 
des nombreuses « enfants caches de l'holocauste ».  

Pour masquer mon identité réelle, j'avais de faux papiers, je devenais la petite        
cousine lointaine, venue des Flandres pour vivre avec la famille Hanquet a Grez-Doiceau 
en vue de perfectionner mon français. La famille Banquet bien connue et estimée a Grez 
était une famille très catholique, dévoué, allant quotidiennement à la Messe … j'ai dû les 
y accompagner pour faire "authentique” ! Marie, ma sœur d'adoption, s'évertuait à me 
faire faire le signe de la croix (avec de l'eau bénite) cela faisait encore plus vrai. En tant 
que juive, je me croyais de ce fait, damnée, vouée aux flammes de l'enfer. 

 
L'amour, l'exemple de vie chrétienne, non en paroles mais en actes (les Hanquet          

risquaient leur vie pour moi), la lecture quotidienne de l'Evangile, vécu au jour le jour 
dans cette famille chrétienne, m’a fait réfléchir et m’a conduit à ma conversion. Je suis 
devenue catholique, baptisée en secret pendant la guerre. C'était une insertion radicale 
… !  

A la libération, alors que j'allais joyeusement retrouver les membres de ma famille 
qui avaient survécu à la persécution, tout a tourné au tragique 1 Je fus totalement rejetée 
par ma famille d'origine parce que « catholique » ! Mon père déchira ses vêtements 
comme si j'étais morte !!! Mon frère, a peine revenue des camps de la mort ; Buchenwald, 
Auschwitz, voulait me tuer, pour lui j’étais « goy » symbole de trahison.  Il me croyait 
même capable de le livrer à la Gestapo. Pour lui, catholique et antisémite ne faisaient 
qu'un. Je me suis encourue une fois de plus! Encore et toujours rejetée !  

En 1958, lorsque je deviens Dame de Marie, je me sens acceptée. En Afrique, 
comme missionnaire, je n’ai jamais été assez à l’aise pour partager mon terrible passe. La 
crainte d'être rejetée encore me poursuivait. Plus tard, en Israël je me suis risquée a parler 
de mes origines a des religieuses et a des prêtres…, d'aucuns se sont éloignés de moi et 
m'ont évitée …, l’étoile jaune resurgissait !  
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A la mort de mon père, j'étais seule au Nigeria. J’ai voulu partager ma peine avec un 

ami personnel, un prêtre.  Découvrant mes origines juives, il m'a totalement abandonnée.  
Parfois, même dans nos propres communautés, je surprenais des murmures, des           

chuchotements, des signes derrière mon dos … , je me sentais si différente, encore        
rejetée.  

Heureusement, pour mon image personnelle, plusieurs de mes consœurs, ici           
présentes, ont été merveilleuses de compréhension, de compassion pour ce que j'avais 
souffert… je leur serai toujours reconnaissante de m'avoir acceptée pour ce que je suis, 
une juive.  

Mon arrivée en Californie fut une               
bénédiction dans ma vie acceptée et aimée 
chez les Dames de Marie et dans la famille de 
Sheila TeIlis.  

Après une trentaine d'années j'ai pu me     
rapprocher de ma famille et me réconcilier 
avec mon père et mes frères.  

En entrant dans ce nouveau millénaire, 
j'ai éprouvé une véritable réhabilitation      
lorsque le Saint Père a publiquement         
demandé pardon au nom de toute l'Eglise : 
pardon pour les atrocités, pour les préjuges, 
les persécutions de la race juive. Je me sens 
maintenant membre à part     entière de mon 
Eglise, riche d'être totalement juive et        
totalement catholique. Je bénéficie des deux traditions. Merci.  

 

 

LET IT BE DONE – Sr. Mary Rose Creegan 

By Sr. Nuala Briody. 
 
On August 15th. 2015, an event took place in the California Region that touched my 

soul deeply.   Mary Rose (Creegan) left Marian Residence to live at Nazareth House near 
Culver City.  Great efforts had been made to prolong her      
living at Marian, but eventually it became obvious that she 
needed a more structured environment.  

Several of us accompanied Mary Rose to Nazareth.  
Lunch there was a very pleasant occasion and we planned to 
combine lunch with her transfer.  Sitting in the large patio was 
ideal.  Staff dropped by, delighted to see Mary Rose, introduc-
ing themselves and intimating they would show her around 
later.  At this point Mary Rose did not fully realize that she 
was going to stay at Nazareth.  When the reality finally 
dawned on her she was visibly upset.  We brave women were 
at a loss for words and felt uneasy and awkward.   Among us 

we talked to her individually.  My time with her proved to be the most profound           
experience of prayer in my life. 

We sat in Chapel and prayed quietly, just talking to God about what was happening 
to Mary Rose.  I could see she was deep in conversation with God.  I had suggested that 
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when she felt ready we’d leave the Chapel.  Minutes passed and suddenly she looked at 
me and said, “Let it be Done” …   

Mary Rose has been at Nazareth for a year and a half.  She grew to love it very early 
on and consistently says how lovely it is, how good the staff are, how she loves being 
there.  Everyone loves her – of course!   Enda’s daily visits are a source of immense   
comfort and fun for both of them.  Somehow, Nazareth was made for Mary Rose.  Her 
Fiat is a genuine echo of Mary’s. 

 

My Entry into the DMJ community- Sr. Josephine Kashemeire 
Beebwa 

I completed my Teacher Training at Namagunga (Regina Caeli) in December 1962.  
I was to be posted by the Uganda Government to any Secondary School of their choice. 

However, in those days the Church had a lot of power on its own founded Schools, 
so a White Father, (Missionaries of Africa) went to the Ministry of Education and asked 
that I be appointed at Rushorooza Girls Junior Secondary School, Kabale.  This is my 
own home Town in the South West of Uganda.  The School had been started by the     
“Ladies of Mary”, now known as Daughters of Mary and Joseph.  His request was duly 
granted.  

Early January 1963, the same priest drove from Rushorooza, the first Catholic Parish 
in Kabale, to my home in Kakore.  It is about 20 minutes’ drive.  His mission was to look 
for me. 

Arriving at the School where my Dad was teaching, he asked dad to send for me 
from the field where I was working with my Mom.  I arrived at our house trembling not 
knowing what on earth I had done!  He then broke the news that I was needed at the 
school urgently to prepare for the opening of the New Academic Year, because the then 
Headmistress of the school and her co-teacher had been in an accident in Tanzania where 
they had driven for their holidays.  Both of them had been hospitalised; the headmistress 
had had a fractured back! I was expected to be the Acting Headmistress and other     
teachers would be looked for in due time! I tearfully protested that I had never ever been 
a teacher before, I did not know the school etc., but my Dad said that all would be fine 
because he would give me hints and advice on what head teachers do, as he was one    
himself.  I agreed and started packing the few possessions I had, then left home. 

Two days later, while at the School, the DMJs arrived to help me.  They were sad 
about the accident but still full of joy in receiving me and helping me to set up the         
essentials needed for the school to open.  It was Sister Margaret Mary Ascott and Sister 
Teresa Clements.  They stayed for a day and a half then returned to Mbarara, where the 
DMJs had started and were running Maryhill High School. 

The Opening Day came and the pupils began to trickle in from all corners of Kabale   
District.  Before they went to their Dormitory, they had to pay: School fees, Caution 
Money, School uniform, there was money to be paid in case one got sick  etc.:  the Girl 
Guides had their bits to pay, …..There was a lot of money for me to cope with.  I got a 
big cardboard box and all went in as it came!  Amidst all this, people were arriving with 
food for the school (for it was a Boarding School). There was also fire wood being 
brought for the kitchen etc.  No problem for me, the box of money was under the table so 
I would reach out and pull out whatever amount was to be paid for each item.   At the end 
of the day I carried the box of treasures to my room. 

A few days later the two DMJs arrived: this time with Sister Kathleen Rathe.  They 
found it a struggle to get the accounts sorted out!  Theresa worked at it with me the whole 
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morning but we did not finish.   Later, a white Father called Charles Brunet who was     
Treasurer at Rushorooza and had been told the story, came to my aid and sorted every-
thing out, teaching me what I should do in future.  Did I really ever learn?  (You are free 
to answer the question.) Later on the DMJs teased me a lot about it and many other 
things.  I got to know them and liked their simplicity, understanding and the jovial spirit. 

Some months later when I asked to enter with them, they were delighted and for sure 
they had some idea of who they were taking; but I did not know them except through 
those school contacts.  I was then informed I would have to go to England for Formation.  
That made me hesitate a bit.  Going so far away was frightening. And what would happen 
if I did not make it through the formation?  I was assured that even then I would just 
come back.   In the end I agreed. 

On 1st September 1964 was the day I said goodbye to my mother and my home.    
Jennifer Condron, who was then a lay teacher in Maryhill High School drove the school 
van to my home to collect me.  We arrived at Emmaus community in Mbarara, with my 
Dad, my sister Mary, my brother John and two friends.  It was my first time in the       
convent and the first time to meet all the sisters together.  Mary Moran quickly whisked 
my suitcase to her room to check if I had all that I might need.  She pulled out some of 
my dresses and shoes which she told me would not do in the convent!  I sadly parted with 
those, passing them on to my sister.  Mary Moran added into my suitcase some of her 
own stuff and asked Jennifer if she had an over-coat for the cold and winter.  All was new 
language to me.  Jennifer kindly gave up hers too.  All was well packed and I was set for 
the adventurous trip. 

I joined my family in the parlour and we had lunch.  Immediately after lunch I was 
given a “small book” and was told it was my Passport.  Opening it I found my photograph 
and all the information about me.  I was reminded to guard it till I would return to     
Uganda.  That   afternoon the family set off for Kampala with Sr. Kathleen and Sr.     
Margaret Mary; our accommodation was at Rubaga. 

On 2nd September at Midnight, we said our goodbyes and for the first time I climbed 
the ladders into the KLM.  I watched what people were doing and did the like.  As we 
took off I felt a big lump in my throat and wept silently, as then I realised I had reached at 
the point of no return! 

I opened my eyes to see that we were descending towards the land.  We then filed out   
into a huge building full of Europeans moving up and down long corridors.  I did not 
know how I would get my suitcase.  I asked one English lady if we had arrived in      
London. With a posh English accent she informed me we were in Amsterdam!   I thought 
I was lost.   How would I now find a plane to London?  I had been always travelling by 
Buses and Lorries.   These were easy to locate in their parking places, and as for buses the 
names of the Destination was written on.  What was to be the procedure here? I had to be 
smart.  I went round asking different people about their destinations.  Anyone that said 
“London”  I marked well their dresses and figure.  As soon as I saw them get up, I      
followed them and we boarded the plane for London.  

Arriving at Heathrow Airport, I did not know what to do next.  I followed the 
crowed.  Soon we were gathered at a spot with what appeared to me as moving “plat-
forms”, turning round and round.  I saw a whole lot of suitcases on the move and people 
were identifying theirs.  I looked for mine till it came round.  I grabbed it.  I asked the 
nearest person what we were to do next.  I was told to follow “EXIT”. 

Outside there were crowds of people waiting for their relatives, friends etc.  There 
was no DMJ in sight!  I put my suitcase in some corner and waited eagerly to see the    
sister or sisters who had come to meet me.  I had been assured there would be someone.  
After what seemed to me was a long time, I saw these two sisters who had been standing 
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in one spot for a long time; eyes searching all the arrivals.  But thy “were not my DMJ”. 
These were dressed in a black habit but with a blue scapula.   Those in Uganda were 
always in White but they too had a blue scapula! Would they be like “Cousins”? With this 
in mind, I went over to them and asked if they knew of sisters in Uganda who dress      
almost like them.  One of them called Sister Eileen Davy almost screamed: “Are you   
Josephine?  “Yes” I said, with tears in my eyes.  She hugged me with her own eyes wet.  
The other sister was Sister Mary Michael (Josephine Whiteside.)  We drove to Forest 
Hill, where we were greeted to a very good Breakfast and then I was sent to bed to get 
over the Jet-lag before beginning the Postulancy programme.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

SILK STOCKINGS – Sr. Margaret Mary Fox  

From an early age I knew of the Ladies of Mary as we were then known. 
My home was not far from Castlecor.  Indeed we had to pass the front gate each time 

we went to Ballymahon, our nearest town. 
I first heard that Sisters had bought Castlecor when I was about ten years of age. 

While attending the funeral of a young mother, whose children were my playmates, I 
overheard men talking in Shrule graveyard. They said that “Bing Crosby had bought   
Castlecor for American nuns”. The rumour machine was active then too! 

Roll on ten or more years. I was in the Novitiate.  Mary Francis, who was our novice 
mistress, was telling us some of the history of the Irish Foundation, as we sat in St.     
Brigid’s looking out at the rolling countryside and the flowing Inny River. 

The Sisters in California had a strong desire to open an Irish Foundation. This 
seemed an impossible task, but their faith in Our Lady’s intercession was strong. (In her 
memoirs Sister Mary Kevin emphasises this) 

Sister Mary Francis was a delegate to the General Chapter in Belgium that year. 
Since she was coming to Europe, through Ireland, a friend asked her to take a small   
package to mail when she got to Ireland. The package contained a pair of nylon stockings 
for her Irish friend, Agnes Donlon.  In the letter which accompanied the stockings, the 
lady said that these Sisters were looking for a suitable property in Ireland…. Providence, 
chance, coincidence, call it what you will!  Castlecor was on the market and Agnes     

Josephine with other postulants, novices and novice mistress. 
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Donlon’s niece was married to the owner’s son. She wrote back to her friend with the   
details and the rest is history. 

Knowing the Sisters’ devotion to Our Lady and the part her intercession played in    
bringing this project to birth, Miss Donlon commissioned an outdoor statue of Our Lady 
to be moulded in a factory in Waterford.  It is according to the design of Murillo of Our 
Lady’s   Assumption. It was made in caste iron and is perfect to this day 

This statue held pride of place on the front lawn in Castlecor until the property was 
sold. Now it is here in the garden in Tallaght. 

I have fond memories of gathering at the statue many times, as we sang our favourite 
hymns and as we ended our May Processions. 

Putting a crown of fresh flowers on Our Lady’s statue was considered a special privi-
lege… to the strains of “Bring flowers of the fairest…” 

 

Le fil rouge : « L’amour du Seigneur, à jamais je le chante ».Ps.88  –   
Sr. Bernadette Lecluyse  

Introduction :  
Helen Lane m’a demandé d’écrire’ un mémoire’ qui semble contraire à la vie        

érémitique, mais elle me dit la raison : « c’est la première fois, dans la congrégation, 
qu’une sœur a demandé de devenir ermite, tout en restant à part entière, dans la          
congrégation. » 

Ma réaction a été lente à accepter, d’une part parce que je n’ai pas été habituée à      
parler ou partager ce qui fait le cœur de cet appel et d’autre part parce que j’ai difficile à 
résumer ce qui me semble important dans ce cheminement qui a grandi en famille et au 
cœur de la congrégation. L’appel  du Seigneur a été un long mûrissement et s’est éclairé 
‘au fil des jours’, dans le quotidien des années au coeur de la Congrégation et dans        
différents services  et rencontres vécus au cours des années. Je ne suis pas née              
‘ermite’( !)mais toute ma vie passée a tracé le chemin vers une « communion de prière 
avec tous les peuples de la terre » ou simplement, « tous les peuples sont devenus UN en 
moi, dans la prière. » 

 
Enfance : dans le ‘bain’ des Dames de Marie ! 

Mes grands parents habitaient près de l’école des Dames de Marie de la Chaussée 
d’Haecht et mon grand père donnait des « coups de main » dans la peinture des bâtiments 
de l’école. Cela se devait que Maman et sa sœur Alice, y fassent leurs études, ainsi que de     
nombreuses cousines !  Mais lorsque nos parents se sont mariés ils ont déménagé vers 
Uccle,  à un champ de distance des Dames de Marie, Rue Edith Cavell. 

 Depuis notre jardin d’enfant, Jacqueline, Lily(Alice) ,Pierre et moi nous avons été      
préparé à la première communion par Mère Marie Denise qui a passé toute sa vie          
religieuse dans ce petit paradis : le jardin d’enfants. Les trois filles ont continué leurs 
études primaires (durant la guerre 1940-45)et une partie des secondaires dans la même 
école, imprégnées de l’esprit de CVC ! Son buste, dans le grand hall nous surveillait ! 

 Marie Vianney, en 6e primaire, nous parlait avec passion et enthousiasme du désir 
d’annoncer l’évangile au Burundi :elle attendait  avec impatience de pouvoir partir (nous 
nous sommes retrouvées à Busiga 12 ans après !)        

 En 4e moderne , Marie  Alphonse, qui avait deux autres sœurs chez les D de 
M.(Madeleine et Simone) nous parlait ouvertement de la vie religieuse, comme un don 
total à Jésus. Le lien s’est rapidement fait en moi : la vie religieuse, pour devenir          
missionnaire ! C’était la conclusion de l’innocente !  Nous avons expérimenté durant ces 
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années (spécialement au moment du décès soudain de Papa) la bonté et la compassion de 
nos Maîtresses de classe.  A la fin de la 3 e année secondaire, je suis partie ‘Rue de 
Ligne’, à l’Ecole Normale des DMJ. Là, je me rappelle d’un temps de ‘désert’ - de        
solitude- de frustration et d’impatience. J’ai donc cherché ‘ailleurs’ pour laisser mûrir la 
graine ! A la paroisse du Rosaire, on m’a demandé de prendre en charge le groupe des 
Benjamines (plus tard la JECF), de jeunes défavorisées . Notre local se trouvait dans une 
cour des’ Sœurs Fidèles Compagnes de Jésus’ qui avaient une section scolaire pour les 
pauvres. Nous appelions ces Sœurs les ‘mystérieuses,’ car elles ne sortaient pas et        
parlaient très peu le français (elles étaient toutes anglaises) ! 

Nous connaissons toutes aujourd’hui ‘la colonne du Congrès’ où le nom de notre 
Fondateur est inscrit, comme membre du Gouvernement  provisoire. L’Ecole Normale y 
était à deux pas ! Elle était aussi toute proche des « Marolles », le quartier pauvre de la 
Rue Haute, (aujourd’hui, le centre des plus anciens Bruxellois) .C’est dans ce quartier que 
l’école nous a demandé d’aller visiter certaines personnes âgées, vivant seules. J’y ai   
rencontré l’inimaginable, qui a marqué ma vie :le vieux couple visité vivait au fond d’un 
corridor, autour d’une petite table et leur chambre à coucher n’avait que le minimum    
vital. Ils ne savaient plus marcher. Ils avaient eu 17 enfants et aucun d’entre eux ne les 
visitaient :ils étaient complètement abandonnés et dépendaient de l’aide des voisins. J’ai 
vu et entendu en ce temps là, ce que voulait dire :la pauvreté. 

Le jour de la remise des diplômes à l’Ecole Normale, en juillet 1956, n’ayant     
jamais parlé de mon désir de vie religieuse et missionnaire, j’ai demandé à Maman 
d’entrer chez les D.de M. Sa réponse était simple :en pleurant, elle m’a demandé : « pas 
tout de suite, j’espère » ? Non, j’ai enseigné à Uccle durant 6 mois et suis entrée au      
postulat, le 2 février 1957 tout en continuant l’année en enseignant ! J’avais la forte      
conviction que je partirais en Afrique.             

Au noviciat nous étions de différentes nationalités, des sœurs Irlandaises,           
anglaises, burundaise et belges.( C’était le dernier groupe de novices à faire notre noviciat 
à Uccle : le groupe suivant est parti à Louvain.) Elles me donnent des ailes et me rendent 
impatientes à partir comme elles le feraient bientôt, vers la Californie , l’Afrique et 
l’Angleterre. Durant toute cette période préparatoire Bernadette Marie nous parlait       
discrètement de l’Afrique : son frère était Père Blanc au Rwanda et elle était imprégnée 
du désir de partir. 

Après nos voeux temporaires, le 11 août 1959, je suis donc partie vers le Burundi le 8 
septembre 1959. 
 
Le Burundi :  

Depuis mon arrivée à Busiga, le 14 septembre, je n’ai pas quitté cette communauté 
jusque mai 1975.C’était une joie de découvrir nos sœurs et l’enseignement, sous l’aile de   
Marie Vianney qui avait un « zèle » communicatif pour l’éducation. Toute la ‘barza’        
entendait sa voix et pouvait suivre ses cours dehors ! Comme j’avais reçu du temps libre 
pour étudier le kirundi, j’en ai profité pour approcher les Batwa (Pygmés) à la colline 
d’Ibuye. Ils étaient, en ce temps là, isolés des autres Barundi et n’avaient pas d’accès ni à 
l’école ni au dispensaire. C’est aussi à cette époque que nous avons reçu la permission 
d’aller visiter les prisonniers de Ngozi. Ces hommes et femmes, entassés dans des         
cellules, avaient le désir et la joie d’apprendre à lire et écrire ! Ils ont commencé à écrire 
sur leurs bras, puis sur le sol et finalement sur des tableaux noirs apportés du dehors. 
Quelle leçon de persévérance et d’espoir d’être ‘meilleur’ en sortant de prison. Plus tard 
Tereza Mc Manus m’a rejoint et en 73, elle a continué seule les visites, suivie de Janine 
Mairiaux. 
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A cette époque, j’allais aussi chaque année au Centre catéchétique de Butare 
(Rwanda) pour enseigner « La pédagogie de la catéchèse en famille et chez les petits   
enfants ». Les étudiants venaient de trois pays différents : Congo-Bukavu, Rwanda et    
Burundi. Je ne sais pas ce qu’ils ont appris, mais ils sont devenus mes maîtres en       
« coutumes africaines » ! 

A Busiga nous étions une grande communauté : Marie Godelieve était la           
provinciale et elle prenait souvent la route pour visiter les sœurs. C’est à ses dépend que 
j’ai appris à conduire la voiture dans la boue comme dans les collines : en deux occasions 
nous sommes restées toute la nuit dans la voiture, bloquées devant une barrière fermée 
entre le Rwanda et Burundi !Il pleuvait à torrent et les fourmis sont entrées en colonnes 
pour être au sec ! Le   partage va jusque là !!Marie Béatrice, la plus ancienne, nous       
surprenait souvent par ses réflexions directes :  Judith (Marie Eulalie) était en visite au    
Burundi après avoir passé deux semaines chez nos sœurs, au Brésil. Elle nous ouvrait au 
renouveau de la vie religieuse (après Vatican II) : les essais de « petites communautés » et 
des sœurs vivant seules.   

Marie Béatrice de s’exclamer : « on ramasse tout chez les DdeM. ! » Inutile de 
dire la réaction de Judith ! 

Marie Cécile, que les élèves aimaient beaucoup, mais qui n’enseignait plus, vu son 
âge, s’est définie un jour : « mon coeur est comme  un jardin ouvert » !Les élèves 
l’appelaient « la sainte » :ses yeux reflétaient le ciel et son cœur était ouvert à tous !  

Vers les années 64, j’ai donné des cours de Bible aux noviciat des Bene Mariya, 
ce que j’aimais particulièrement : une soif qui ne m’a jamais quittée ! Plus tard j’ai eu la 
joie de vivre avec elles durant leur 3e An, préparatoire à leur vœux perpétuels Ce fut une 
occasion unique de vivre en communion avec les Barundi et d’apprendre d’elles, les     
secrets de la vie quotidienne, les coutumes familiales et découvrir leur profond sens      
religieux. 

En   septembre 1971, j’ai dû me libérer pour être au service de la Province du    
Burundi avec Michelle Collignon et Anne Marie de Brabandere.  A cette époque, nous 
vivions dans 5 communautés : Busiga - Ngozi –Kisanze – Kanyinya et le Lycée de         
Bujumbura.  

En avril 72,des massacres ont commencé  au Burundi :des mois inoubliables, 
marqués à jamais dans les cœurs de ceux qui les ont vécus.  Nous ne pouvions qu’être 
présentes à ceux qui souffraient et prier pour que ces massacres s’arrêtent. La visite de la 
prison est devenue interdite…et pour cause. Une ‘couverture’ de silence planait  sur le 
pays et une ‘communion’ silencieuse grandissait avec les familles des disparus. . 

«  La prière était devenue une communion de présence, une communion dans la 
foi en Dieu qui seul peut changer les cœurs. C’est durant ces mois tragiques que la 
« prière d’intercession » a pris lentement racine en moi. 

Un certain calme revenu, début juillet, les survivants ont commencé à « compter 
leurs morts »  et nous avons vu et entendu des témoignages chrétiens bouleversants.  Ex. 
Un instituteur avait remis à nos sœurs de Kisanze, une petite radio-cassette demandant de 
la cacher. Le lendemain il avait disparu. Plus tard, les soeurs se rappellent de cette        
cassette et écoutent le chant bouleversant : « Aimez-vous les uns les autres, comme je 
vous ai aimés » : témoignage évangélique d’un chrétien qui pardonne à ses bourreaux 
avant de mourir. Ce chant est resté gravé en moi ; il faisait écho à un petit feuillet         
retrouvé dans la veste de Papa, après son décès, en 1951 : avec la même phrase, il       
ajoutait : « Aimez-vos ennemis » ; (il était prisonnier de guerre en Allemagne durant la 
guerre1940-45 et est revenu ‘brisé physiquement.) 

Depuis lors, notre relation avec les Barundi est devenue davantage une              
« communion » :nous n’étions plus là pour « leur apprendre », mais pour apprendre d’eux  
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à vivre  l’évangile du pardon, à « partager » leur souffrance , leur espérance,  leur foi 
ébranlée et leur futur incertain. Devenir « serviteur inutile » demande beaucoup 
d’humilité et chacune a répondu à sa façon, avec la grâce du ‘moment présent’ : Jésus 
nous demandait d’aimer « comme Lui nous a aimé ». 

Le président du Burundi, Bagaza, menaçant d’expulser tous les missionnaires étran-
gers. Notre Province a décidé de prévoir l’avenir : certaines de nos sœurs pourraient être 
disponible pour répondre à des appels d’évangélisation,( ‘mettre la personne debout’) 
dans d’autres pays d’Afrique. Avec Anne Marie et le Père Comblain, (père blanc) qui 
était responsable des « Fraternités africaines », nous avons été  dans des pays d’Afrique 
de l’Ouest, qui nous était inconnus mais dont nous avions reçu de discrets appels. Notre 
voyage nous a beaucoup ouvert les yeux : d’abord au Cameroun : du Sud (chez les     
Pigmés), jusqu’à l’Extrême Nord, dans le diocèse de Maroua-Mokolo.. 

Ensuite, nous sommes partis vers la Côte d’Ivoire, où Marie José Baranyanka           
enseignait au Centre catéchétique d’Abidjan. C’est là que Barbara Batten (de l’équipe         
générale avec Ruth et Simone) nous a rejoint (sans aucun plan préalable !).  Elle venait 
d’une visite de nos sœurs au Ghana..Elle est retournée en Europe malade et est décédée 
deux semaines après la plénière de   Californie. 

Avec Marie José nous avons visité des projets de personnes engagées avec les plus   
défavorisés. Puis le voyage s’est poursuivi vers le Burkina Fasso(où le frère de Marie 
Thérèse VKV nous attendait). 

De retour au Burundi avec un journal plein de réflexions, de partages, de         
questions, d’attentes et d’espérance la longue randonnée s’est conclue au Burundi. Durant 
une réunion provinciale  nous avons discerné et choisi une présence nouvelle, que nous 
voulions « proche des gens ». De là est né le projet du Cameroun du Nord. 

Gardant dans mon cœur tous les événements et la souffrance de tant de personnes 
connues, j’ai très mal accepté de faire partie de l’Equipe générale (avec Ruth et Margaret 
0’) au chapitre de 1975. J’entendais dire au Burundi : « Pourquoi pars-tu, alors qu’ici 
nous souffrons ? » 

La graine d’une autre « communion » naissait péniblement en moi, (au cœur de la          
révolte) celle de la communion de prière universelle. 

 
Rome .  

 De 1975 à 81, le Seigneur m’a ouvert le cœur et l’esprit sur d’autres réalités du 
monde. Partager les « joies et soucis » de nos sœurs, visiter  les différentes provinces de 
la Congrégation m’ont ouverte à d’autres réalités de vie, d’autres pays en détresse. Il 
m’était demandé d’accepter d’être dérangée par les blessures que chacune porte en elle et 
de les porter dans la prière. La révolte intérieure s’est doucement transformée en           
ouverture aux signes de la présence de Dieu « en tout et en tous » ainsi qu’ une soif « de 
communion de vie » universelle. 

Ces années m’ont aussi invitée à découvrir d’autres visages  « fragilisés » et  
d’autres situations de  pauvreté dans différents pays : ils sont devenus mes nouveaux  
maîtres qui m’ouvraient le cœur et l’esprit à « Jésus compatissant ». Je lisais et relisais 
souvent le commentaire de notre Fondateur sur le « Sacré Cœur de Jésus » : il me       
semblait les ‘voir et les écouter’ avec le cœur de Jésus qui s’est offert pour nous, 
(Com.Const.p.52,53). 

Je me rappelle, avec reconnaissance, de quelques rencontres avec nos sœurs et 
d’autres témoins de l’Evangile qui ont été une lumière sur la route :  

Mexico : 
Sr Thérèse Barbara vivait à côté de l’Esplanade de la Cathédrale de la Vierge de 

Guadalupe à Mexico city : chaque année, en la fête de ND.de Guadalupe, le 12 décembre, 
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les Indigènes descendent des montagnes par milliers (une vraie marée humaine) pour    
célébrer la Mère des Pauvres. Ils marchent’ sur leurs genoux  en priant et chantant 
jusqu’à la Basilique. Au milieu de cette foule, debout, j’ai été comme poussée à les       
rejoindre et marcher avec eux, sur les genoux.  Ce fut une expérience unique de         
communion mais aussi de ‘sentir’ combien il est difficile d’être «  humble de cœur », et 
de s’abaisser pour apprendre à rencontrer les pauvres « à genoux »,et comme le dira plus 
tard, notre Pape François : « sur la pointe des pieds ». 

Brésil : 
 Margareta Malfliet, au Nordest du Brésil vivait seule dmj .Elle est encore là « sur 

la Hauteur » du village  de Poranga ,lieu de silence, de rencontre et de prière. Sa présence     
persévérante, au milieu des incertitudes du ‘Nord’, sa communion simple et enthousiaste 
avec le groupe des « Serviteurs Souffrants » me font encore penser « au zèle » dont parle 
notre Fondateur. 

 Dom Fragozo (évêque du diocèse de Crateus) croyait fermement à la ‘richesse’ 
des pauvres. Il luttait pour la justice, au point qu’un livre circulait sur lui qui se terminait 
par « sa pendaison » :les pauvres dérangent toujours quand on leur permet de  nous      
montrer le chemin de Vie. 

Un autre témoin de ce Diocèse : Alfredino, un Suisse, tout petit de taille, prêtre qui    
vivait au milieu des Brésiliens les plus pauvres..si petit de taille, qu’il avait besoin d’un      
tabouret devant l’autel, pour que les chrétiens voient sa tête dépasser de l’autel. Il     
rayonnait ‘ l’amour humble’. Il n’existait pour lui qu’un seul péché : l’injustice vis-à-vis 
des pauvres , ne pas aimer « comme Jésus nous aime » . Il m’est devenu une ’icône       
vivante’.   Enfin, je continue à avoir dans le cœur l’écho de la réflexion de l’évêque, Don 
Helder Camara que nous avons rencontré à Recife : « Plus j’ai du travail plus je prends le 
temps de prier. » 

Californie : 
La visite, avec sr Bridgid  Jonhson ,à la prison de St Quentin en Californie :  la 

plus grande prison qui, aujourd’hui encore, a plus de 4000 à 5000 prisonniers dont 700 
dans le couloir de la mort. Marcher dans ces couloirs silencieux, ou entendre les cris de 
désespoir  m’ont bouleversée. C’était une autre dimension de prison que je n’avais jamais 
connue : ‘ le couloir de la mort’ : un lieu où la miséricorde n’existe pas. Je me suis       
demandé si parfois si je ne mets pas les autres dans ce couloir sans espoir, par mes        
jugements hâtifs, mes certitudes, mes condamnations, mes impatiences ?  Jésus nous     
redit : « aimez vos ennemis, aimez ceux qui vous persécutent. » 

 
Canada : 

Brenda vivait avec des jeunes de confessions chrétiennes différentes (sans oublier 
son chat !). Elle s’était donnée entièrement aux étrangers venus au Canada qui ne          
parlaient pas l’anglais (Chinois, Polonais, Brésiliens, etc).  Je n’oublierai jamais son désir 
d’adaptation des cours, en rapport avec  les cultures. Elle est même allée en Chine, pour 
’écouter’ le chinois et essayer d’y adapter son enseignement de la l’anglais. Toujours 
prête à apprendre des autres et les rencontrer là où ils sont, nous nous sommes retrouvée, 
un jour, assises sur la rue : elle avait accosté un réfugié et cherchait à l’aider. Après son 
départ, elle me dit : « Je dois me   hâter, car j’ai un rendez-vous chez le ministre de 
l’intérieur : il doit être au courant de ce qui se passe ! ».Elle était à l’aise, assise sur la rue 
ou à la table du ministre, du moment qu’elle pouvait clamer le droit des démunis. 

De retour à Rome : un lieu riche de rencontres :  plusieurs personnes rencontrées sont     
devenues pour moi des témoins de l’Evangile : 

Henry Nouwen, prêtre, écrivain hollandais donnait un séminaire à la Grégorienne, 
en 77 sur le thème de la Compassion (dont sortira son livre) :quelque sœurs en année            
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sabbatique ont profité de ses cours et de ses scènes théâtrales ; c’est ainsi qu’l faisait    
passer le message à travers le corps !Il était ‘brûlé’ intérieurement par la compassion pour 
chaque    personne en détresse. 

Terry Waite : en 78, avec Ruth et Margaret O’ nous préparions la réunion        
plénière d’Angleterre, aidées par Terry Waite ,comme animateur et inspirateur : au cours 
de la préparation, il est appelé par l’Archevêque de Cantorbéry pour être médiateur et 
conciliateur de la libération des kidnappés au Liban. Il nous a quitté directement. En y 
arrivant, il a été  lui-même kidnappé  et est resté, durant 4 ans, prisonnier, à la merci de 
ses ravisseurs.  «  ll n’y a pas de plus grand  amour que de donner sa vie pour ceux qu’on 
aime ». Enfin libéré, brisé, il a révélé sa vie de victime de la violence… 

Mother Tereza de Calcutta : « de passage »à Rome fut invitée, lors d’une       
réunion Internationale des supérieures majeures à adresser un message à l’assemblée. 
Toute petite de taille mais avec un cœur compatissant à la dimension du monde, elle nous 
a simplement dit : « nous essayons de soulager  les plus pauvres d’entre les pauvres, ceux 
qui vivent comme des animaux sur la terre  mais qui meurent comme des anges. »Puis, 
elle s’est assise, silencieuse : sa « conférence » était terminée.. par un silence lourd de la 
lumière de l’Esprit qu’elle rayonnait. 

Peg Rahilly étant à Rome nous avons eu la chance de rencontrer Jean Vanier      
(Fondateur de l’Arche) :il nous a partagé son amour, son respect, son humble approche 
des personnes handicapées : « Ils sont pour nous des reflets de ce qui nous 
sommes :fragiles,  limités, déformés par la vie ou les circonstances. Les Handicapés      
reflètent notre âme fermée à « ce qui semble « différent. » Pour lui, tout le secret se situe 
dans les Béatitudes et  l’ouverture des yeux et du cœur au « reflet de la présence de Jésus 
en eux. » Heureux les pauvres ! 

En août, 1979, avec Ruth et Margaret,  nous avons passé deux mois à Santa Maria 
,en Californie :nous y avons ‘rencontré’ : le Chanoine Van Crombrugghe ! Nous avions       
emporté de Rome toutes les lettres du Fondateur (plus d’un millier de lettres) adressées à 
nos sœurs (qui avaient été déchiffrées et imprimées, par Simone Vdst, durant l’année 
1974-1975).  C’est à cette lecture priante que nous avons senti émerger le charisme qu’il a 
légué à notre Congrégation : « Etre instrument de miséricorde, dans les mains de Dieu ». 
Plus tard, Teresa Clements fera sa thèse doctorale sur notre charisme. 

En Irlande, j’ai appris l’a-b-c de l’anglais, avec nos sœurs, dont certaines étaient    
connues du noviciat. L’accueil des familles irlandaises me faisait penser à l’accueil      
africain, simple, chaleureux, discret et patient ! Nos sœurs n’y avaient pas de grandes 
« structures apostoliques » comme écoles ou hôpitaux, à la différence d’autres             
congrégations locales. Ainsi elles pouvaient rester « proches » des familles.  

En Angleterre, Marie Annunciata et Anna travaillaient dans la prison de 
Portsmouth. Au cours d’une visite, elles m’y ont enfermée durant 3heures pour parler 
avec un groupe de Prisonniers. Je connaissais peu d’anglais mais le cœur a plus parlé que 
les mots ! J’ai senti combien toutes les prisons du monde se ressemblent : les prisonniers  
attendent tous, un peu de compassion et de miséricorde, de respect (qui se cache derrière 
les ‘faits’), de patience et d’écoute, de pardon dans leurs  gestes violents et désespérés. Là 
aussi, comme à Ngozi, en Californie, je ressentais un attrait intérieur de ‘compassion’ et 
de prière. Il semble que notre Fondateur avec un attrait particulier pour les prisonniers : y 
être instrument de compassion et de miséricorde.       

En Belgique, Cécile Walrave, « sœur ouvrière » de nettoyage, partageait la vie et 
la lutte pour plus de justice pour les femmes : Vatican II a ouvert les portes des          
communautés et des diocèses, à une vie insérée parmi les pauvres. Elle se battait avec les 
femmes(la plupart étrangères ) pour plus de justice, de protection et de respect. Son       
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habitation dans une impasse de Bruxelles reflétait sa vie de communion avec les pauvres.  
(Il en est encore ainsi aujourd’hui !)  Elle n’a jamais failli à sa mission ! 

Comment détailler « ce qui m’a touché le cœur » chaque fois que je retournais en 
Afrique ? Il me semblait retourner « chez moi, ‘boire à la source’, et retrouver mes 
« amis ». 

Le chapitre général de 1981 a bouleversé, encore une fois, mes plans très concrets 
de retourner au Burundi, à qui je devais une reconnaissance sans limite d’avoir ouvert 
mon cœur et mon esprit aux pauvres ,mes maîtres. 

« Les chemins de Dieu ne sont pas les nôtres » !  La nouvelle équipe générale, 
avec Cathleen Mc Carthy et Margaret Marie Heller avait reçu le mandat, selon l’ordre de 
la     Congrégation pour Religieux, de « composer les nouvelles Constitutions ». Cathleen 
et Helen Lane (désignées par le chapitre) ont fait un travail  inspiré par l’Esprit, pour être 
fidèles aux sujets essentiels votés par le Chapitre général :elles devaient tout mettre « en 
musique » ! Leur précieux travail nous a permis, après bien des ‘allées –retours’ dans les 
communautés et dans la congrégation pour Religieux, de recevoir l’approbation de nos 
Constitutions le 31 mai 1984. Durant  le chapitre général en Californie, les nouvelles 
constitutions ont été données aux sœurs. Une nouvelle équipe générale a été formée avec 
Joan Roddy comme 4e membre.   

A Rome, la rencontre avec d’autres responsables de Congrégations, d’autres      
cultures, d’autres projets de vie, d’autres religions chrétiennes…m’ont de nouveau          
interpellée et ont nourrit ma soif intérieure ‘de communion.’ 

Octobre 81 : Je pars vers Nairobi, en route vers le Burundi et Uganda. 
C’est là, durant une retraite avec mon accompagnateur spirituel que sera ‘lâché’ le mot :     
ermite. Dieu a un sens de l’humour, mais « nous conduit avec des liens d’amour » : J’ai 8 
ans devant moi pour laisser mûrir et discerner, dans le quotidien, cette ‘idée’ jaillie si                
soudainement.  

Je devais obéir et répondre à ce service de Congrégation et il n’y avait pas de 
‘place’ pour entendre ce mot. Il restera silencieux en moi jusqu’en 1985, comme un   
compagnon de route : la graine mûrit dans le silence. 

 Au retour du chapitre général en Californie, en 1986 je partage avec Cahtleen,     
Margaret Mary et Joan « cet appel futur » .J’ai admiré leur respect et  leur silence. Nous 
n’en parlions plus, mais elles me donnaient des temps de solitude, de prière, de retraite de 
la réalité quotidienne. La réaction de Marie, le jour de l’Annonciation, revenait souvent 
en moi : « comment cela se fera-t-il ? », sachant que ces années à venir allaient devenir un                
mûrissement de l’appel, qui passerait par « le feu de la purification ».  Devant l’ampleur 
d’une responsabilité qui m’écrasait, je regardais et écoutais davantage la Voix de l’Esprit 
«  qui parle aux Eglises ». 

Rome est un lieu privilégié de rencontres internationales, de passages de per-
sonnes qui partagent leurs expériences du « terrain », qui ouvrent les yeux et le cœur sur 
le « cri du monde ».  

Un moment fort fut la participation au travail de l’UISG, dont j’étais membre  et la 
joie d’appartenir à différentes commissions, telles que :  

Celam, m’a permit d’être en contact avec la vie religieuse d’autres pays d’Afrique, 
tels que à Kinshasa -  Lagos –Cape Coast –Lomé..  

 L’envoi de l’UISG à la « journée de prière d’Assise » en mai 1984 : 
Le Pape Jean Paul II a eu un geste prophétique, invitant des représentants de           

différentes religions à prier pour la paix dans le monde : chacun a exprimé, dans son    
langage propre, son rite personnel et dans son costume particulier, une prière pour la Paix 
adressée à son Dieu ; ex. : l ‘Indien, fumant sa Pipe de la Paix, le Moine indou enveloppé 
dans son saré, courbé humblement, des représentants d’autres religions traditionnelles 



DMJ 
 

335 
 

africaines, etc. Les représentants des religions chrétiennes (catholique, orthodoxe,       
protestante..) ont adressé, ensemble, la même prière à Dieu : le « Notre Père ».   

Pour signifier notre unité « en Dieu », mais aussi nos divisions particulières, le Pape 
avait d’abord envoyé chaque Représentant et sa communauté présente dans un lieu de 
prière d’Assise, où la matinée s’est passée en prière d’intercession, selon la coutume de 
chacun .Ce qui m’a fait le plus souffrir et m’a choquée, c’est d’aller dans l’une des ruelles 
et  voir un groupe de Juifs rassemblés au coin d’une rue..J’ai voulu savoir pourquoi ils 
étaient « dehors ».L’un d’eux m’a dit, «  c’est ici, dans le passé, que nous avions une     
synagogue qui a été saccagée  et détruite et n’a jamais été reconstruite. »Il n’y avait plus 
de synagogue où se rassembler.  C’est une journée qui m’a profondément bouleversée et 
interpellée dans ma soif d’unité, d’œcuménisme, de prière pour que « tous soient UN, 
Père ». 

Les trois rencontres que nous avons eues avec le Pape Jean Paul II : la vie          
religieuse était en plein questionnement et adaptation. Chaque congrégation devait écrire 
ses nouvelles Constituions, dans la ligne de Vatican II , à la lumière des expériences faites 
au cours des dernières années. Jean Paul II a invité  les membres de l’UISG  pour partager 
« les joies et soucis » des congrégations représentées : il écoutait, parlait peu mais         
répondait (en son nom) à certaines questions brûlantes .Nous avons découvert un homme 
d’écoute qui ne semblait pas libre « officiellement ».La conversation a continué durant le 
repas et ce qui m’a frappée, c’est sa réponse donnée à la question du port du voile :    
« Personnellement je désire que les sœurs soient reconnues et portent le voile, mais je ne 
l’obligerai jamais ». C’est dire que, malgré des règles nous avons pu faire passer des   
messages qui nous semblaient important pour la vie religieuse, après Vatican II. Il      
adoptait « l’unité dans la diversité » malgré les signes extérieurs. 

Kaïre est un groupe de Sœurs de différentes dénominations chrétiennes, vivant en    
Europe, qui se réunissent chaque année dans un pays européen. » Ma soif d’œcuménisme 
a été décisive et il m’a portée très loin en amitié, en communion de prière et rencontre de 
vie, spécialement avec les Sœurs Orthodoxes de Lavrion et Anatoli (Grèce), et la       
Communauté protestante de Grandchamp (Suisse), communauté féminine basée et      
inspirée de la Règle de Taizé . 

J’ai eu la « grâce » de pouvoir passer des semaines (mois) dans les communautés      
orthodoxes de Lavrion et Anatoli, partageant la prière, le travail, les rencontres. (Le Grec 
n’est pas « my cup of tea »). L’événements qui m’a frappée en profondeur et qui a été le 
signe « symbolique » de notre unité avec les Orthodoxes, s’est passé, avant mon départ 
pour l’ermitage au Nord Cameroun :j’étais au Monastère de Lavrion. Selon le rite         
orthodoxe, une personne qui se détache de la vie commune, pour une vie érémitique, de 
solitude et de silence, reçoit une bénédiction spéciale qui la confirme et l’envoie : une 
prière de communion dans la prière, avec cette communauté. Le Père spirituel  m’a offert 
de la recevoir, comme faisant vraiment partie de leur communauté. En signe de        
communion, il m’a aussi donné une relique de deux ermites martyrs, l’un au désert de   
Judée et l’autre, près de Jéricho.  

 Et que dire de toute la richesse des communions en Christ qui sont nées de ces       
‘rencontres’, de toutes les interpellations cueillies comme des fleurs sauvages sur le    
chemin : elles ont façonné mon cœur et ma vie de tous les jours. Plus que jamais, de par 
les commissions romaines et les visites des sœurs ‘ma tente s’est de nouveau élargie aux          
dimensions du monde ‘. 

L’Esprit « qui parle aux Eglises » ouvrait mon cœur à un amour universel, à une 
écoute « du cri du pauvre » et une attirance à y répondre par la prière, qui n’a pas de     
limites. Il me ‘semblait devenir Un avec l’humanité dans l’intercession. 
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« Voir et écouter », thème si fort dans la Bible, est devenu le leid motive dans le     
quotidien, inspiré par cette parole de Dieu adressée à Moïse : « J’ai vu, j’ai entendu, dit 
Adonaï, le cri et la misère de mon peuple et je VIENS le délivrer » (Ex.3 :7) : la venue de   
Jésus incarné est le fruit de ce « Dieu qui a tant aimé le monde, qu’Il a envoyé son Fils 
pour nous sauver »(ref. Jn. 3 :16).C’est ce mystère qui habite mon cœur et ma vie , mon 
regard et mon écoute. C’est ce mystère d’amour trinitaire qui a éclairé la dernière étape 
vers la vie érémitique.  

 
Jérusalem : 

A la fin du chapitre général à Bruxelles, qui a élu Joan Roddy comme supérieure          
générale, avec Linda Webb et Marie José Baranyanka en 1989, la Congrégation m’a     
offert une année sabbatique en Israël. « Une année de grâce de la part du Seigneur », dont 
je ne prévoyais pas l’impact qu’elle aurait en vivant dans la ville juive et plus tard, au 
mieux des Palestiniens. 

  L’Institut de Ratisbonne permettait de suivre les cours d’Hébreu, les         
commentaires rabbiniques des textes sacrés et d’autres sujets liés directement à l’étude       
biblique hébraïque. La Bible devenait de plus en plus la Parole qui est « vie », ma      
compagne de tous les jours ! C’était aussi une occasion unique pour être présente aux 
prières du Shabbat, de visiter des synagogues (de différentes cultures et nationalités), de 
rencontrer des familles juives et vivre   la Pâque juive, la fête des Tentes, etc.. : c’était une 
initiation concrète de la religion juive dont nous lisons tant de textes dans la Bible (AT et 
NT). C’était une vraie joie de vivre « avec des Juifs », de nous parler eux-mêmes de leur 
foi. Ex. : un jour, attendant le bus, des femmes discutaient. Je les ai entendues se poser la 
question : « quand viendra-t-il le Messie ? Crois-tu qu’il viendra bientôt ? » (J’ai failli 
rater le bus d’étonnement !). 

 La division de la ville de Jérusalem entre Juifs et Palestiniens est aussi resté    
marquée en moi car à la fin de l’année académique, j’ai vécu deux mois dans la vieille 
ville.  Je voyais défiler tous les pèlerins du monde ...aussi bruyant que des enfants         
déchaînés !  

J’habitais près du « Mur des lamentations », et au coin de la Rue Dolorosa. Je 
pouvais ainsi écouter l’appel à la prière des Musulmans, prier avec les Juifs, (qui mettent 
leurs intentions de prière dans les fentes du Mur) écouter et voir les divisions internes de             
Jérusalem. Je descendais parfois au « Jardin des Oliviers », adjoint à la Basilique des         
Nations, qui aura bientôt un impact tout spécial. 

 Durant toute cette année, la vie érémitique ‘mijotait’ dans ma tête, tout autant que 
la question :  « comment cela se fera-t-il ? » 

Dans une certaine confusion j’ai écrit à Joan et à l’équipe générale, pour demander 
« la permission » de vivre en ermite, dans la congrégation. 

Sa réponse  a été très encourageante :elle respirait la confiance et l’ouverture d’esprit 
de la Congrégation  : «  un appel particulier, au cœur de la vie religieuse». Sa lettre de 
Jan.1990 le confirme : « que ta présence de prière aide nos sœurs à voir où se trouvent les 
valeurs     essentielles des Béatitudes, répondant à l’attente de toute la congrégation ; être 
en son cœur une présence de prière contemplative, dans la solitude, pour le salut du 
monde entier ; être au cœur du monde, solitaire et solidaire, unies ensemble à «’Jésus 
Christ, son Eglise, tous nos frères. »(ref.Const.n°1-2 ).               

Toute ma vie passée dans la congrégation m’a ouvert le chemin vers ce nouvel      
appel : notre vie communautaire et notre vie de prière, les personnes rencontrées et les 
pays visités, l’écoute des témoignages de vie et de foi récoltés comme des « perles       
précieuses » le long des routes et des lieux les plus cachés : « Celui qui a des oreilles qu’il 
entende ce que l’Esprit dit aux Eglises ».(Ap.2 :7). 
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Il est bon de rappeler ici que cet « appel » au cœur d’une congrégation était      
nouveau : Avant Vatican II, la sœur devait sortir de la congrégation pour répondre à 
l’appel. Après Vatican II, un nouveau Code et Droit Canon avait été écrit en accord avec 
les décisions du Concile. Le Canon 603 et 605 spécifient que l’Eglise reconnaît              
officiellement les ermites (N°603 : §1,§2), chacun avec sa règle propre, reconnue et       
acceptée par l’évêque du lieu : 

 « En plus des Instituts de vie consacrée, l’Eglise reconnaît la vie érémitique et       
anachorète par laquelle des Chrétiens consacrent leur vie à la gloire de Dieu et au salut du 
monde, par une stricte séparation du monde, le silence et la solitude, et la prière assidue 
dans la pénitence. » 

C’est chez les Soeurs de Sion, à Eïn Karem dans leur communauté de sœurs          
contemplatives, que je suis allée faire une retraite accompagnée, avant mon retour en          
Europe.  

J’ai ‘démarré’ avec Job: je me sentais complètement assimilée à lui ! Après 8 jours 
de lutte, de frayeur, de refus, de doutes, je  désespérais comme lui, en criant vers le ciel : 
« prends n’importe qui, Seigneur, mais pas moi ».  Le 6 août, fête de la Transfiguration de 
Jésus, le Jésuite m’a proposé de  monter à la Montagne avec les trois disciples et de rester 
là ..dans le silence : « regarder et écouter ».      

Voyant les disciples épeurés, (Pierre disait n’importe quoi) l’Esprit m’a fait réaliser 
que c’était les mêmes disciples invités par Jésus , au Jardin de Gethsémani :Il les invitait à      
« demeurez ici et veillez avec moi »(Mt.26 :36  ).  C’était une invitation à prier avec Jésus 
pour le monde «  qu’Il a tant aimé » :  ce monde dans lequel Il a voulu naître et vivre en     
partageant le sort des plus pauvres,  

ce monde à qui Il a offert « l’amour du cœur de  notre Dieu » ,  
ce monde qui l’a cloué sur la Croix ,  
ce monde qui a pu chanter à Pâques : « Heureuse faute qui nous a valu un tel                

Rédempteur » ,  
ce monde enfin devenu le réceptacle de la « Miséricorde  et de la Compassion d’un   

Dieu-Amour »,qui a pris sur Lui « le péché du monde ». 
 Jésus m’invitait à « demeurer là, pour veiller et prier» avec Lui, pour le monde                                     

           Il m’a semblé que le monde et moi nous ne faisions 
plus qu’UN en Jésus, unis dans sa prière d’ intercession et 
d’offrande au Père,  pour que « tous soient Un  dans la Trinité 
d’amour. » 

Puis, le regard tourné vers la Basilique des Nations, j’ai 
compris, autant que possible, mais sans plus aucune hésitation, 
ni combat intérieur, que c’était là que je devais                        
demeurer : Demeurer avec Jésus et prier, avec Lui, dans le     
silence et la solitude, pour toutes les Nations…L’ermitage des 
Nations était né,  par pure grâce ,de Jésus en agonie pour le 
monde. 

    C’est en Afrique, au Cameroun du Nord, que se               
concrétisera « le rêve de Dieu ». 

De retour en Belgique en septembre 90, j’ai attendu mon   
visa pour le Cameroun chez nos sœurs de la Rue Traversière, Madeleine et Simone.  Elles 
ont été un havre de paix avant le départ pour l’inconnu. 

Le 15 février 1991, en pleine tempête de neige, l’avion s’envolait  à Paris, pour le 
Cameroun ! 
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L’Afrique 
 « Le cer-volant » :          
 Une de nos sœurs (qui désire la discrétion) définit ma vie « à la montagne des        

Madas », à l’occasion des 25 ans de vie érémitique : 
« Je te souhaite une conscience renouvelée de toutes les merveilleuses                

bénédictions que Dieu a mis sur tes chemins –et aussi une connaissance du bel héritage de 
prière et de compassion qui marquent ta vie de DMJ. Je pense à ta vocation comme une 
ermite qui ressemble à celle qui tient le cerf-volant qui vole dans le ciel, durant un jour de 
grand vent. Le cerf-volant peut voler au-dessus de tout et il gère le vent parce qu’il y a 
quelqu’un de stable, ancré au sol, qui tient la corde. Nous, DMJ nous sommes dehors, 
dans un ministère actif dans le monde, et parfois  «  volant » partout : tu es tellement celle 
qui est spécialement ancrée et tiens au sol l’énergie de base derrière nous. Pour cela je 
suis tellement reconnaissante et je sens la puissance qui vient de ta prière pour nous 
toutes. » (L.1-2-17) 

 Tout au long des années, j’entendrai aussi d’autres échos de nos sœurs qui se           
demandent, comme moi : « qu’est ce que c’est la vie érémitique ou « qu’est-ce que 
tu fais » toute la journée ? Aujourd’hui encore, je n’ai pas de définition ‘fixe’ car l’appel 
s’adapte aux situations concrètes du présent et  garde toujours une face mystérieuse. Ce 
présent, c’est « l’aujourd’hui de Dieu » ! Il y a aussi des Sœurs qui m’interpellent et      
‘refusent de croire’.  C’est avec ces dernières que je me sens la plus proche car chaque 
jour Jésus, à Gethsémani, intercède auprès du Père pour notre manque de foi « pourquoi 
dormez-vous » ? 

Mayo Ouldémé 
Si j’ai pu rejoindre nos sœurs Monique et Louis Marie à Mayo Ouldémé, c’est 

grâce à leur accueil et leur communion de ce « projet de Dieu » mais aussi de leur discrète            
disponibilité à faire les premiers pas « dans la Région de Nord ». Leur présence, leur aide 
très concrète et discrète, leur foi et confiance dans cet appel ont été mon plus grand      
support. Les Petits Frères de l’Evangile ont été aussi des guides avisés et des modèles 
d’intégration parmi les Mada et Ouldémé. 

L’évêque du Diocèse de Maroua-Mokolo, Mgr de Bernon a été le premier à        
accepter cet « appel de Dieu » : il n’avait jamais pu accueillir une congrégation           
contemplative dans son Diocèse disait-il, faute de pouvoir les aider financièrement et il 
croyait fermement qu’un diocèse n’a pas réalisé ses objectifs d’évangélisation, tant qu’il 
n’y a pas une communauté priante qui le soutient. Faute de mieux, il m’a acceptée comme 
« membre priant », à la    montagne des Mada ! 

A MO, où j’ai vécu 10 mois, j’ai pu ‘écouter’, partager, interroger, apprendre un 
peu la langue Mada et connaître les familles dans leur mieux de vie, au rythme des        
saisons, des cultures et des fêtes traditionnelles et chrétiennes. En un mot : apprendre 
à « faire mes premiers pas »au milieu des mes futurs amis, des pauvres qui sont devenus 
mes « maîtres ». 

Ce temps à MO m’a aussi été donné pour écrite ma future » règle de vie » qui est     
devenue (après l’Evangile !), un guide fidèle ! 
        Mandalza, le 6 janvier 1992, la fête de 
l’Epiphanie, Mgr de Bernon, les Petits Frères, nos 
sœurs de MO et Mémé sont montés avec les villageois 
et les « Anciens » de la montagne. Ils étaient tous là 
pour être « témoins » de mon engagement en Eglise, 
de la vie érémitique : ce jour-là j’ai senti qu’ils         
représentaient, chacun, un visage de notre monde 
« que Dieu a tant aimé ».  L’appel de Jésus à « rester 
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près de Lui en prière, au Jardin des Olivier » était devenu « mon jardin  d’intercession 
pour les Nations ».  

La soif de la Parole de Dieu et le désir d’être fidèle à la tradition érémitique de 
l’Eglise m’ont ouverte à la réalité de dépouillement de la vie à la Montagne : j’avais avec 
moi la Bible (et ses commentaires hébraïques) et le livre de la Philocalie .Les heures de 
prière, devant la Présence de Jésus dans l’Eucharistie, devant une nature qui invitait à 
l’Infini et un climat chaud obligeaient à un rythme de vie lent et dépouillant  qui m’ont 
raboté le cœur et l’esprit de tout ce qui n’était pas  centré sur l’Essentiel : «  nul ne peut 
servir deux maîtres » !Ce sont aussi mes « amis » qui m’ont appris le chemin de pauvreté  
et d’abandon : 

     Awfet, qui a construit le saré avec quelques villageois, est devenu l’homme de       
confiance qui m’aidait dans ce lieu aride! Il m’a donné au 1e jour des semailles, une 
grande leçon de vérité : il est venu ,au début de la saison des pluies, m’aider à planter les 
semences de mil, à la manière mada. Puis, il a dû me montrer comment séparer les 
pousses, etc.. Un jour, fatigué sans doute, de mon ignorance, il se retourne et me dit : » 
mais toi, tu ne sais RIEN ! »               

Oui, ce sont les Mada m’ont appris à faire le feu à même le sol, à ‘mesurer’ l’eau        
employée que je recevais comme un trésor, chaque matin. Ndengwezhe ou Damangaz     
grimpaient avec la cruche sur la tête : quel équilibre ! Les enfants me montraient les fruits 
sauvages comestibles, les feuilles et les fruits à sécher  et tant de gestes quotidiens qui 
aident à survivre.  Maya, la mère Awfet venait « veiller » sur le saré lorsque j’allais à la 
prière du dimanche. C’était plutôt le rythme de « veiller et dormir » : nous sommes      
devenues complices de sa pipe (faite de métal local). A chaque retour, elle me l’offrait et 
je devais aspirer quelques bouffées ! Lorsqu’elle nous a quittés, un soir au dispensaire de 
MO., son fils aîné a fait la palabre avec les Anciens, comme il se doit. A ma grande     
surprise, ils m’ont appelée et Awfet m’a remis la pipe de sa mère. Elle est précieusement 
présente avec moi, comme le symbole de nos amitiés. 

Si je n’avais pas de livres (en papier) j’avais souvent des « lectures » 
d’événements humains, dans la solitude et le silence. Une leçon évangélique reçue des 
Anciens vaut la peine d’être racontée : Une année j’ai eu une invasion de serpents dans le 
saré : la nuit, ils tombaient même du toit  dans la case. Awfet a donc décidé d’appeler les 
Anciens pour prier et les chasser : 

Un matin tôt, trois Anciens sont venus portant chacun une petite calebasse vide, 
tandis qu’ Awfet apportait un canari de bière traditionnelle et une grande calebasse. Les 
Anciens se sont assis en rond autour de la grande calebasse vide et Awfet a versé un peu 
de bière dans celle des Anciens. Le 1e a levé sa calebasse et a prié Zhegla . Ensuite, il a 
versé sa bière dans la grande calebasse .Les deux autres ont fait de même. Cette calebasse 
pleine, de la prière de chacun, a été offerte et bue par chacun de nous. Ils sont ensuite   
sortis et ont aspergé de bière, le champ alentour, les cases et la montagne, en priant à 
haute voix :  une vraie procession ! J’étais très impressionnée de leurs gestes et j’ai voulu 
savoir le sens de verser ces calebasses particulières dans cette unique calebasse. Voici la 
réponse :« Chacun, nous avons prié pour chasser les serpents, puis nous avons versé « les 
prières » dans une seule calebasse, intercédant ensemble auprès de Zhegla : les prières 
particulières sont devenues une offrande unique et nous l’avons partagée en buvant       
ensemble !  N’est-ce pas le geste « eucharistique » ? Ne me demandez pas si les serpents 
sont revenus :ce n’était plus l’essentiel ! 

Un autre moment lumineux que je garde dans le cœur :  Un dimanche, après la   
célébration eucharistique à MO, je retournais à la Montagne en traversant le ‘Mayo (la 
rivière à sec). Un ‘ancien’ qui s’y lavait de bon cœur m’accoste et propose d’aller avec 
moi :(c’était incompréhensible de vivre seule). Je lui réponds : « je ne suis pas seule, je 
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suis avec Zhegla ». Il me regarde ,étonné, silencieux..puis de dire : « alors, c’est vrai, tu 
n’est pas seule ! » : une autre page d’évangile ! 

Et que dire des liens avec les familles du village : les enfants qui venaient cacher 
les fruits sauvages pour les vendre ensuite au marché ; des femmes qui coupaient du bois 
et demandaient de l’eau sur la route du retour ? des jeunes qui m’accompagnaient au     
retour à la montagne en jouant de la flûte ? des singes qui vandalisaient mon champ de 
mil ? des hyènes, la nuit qui hurlaient au loin et m’obligeaient à rentrer dans la case, pour 
le reste de la nuit ? …et là , dans le silence, dans la tempête de vent ou le soleil torride, 
Jésus était présent par l’Eucharistie et tous les événements quotidiens. Il m’invitait à la 
prière universelle, à l’intercession pour les nations, au dépouillement intérieur pour     
laisser parler l’Esprit. 

Ces 9 années passées « à la montagne » ont forgé ma vie au rythme des saisons, 
des cultures, du partage de la calebasse , et tant d’événements inattendus. La vie          
érémitique était « collée » à la vie réelle des pauvres, qui sont toujours restés mes 
‘maîtres’ et mes ‘amis’ et à la présence de nos sœurs, qui avaient fondé, en 1987, une   
seconde communauté à Mémé. 

La Congrégation et, plus concrètement, la province d’Afrique, était très présente à 
la montagne : en 1984, Joan Roddy est venue visiter nos sœurs et est ‘montée’ à 
l’ermitage des Nations : elle a été témoin du« projet de Dieu » !  Agnès Charles, devenue 
provinciale d’Afrique puis Responsable générale a organisé différentes rencontres avec 
les Régionales d’Afrique, à MO.  Elles ont grimpé à la montagne pour y vivre une journée 
de prière sur le thème :la cruche ( le canari !) et ont expérimenté « le silence et la           
solitude » : Le Seigneur parle en tout et en tous ! 

 Je prenais parfois « pour acquis », la présence de nos sœurs, alors que sans elles, 
je n’aurais pas pu vivre là-haut. Et Lorsque Mémé a été fondé, Agnès, Renée, Jen, Rose 
Mary, Priscilla y venaient aussi discrètement et avec plaisir ! 

Pourtant quand Marie José Baranyanka  est devenue Provinciale d’Afrique, en 
1997  elle a appelé Monique à Yaoundé pour  l’aider dans sa responsabilité et il a fallu 
prendre la décision de fermer MO. Louis Marie est  partie à Mémé. Leur appui fraternel et 
leur expérience « sur le terrain » m’ont beaucoup manqué. 

Le décès soudain de Jen Condron, le 16 avril 1998 a marqué profondément notre     
petite communauté du « Nord » : Le jour des Rameaux, le 9 avril 1998 Jen est              
hospitalisée à Tokombere. On la soigne pour une « malaria ». Comme il fallait un 
membre de la famille pour nourrir les malades, je propose de rester avec elle. Toute la 
Semaine Sainte, sa santé s’est désintégrée et il n’y  avait pas de possibilité d’ examens 
plus approfondis. Le Vendredi Saint, il est décidé de la faire descendre (par avion) à 
Yaoudé, pour la rapatrier à Londres. L’avion ne partira que le lundi de Pâques et  après 
16h de voyage l’avion atterrit à Yaoundé. Tout s’arrange en hâte pour qu’elle puisse     
partir en Angleterre : l’ambulance est prête, une infirmière l’accompagne, etc, mais son 
état se détériore et un médecin militaire est appelé pour la ré-animation. Sans succès, elle 
remet son dernier souffle devant nous, impuissantes, le 16 avril. Elle semblait nous le 
donner, pour que nous puissions l’accompagner dans son don final au Père. Si souvent 
elle exprimait sa soif de « faire la volonté du Père ». Son départ si soudain nous a         
profondément bouleversées.  Le chant le plus approprié à la messe des funérailles était : 
« si le grain de blé ne tombe en terre et ne meurt… ».  Elle reste notre semence’ qui porte 
du fruit au Nord Cameroun, malgré les incertitudes que nous y vivons. Elle est enterrée 
dans le cimetière de Yaoundé, en face de la Cathédrale, là où elle n’a pas vécu. Elle a   
répondu à l’appel de Jésus à Le suivre « jusqu’au bout ». Les chemins de Dieu ne sont pas 
les nôtres..mais « Il nous conduit avec des liens d’amour ! » 
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De retour chez moi, un garçon du village vient me dire que la petite fille unique de 
Ndengwezhe est morte d’une malaria foudroyante. (Elle avait déjà perdu 5 enfants).  Si la 
communion se vit dans la prière, il y a des situations qui demandaient une présence          
compatissante. Je descend donc et, de loin, je vois Ndengwshe, seule ,assise dans un 
champ, proche de son saré. Son corps se balance doucement et elle  murmure des paroles 
devant le tas de terre qui couvre sa fille. Mon arrivée ne l’a pas interrompue et je me suis 
jointe à elle, dans le silence, mêlé de larmes. Nous avions perdu un être si chère. La 
cruche d’eau qu’elle m’apportait chaque jour, si fidèlement, est devenue d’autant plus 
précieuse par sa présence et son amitié. 

Au début de l’année 2000 ,ma santé a donné des signes d’usure et Philippe, notre 
nouvel évêque, est venu  me demander de ‘descendre’ et chercher un lieu de solitude dans 
la plaine qui me conviendrait mieux. Après des recherches non concluantes, (la solitude 
est   quasi impossible dans la plaine), je suis retournée en Belgique pour des tests et      
discernement. En partant , j’ai eu la conviction très forte que je ne retournerais plus à 
Mandalza. Mais l’Ermitage des Nations continuerait ailleurs et d’une autre façon. J’ai   
vécu un déchirement intérieur indescriptible, sans pour autant douter de l’appel du       
Seigneur : Il me trouverait un nouveau ‘lieu’ si c’était sa volonté. 
En Europe : 

Les ‘signes’ étaient plus clairs pour les autres que pour moi, mais l’Esprit a été le 
plus fort et j’ai dû reconnaître et accepter  que les forces physiques m’abandonnaient . 
Quitter l’Afrique, la Montagne, les amis, les pauvres, mes maîtres, « donner sa vie pour 
ceux qu’on aime, » à l’exemple de Jésus, allait prendre en Europe, une nouvelle            
dimension. 

La vie érémitique n’est pas liée à un lieu mais le milieu silencieux  est une aide et 
un soutien, tout autant qu’une nature qui inspire la Présence du Créateur et Père de tous. Il 
est aussi un chemin vers le silence intérieur… 

En 2000, Agnès Charles, supérieure générale et son Equipe, ont accepté que je        
continue à vivre dans la solitude et le silence, en Europe, « dans un pays où il y avait des 
sœurs de la Congrégation »..(lettre du 27.04.2000),suivi d’une acceptation de transfert de 
province, avec Marie José Baranyanka (lettre  du 13/11/2000). 

De mars à décembre, j’ai sillonné différents lieux, différentes communautés           
monastiques (en Belgique et en France) qui avaient des ermitages, et finalement après 
doutes et questions, visites et recherches, j’ai reçu une invitation de notre soeur            
Annunciata (vivant dans le diocèse de Portsmouth –au village de Wickham). Elle 
m’écrivait avoir une caravane libre, près d’un marais et des caravanes d’autres              
prisonniers en ‘réhabilitation ‘. 

Les « signes » concrets n’ont jamais manqué sur la route ; ils étaient devenu les 
signes de l’Esprit qui parle en différentes langues ! De plus en plus, je vivais dans la     
certitude que ce n’était pas ‘mon’ appel mais celui du Seigneur qui « nous conduits avec 
des liens d’amour » et c’est Lui qui, finalement, devait me conduire là où Il est présent. 

Sheila Moloney et son équipe m’ont alors acceptée dans la province d’Angleterre : 
elles ne savaient peut-être pas à quoi elles s’engageaient ! Leur accueil, leur générosité et 
leur patience n’ont jamais manqués. 

15 décembre2001: en route vers la « Caravane ». 
Avec Felicé, qui était aumônière des étudiantes universitaires à Portsmouth, nous 

avons pris la route vers ‘Lake View House’ ,où les deux sœurs nous attendaient 
,Annunciata et Anna. La nuit était tombée et le lendemain, un coup d’œil dehors m’a    
dévoilé d’autres caravanes dispersées deçi-delà, habitées par les hommes ‘sortis de       
prison’ et celle d’ Annunciata et Anna.   
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  Le 25 janvier 2001(fête de la Conversion de St Paul et 
conclusion de la Semaine de prière pour l’Unité des chrétiens), 
Mgr Crispian Hollis évêque de Portsmouth, est venu avec   
Sheila Moloney, représentant la province d’Angleterre, Agnès 
Charles et Felicé Whright, pour m’accepter de vivre en ermite, 
dans son diocèse et dans la province d’Angleterre. 

 « Etre là pour l’Eglise entière. Etre là en pécheur     
pardonné qui a trouvé la paix et se réjouit dans l’amour         
miséricordieux de Dieu. » ( Const.n°6). 

Agnès a rappelé et ré-affirmé notre lien profond au cœur de la Congrégation : «  
chaque soeur que j’ai rencontré ou avec lesquelles j’ai été en contact, réalisent            
pleinement que c’est une grâce pour nous toutes que tu sois dmj et de pouvoir compter 
sur toi et te confier des intentions de prière, certains soucis et inquiétudes que chacune 
a…et que tu es une aide pour chacune à devenir plus pleinement ‘un instrument de la   
miséricorde de Dieu ‘ là où nous sommes appelées de vivre et servir. » 

  J’apprendrai au jour le jour, que Anna (des sœurs franciscaines) était la « femme    
pratique » : elle était ‘les mains’, faisant la cuisine pour tous, allant en camionnette      
distribuer la nourriture du midi, s’occupait avec les hommes, de la culture et des         
animaux. Annunciata, débrouillait les dossiers des hommes pour les faire acheminer en 
justice et de toute la paperasserie nécessaire liée à ce lieu. On disait :’ l’une est la tête et 
l’autre les mains(et toutes les deux ‘le cœur’, je suppose !) . 

Discrètement, je croisais chaque jour ces hommes fragilisés et blessés, et petit à 
petit nous sommes devenus ‘complices’. Un soir, vers 9.30pm, on frappe à ma porte.  
C’est inhabituel ! Thierry, avec son chien autour du cou me dit : «   je viens te dire au   
revoir, car cette nuit, je prends la fuite ».  Je ne savais que dire, mais nous nous sommes 
embrassés et le lendemain, il était parti.(Ce n’est évidemment pas le seul cas..) Ils m’ont 
beaucoup appris par leur simplicité humaine et leur courage devant un avenir incertain. 

 La vie à Wickham a été aussi une nouvelle étape de vie . Je vivais plus proche des 
réalités humaines mais ce changement a bouleversé non seulement « les habitudes du        
passé », mais la disponibilité intérieure, qui devenait plus rude, interpellante et                    
dérangeante :la solitude et le silence n’étaient plus le cadre de vie naturel, qui avaient été 
le support si précieux « à la montagne » : ils devenaient un don à vivre dans la profondeur 
du cœur et la communion concrète à ceux qui m’entourent.  « Voir Dieu présent, en tous 
et en tout ». 

Philippe Stevens, évêque de Maroua-Mokolo m’écrit le 6 août 2001, jour de la        
Transfiguration : « Comment vas-tu dans ta roulote de prière quelque part dans un coin 
d’Angleterre, dans un coin du monde ? Tout endroit de la terre est beau pour vivre avec 
Dieu, prendre son temps pour Lui, lui donner sa vie. Et tu restes dans « l’ermitage des   
Nations » : dans ta prière et par-delà de ta prière, tu rejoins toutes les Nations, tous les 
enfants de Dieu, mais tout spécialement, bien sûr, les Mada, les Ouldémé, les « enfants de 
Dieu, » de notre diocèse que tu continues à aimer, je le sais bien. Merci de ce que tu vis, 
de ce que tu continues à être pour nous, plus que jamais. » 

C’est à cette époque que j’ai pris connaissance du Monastère Orthodoxe de 
Tolleshunt Knights, en Grande Bretagne : une communauté mixte de religieux, fondée par 
le Père Sophroni.  Celui-ci avait été ermite au Mont Athos, sous la vigilance de celui qui 
deviendra plus tard, St Silouane l’Athonique. (canonisé en 1985). Il m’a introduite à la 
spiritualité de St Silouane, ses écrits et ses partages..La grâce de ce saint-ermite a éclairé 
mon chemin de vie et ma soif d’être  non seulement UN avec le monde mais que le 
monde deviennent UN en moi  dans la prière. Le Père Sophroni, a dévoilé, le long de sa 
vie, cette grâce de la ‘prière universelle’. Il ressentait la prière pour les ennemis et pour le 
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monde entier, comme une grâce du St Esprit qui est à demander chaque jour, car aimer 
nos ennemis est un don de Dieu-miséricordieux : « Il était dévoré d’une profonde       
compassion et demandait à Dieu miséricorde ‘pour tous les peuples de la terre’. C’est 
dans un véritable amour pour Dieu qu’un véritable amour pour la personne( l’Adam total) 
trouve sa source. Aussi  affirmait-il constamment que « l’amour divin ne demeure pas en 
celui qui n’aime pas ses ennemis. »  

Cet appel de Jésus à « être avec Lui  à Gethsémani », s’éclairait de nouveau : être 
en intercession avec Lui auprès du Père, pour le monde entier,  en vivant l’amour de 
compassion par l’amour des ennemis. Mais tout est à demander « par l’action du St      
Esprit ». 

En 2003, après l’opération de la hanche et une récupération à St Anne’ nursing 
home, il devenait difficile pratiquement de rester dans la caravane qui, entre temps avait 
eu quelques problèmes pour rester debout : des tuyaux d’eau ont éclaté(inondations 
,etc)..et me voilà en route pour trouver un autre lieu ! 

Toutes les étapes successives, (plusieurs déménagements) ont été comme un     
rappel de la fidélité du Seigneur ; dans tous les moments de doute – de retour vers ‘la 
Montagne’ etc. et ont été des temps de regard sur le Seigneur, à Gethsémani : être là, avec 
Jésus en prière, pour toutes les Nations.  
Edenbridge  

Un autre Diocèse : Southwark. 
Comme je l’ai souligné plus haut, l’évêque du diocèse    

devait approuver et reconnaître la présence d’un ermite. Mgr John 
Hine, Agnès Charles (en visite), Sheila Moloney et Diane (sœur 
de St André) ont été témoins de cet accueil dans le diocèse de 
Southwark. 

Vu les circonstances et style de vie si différents de 
Mandalza, j’ai dû adapter la règle de vie initiale et la faire         
approuver. (27.02.2OO4) 

La liturgie, simple et ‘parlante’ dans ce ‘coin de prière’ restera gravée en moi : 
J’avais choisi une peinture de l’artiste R. Bleninger, vue en Crête, lors d’une réunion 
œcuménique : chaque peintre devait représenter l’« enfer » .Les personnes sont liées dos à 
dos, sans voir les visages des autres et sans dialogue. L’arc- en- ciel qui les recouvrent lie 
les trois symboles des religions « abrahamiques » exprimant la foi de ces personnes liées : 
juive, chrétienne, musulmane. (L’enfer est le lieu où il n’a pas de face à face, le lieu où il 
n’y a pas de dialogue et donc le lieu où l’amour n’existe pas.) 

Comme l’écrit Thomas Merton : « Ma vocation de solitude appartient à chacun et 
j’ai la responsabilité pour tous les peuples, pas seulement pour les miens. » Pasteur    
Bourget, ermite protestant en France, écrit aussi : » L’ermite appartient à toutes les 
Eglises. Il y a une différence d’identité de confession, mais elle est dépassée par la        
vocation. L’ermite vit en tension entre l’Eglise Une et l’Eglise divisée. Il (Elle) vit les 
deux réalités en même temps comme elle 
porte, dans la prière, la souffrance de cette 
division. » Ainsi l’ermitage, « Koinonia » 
(communion) est signe de guérison, c’est 
l’invitation de Dieu de guérir le monde, par 
la prière et l’intercession C’était un rappel 
renouvelé à vivre le charisme de notre    
congrégation : « être instrument de           
miséricorde et de compassion, dans les 
mains de Dieu ». 
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Les Sœurs de St André(que j’ai connues au cours des rencontres de Kaïre), avait 
un bâtiment vide, qui avait servi de nursing home dans le passé. 

Ce « lieu » était bien différent de la caravane de Wickham, mais offrait ,par 
contre, une nature qui invitait à la louange : « Les cieux proclament la gloire de Dieu, le 
firmament raconte l’ouvrage de ses mains. » Ps.18 :2.  

Me voilà donc dans le Kent ! 
 La spiritualité des Sœurs de St André m’attirait beaucoup par leur ouverture           

œcuménique, leur lien et présence à Taizé, leurs retraites et activités ouvertes aux besoins 
des jeunes. Leur accueil m’a encouragée et soutenue durant ces 3 ans vécus chez elles. 

 Nos sœurs, dmj durant cette époque, ont eu une réunion plénière internationale à    
Ushaw 2001 et l’équipe générale a organisé une visite des sœurs à Edenbridge, où nous 
avons prié ensemble et partagé la vie de la Congrégation : une rencontre précieuse qui, 
encore une fois, m’a ‘confirmée’ dans l’appel à la prière universelle, au cœur de la      
congrégation. 

 Après trois ans, les communications extérieures (trains et bus) sont devenues             
impossible à atteindre. L’indépendance de vie devenait une question cruciale qui m’a        
conduite à accepter la proposition de Felicé et de la team régionale d’aller vivre dans un 
Flat à South Gate, (West Wickham) proche de nos sœurs. 

West Wickham.   
Le 15.7.2006 et jusqu’aujourd’hui (2017), j’ai déménagé 

trois fois dans la même maison (sans parler des démolitions 
de St   Joseph et de South Gate), de quoi apprendre le       
détachement et la souplesse intérieure ! 

Pourquoi parler de ces ‘lieux’ différents ? La        
première raison c’est qu’ils sont un support important à cette 
vie de solitude et de silence. Ensuite il y a eu un                
rapprochement géographique vers nos sœurs de West 
Wickham (des activités en cours, des visites, etc) qui m’ont 
interpellée dans la vie de tous les jours. Finalement la nature 
n’est plus l’environnement qui m’inspirait et me dilatait 
l’esprit ! Mais vu les limites physiques , le Team régional a 

pris un soin particulier pour adapter le ‘lieu’, en vue de pouvoir continuer à y vivre  dans 
la solitude et le silence. J’en suis consciente et très reconnaissante : c’est un rappel        
continuel à « demeurer ici et veiller avec Lui ». 

Notons enfin que j’ai eu la grâce de pouvoir continuer , durant plusieurs années, 
d’aller en Grèce, vivre dans la communauté orthodoxe, St Jean Baptiste d’ Anatoli .Ce fut 
un resourcement précieux et vital pour nourrir et éclairer l’appel à’ la prière 
d’intercession pour le monde et avec le monde. J’y ai aussi fait l’expérience de 
l’ « l’inclusion totale » dans la communauté, au point que j’avais, comme les sœurs, des 
tâches quotidiennes : des heures à être présente pour la prière, tandis que les autres        
cultivent, récoltent, s’occupent de la ferme et d’autres activités essentielles pour 
vivre..J’ai aussi découvert que pendant la période de gros travaux(plantations, récoltes, 
etc) une sœur était  désignée pour la prière des «  Heures » à l’église, tandis que les autres 
travaillaient :elle y était présente pour chacune et avec toutes ! 

N’est-ce pas un peu ce que je suis appelée à vivre dans notre congrégation        
« active » : un apostolat particulier , comme Joan l’avait écrit : une responsabilité qui ne 
peut être vécue que dans la pauvreté et la dépendance de « l’ amour miséricordieux de 
notre Dieu ».Lc.1 :76 

A West Wickham j’ai été davantage interpellée par les personnes rencontrées, et 
les liens tissés avec elles. La question qui revient souvent : « qu’est-ce que tu fais durant 
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tes journées..à part la prière» ?(comme si les deux étaient séparés !!). C’est la question             
essentielle dans une société, de savoir ce qu’on « produit » et comment on est utile ! Bien 
sûr, cela a été ma tentation de chercher à ‘faire’, à produire des cartes (que j’aimais 
‘faire’) mais les faire en priant, en ayant l’esprit libre pour communier à notre monde : 
devenir davantage solidaire des pauvres, mes maîtres, et solitaire « pour entendre le cri 
du monde pour le porter dans le silence de Dieu ». 

Grâce à « l’amour miséricordieux du coeur de notre Dieu » (Lc.1), grâce à la pré-
sence de communion avec nos Sœurs de par le monde et grâce à tous ceux et celles qui 
ont jalonnés mes chemins tortueux, j’espère « être  là pour l’Eglise entière , 

        être là en pécheur  pardonné  qui a trouvé la paix dans                                                             
       l’amour miséricordieux de Dieu. » (Const.n°5) 
La Congrégation est pour moi ce « lieu » que j’ai reçu pour vivre un appel, celui          

« d’être » avec Jésus, à Gethsémani, pour partager sa prière au Père, pour « toutes les          
Nations ». 

Merci d’être ce lieu, où je peux répondre pauvrement, avec l’aide de votre prière, au 
désir et au charisme de notre Fondateur : 

« Être un instrument de miséricorde et de compassion dans la main de Dieu » 
« La reconnaissance vous défend de vous lasser jamais de chanter dans votre cœur le 

cantique perpétuel d’action de grâce ! » 
 (CVC, lettre, et annotation de ma profession temporaire.) 

 

 

The Red Thread: ‘I will sing forever of the love of the Lord.’ Ps 88 -     
Sr. Bernadette Lecluyse  

Introduction: 
Helen Lane asked me to write a memoir.  That seemed to me to be contrary to the         

eremitical life.  However, she gave this reason for the request: ‘It is the first time in our    
congregation that a sister asked to become a hermit, while at the same time remaining a 
full part of the congregation. ‘ 

In responding I was slow to accept this invitation, partly because I wasn’t used to     
speaking about or sharing what is at the heart of this call and secondly because I find it        
difficult to summarise the significant steps along the ways which grew and developed 
both in my family and in the congregation.  The Lord’s call evolved, matured and became 
clear in the ordinary events in the heart of the congregation and in the different services 
and encounters experienced over the course of the years.  I wasn’t born a hermit but all of 
my past life    somehow contained a thread and a path that led towards a ‘communion in 
prayer with all people on earth’ or simply ‘all people became ONE within me and in my 
prayer.’  
Childhood:  (in the bathtub of the Dames de Marie). 

My grandparents lived near the school of the Dames de Marie, Chausée d’Haecht and 
my grandfather helped in painting the school buildings!  That was where my mother and 
her sister, Alice, attended school along with numerous cousins!  However, after my       
parents married they moved to Uccle, close to the Dames de Marie, Rue Edith Cavell.  
After our kindergarten Jacqueline, Lily (Alice), Pierre and myself were prepared for our 
First Holy Communion by Mother Marie Denise who had spent all her religious life in 
that little paradise- the kindergarten.  The three girls of the family continued their primary 
school studies (during the war years 1940-45) and some of their secondary studies in the 
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same school, filled with the spirit of Constant William Van Crombrugghe whose bust was 
in the great hall surveying all.   

In 6th class of Primary school Marie Vianney spoke passionately and enthusiastically 
to us of the desire to proclaim the Gospel in Burundi.  She was impatiently awaiting the          
opportunity to go.  (We found ourselves together in Busiga 12 years later!).   

In the 4th year ‘Moderne’ Marie Alphonse, who had two other sisters in the Dames de 
Marie (Madeline and Simone) spoke openly to us of religious life as a total gift of oneself 
to Jesus.  The link/connection was quickly made in myself: to become a religious 
equalled becoming a missionary.  That was the conclusion of an innocent!  We had       
experienced during those years (especially at the time of the sudden death of Papa) the 
goodness and compassion of our class mistresses.   

At the end of the 3rd year of secondary school I went to the ‘Rue de Ligne’ to the 
Ecole Normale of the Dames de Marie.  I recall a ‘desert’ experience – a time of solitude,           
frustration and impatience.  I then looked and searched elsewhere to let the seed mature.  
At Rosary Parish I was asked to take charge of the Benjamin group (later the JCF), a 
group of disadvantaged youth.  Our meeting room was in the compound of the FCJ 
(Faithful Companions of Jesus) who had an educational section for the poor.  We used to 
call these sisters ‘mysterious’ because they didn’t go out and they spoke very little French 
(they were all English).   

Today we are all familiar with the Column of Congress where the name of our 
Founder is inscribed, as a member of the provisional government.  The Ecole Normale 
was only a few steps from there.  It was also very close to the ‘Marolles’, the poor quarter 
of the Rue Haute (today the oldest part of Brussels) It was here that the school asked us to 
visit certain old people who lived alone.  There I encountered the unimaginable and this 
marked my life:  the elderly couple whom I visited , lived at the bottom of a corridor,    
sitting around a small table.  Their bedroom had only the very bare essentials.  They were 
no longer able to walk. They had had 17 children and not one of them visited them. They 
were completely abandoned and dependent on the help of neighbours.  I saw and heard at 
that time what is meant by poverty. 

On the day of the presentation of diplomas at the Ecole Normale, in July 1956, I 
asked permission of my mother to enter the Dames de Marie- without ever before having 
spoken of my desire for religious and missionary life.  Her response was simple.        
Weeping she said:  ‘Not immediately, I hope.’ No. I taught at Uccle for 6 months and   
entered the Postulancy on February 2nd 1957 while continuing to teach for that year.  I 
had the strong conviction that I would go to Africa.   

In the Novitiate we were different nationalities- Irish, English, Burundi, Belgium.  
(This was the last group of novices to do their novitiate in Uccle:  the following group 
went to Louvain).  This gave me a desire to spread my wings and go- as they would soon 
do - heading for California, Africa and England.  Through all this time of preparation 
Bernadette Marie would speak to us discreetly of Africa- her brother was a White Father 
in Rwanda and she was filled with a desire to go. 

After our temporary vows which was on 11th August 1959 I went to Burundi.  I    
travelled on September 8th 1959.   
Burundi. 

Following my arrival in Busiga on 14th September I remained in that community    
until May 1975.  It was a joy to discover our sisters and the teaching (profession) under 
the wing of Marie Vianney who was a zealous spokesperson for education.  All of the    
Verandah listened to her voice and could follow her lesson from outside!  As I had been 
given some free time to study Kirundi, I took the opportunity to approach the Batwa 
(Pygmies) at Ibuye Hill.  At that time they were isolated from the other Barundi and had 
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access to neither schools nor dispensaries.  It was at this time also that we got permission 
to visit the prisoners at Ngozi.  Those men and women, incarcerated, had the desire and 
the joy of learning to read and write. They had begun to write on their arms, then on the 
ground and finally on blackboards brought in from outside.  What lessons in perseverance 
and hope!   

Later Tereza McManus joined me and in ’73 she continued those visits herself and 
later followed by Janine Mairiaux. 

At that stage I also went every year to the Catechetical Centre of Butare (Rwanda) to 
teach the pedagogy of family and child catechesis.  The students came from three          
different countries –Congo (Bukavu), Rwanda and Burundi.  I don’t know what they 
learnt but they became my teachers/ coaches/masters in African customs.   

At Busiga we were a big community.  Marie Godelieve was provincial and she often 
went to visit the sisters.  It was due to her that I learnt to drive a car , in the mud as well as 
in the hills.  On two occasions we spent the whole night in the car before a closed barrier        
between Rwanda and Burundi.  It rained torrentially and the ants in columns entered the 
car in order to be dry :that is sharing!! 

Marie Beatrice who was the oldest of the community, often surprised us with her 
direct reflections.  Judith (Marie Eulalie) came on a visit to Burundi having spent two 
weeks with the sisters in Brazil.  She opened us up to the renewal of religious life (after 
Vatican 2) - the efforts at small Christian communities and sisters living alone/singly.  
Marie Beatrice exclaimed:  ‘We gather all sorts in the Dames de Marie’.  No need to tell 
you the reaction of Judith! 

Marie Cecile, whom the students loved dearly, but who no longer taught, given her 
age said one day:  ‘My heart is like an open garden.’  The students called her ‘the saint’.  
Her eyes mirrored the heavens  and her heart was open to all.   

Around 1964 I gave a Bible course to the Novitiate of the Bene Mariya and I         
particularly loved that- a thirst which has never left me.  Later I had the joy of living with 
them during their year, preparing for their final vows.  That was a unique experience     
living in community with the Barundi and learning from them the secrets of daily life, the 
family customs and   discovering their deep religious sense.   

In September 1971 I was freed to be at the service of the Burundi Province together 
with Michelle Collignon and Anne Marie de Brabandere.  At that time we lived in 5 
communities- Busiga, Ngozi, Kisanze, Kanyinya and the Lycee of Bujumbura.   

In April 1972 the massacres started in Burundi- unforgettable months- etched forever 
in the hearts of those who lived them.  We could only be a Presence to those who        
suffered and pray for the massacres to stop.  Visits to the prison were forbidden and for a 
reason.  A cloak of silence covered the country and a silent communion spread with the 
family of the disappeared. 

Prayer became a communion of presence, a communion of faith in God who alone 
could change hearts.  It was during these tragic months that the prayer of intercession 
took root deeply within me.   

A certain calm returned.  At the beginning of July the survivors began counting their 
dead and we saw and heard ‘earth-shattering’ Christian witness.  For example:  A teacher 
had given our sisters at Kisanze a small radio-cassette asking that it be hidden.  The next 
day he disappeared.  Later the sisters remember the cassette and listening to that             
disturbing song: ‘Love one another as I have loved you.’  What an evangelical witness of 
a Christian who forgave his tormentors before being killed.  That song found a deep home 
in me.  It had echoes of a little leaflet found in Papa’s vest after his death in 1951.  Along 
with the same phrase he added ‘Love your enemies.’ (He was a prisoner of war in      
Germany during the war years 1940-1945 and he returned physically broken).   
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As time went on, our relationship with the Barundi became more of a communion.  
We were no longer there to teach but to learn from them the Gospel of forgiveness, to 
participate in their suffering, their joy, their ,faith and their uncertain future.  To become a 
‘useless servant’ demanded a lot of humility and each one responded in her own way, 
with the grace of the present moment.  Jesus asks us to love ‘as He loved us.’   

The President of Burundi, Bagaza, threatened to expel the foreign missionaries.  Our 
Province decided to ‘anticipate the future.’  Some of our sisters were open to responding 
to the Gospel call in other parts of Africa.  I went to some of the West African countries 
with Anne Marie and Pere Comblin (White Father).  (He was responsible for the African            
Fraternities).  These were countries that we didn’t know but from whom we had received 
‘discreet calls’.  That journey truly opened our eye. We went, first to South Cameroon 
(home of the Pygmies) up to the extreme north  the diocese of Maroua-Mokolo.   

After that we set out for the Ivory Coast where Marie Jose Baranyanka taught in the   
Catechetical Centre of Abijan.  It was there that Barbara Batten (who was on the General 
Team with Ruth and Simone) joined us- without its being pre-planned.  She was coming 
from having visited the sisters in Ghana.  She returned to Europe unwell and died two 
weeks after the Plenary in California.   

With Marie Jose we visited projects that were established to work with the most          
disadvantaged.  This was followed by a visit to Burkina Faso where the brother of Marie 
Therese Van Krunkelsven was expecting us.   

We returned to Burundi with notebooks full of reflections, sharing, questions,              
expectations and of hope.  That whole long research was drawn to a conclusion in         
Burundi.   

During our Province gathering we discussed and chose a new presence in Africa, 
where we wanted to be close to the people.  From that was born the mission of North 
Cameroon.   

Holding all these experiences in my heart along with the suffering of the many     
people whom I knew, I was not favourably disposed to being part of the General Team 
(with Ruth and Maggy O’) at the Chapter of 1975.  I imagined it being said in Burundi:  
‘Why are you leaving while we are suffering here?’  

The seed of another ‘communion’ was painfully born in me (in the midst of a       
struggle.)  That was of the communion of universal prayer.   

Rome. 
From 1975-1981 the Lord opened my heart and spirit to other realities in the 

world. (other global realities?)  Partaking in the joys and sorrows of our sisters, visiting 
the different Provinces of the Congregation opened me up to different realities in life and 
to other countries in distress.  It asked me to accept to be disturbed by the wounds that 
each one carried in herself and to take all this to prayer.  My inner ‘rebellion’ was slowly 
transformed into openness to the signs of the presence of God “in everything and        
everyone”- as well as the thirst for the communion of all life- universal. 

These years also invited me to discover other fragile faces and other situations of 
poverty in different countries.  These became my new teachers which opened my heart 
and spirit to the compassionate Jesus.  I read and re-read often the commentary of our 
Founder on the    Sacred Heart of Jesus.  It seemed to me that’ to see and to hear’ with the 
heart of Jesus who has given up His life for all , is the ground of our  charisms  of Mercy 
and Compassion. 

 I recall with gratitude several encounters with the sisters and other witnesses to the   
Gospel which provided me with a light along the way.   
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Mexico. 
Sr Barbara Theresa lived beside the esplanade of the Cathedral of Our Lady of         

Guadaloupe.  The 12th December was the date on which the Indians came down from the 
mountains in their thousands in a veritable human ‘march’ to celebrate the Mother of the 
Poor.  Praying and singing, they walked on their knees to the Basilica.  In the midst of 
such a crowd I was tossed about, pushed and swept along and found myself in a way 
drawn to join them and walk with them on my knees.  That made a unique impression on 
me as I felt ONE with them but it also made me aware of how difficult it is to be humble 
of heart and to ‘lower’ oneself in order to learn to meet the poor on one’s knees and as 
Pope Francis later said:  ‘on ones tiptoes’.   
Brazil. 

Margareta Malfliet lived alone as a DMJ in the Northeast of Brazil.  She is still there 
at the height of the village of Poranga, a place of silence, of encounter and of prayer.  Her      
persevering presence in the midst of the uncertainties of the north, her simple and          
enthusiastic communion with the group of ‘suffering servants’ made me think again of 
the zeal of which the founder spoke.   

Don Fragozo (Bishop of the diocese of Crateus) believed fervently in the ‘richness’ 
of the poor.  He struggled for justice to the point that a book (written on him) ended by 
him   being hanged.  The poor always disturb when one allows them to show us the way 
of life.   

Another witness of the Diocese- Alfredino- Swiss and very short in stature was a 
priest who lived in the midst of the poorest Brazilians.  He was so short that he needed a 
stool to stand on so that the Christians could see his head peeping up over the altar.  He 
radiated humble love.  For him there existed only one sin- injustice towards the poor, not 
to love as Jesus loved.  He became for me a living icon.  Finally I continue to hold in my 
heart the    reflection of Bishop Dom Helder Camara whom we met at Recife: ‘The more I 
have to work, the more I take time to pray’.   
California. 

The visit with Sr Bridget Johnston to San Quentin Prison in California:  the biggest    
prison which even today has 4000-5000 prisoners of whom 700 are in death row.      
Walking along those silent corridors where one could hear cries of despair- shattered me.  
It was another dimension of the prison experience which I never knew.  Death Row- a 
place where mercy doesn’t exist.  I asked myself if sometimes, I don’t place others in   
situations  in which there is no hope ( death rows) by my hasty judgements, my certitudes, 
my condemnations, my impatience?  Jesus has said to us: ‘Love your enemies; love those 
who persecute you.’   
Canada. 

Brenda lived with young people of different Christian denominations (not to mention 
her cat!).  She gave herself completely to ‘strangers’ who had come to Canada and who 
spoke no English. (Chinese, Polish, Brazilians etc).  I will never forget her desire to adapt 
courses in line with different cultures.  She even went to China to ‘hear’ the Chinese and 
try to adapt her teaching of English.  Always ready to learn from others and to meet them 
where they are, we found ourselves one day sitting on the pavement, in the street!  She 
had met a refugee and searched for a way to help him.  After his departure she said to me: 
‘I should rush because I have a meeting with the Minister of the Interior: he ought to be 
au fait with what is happening’. She was at ease sitting by the roadside or at a minister’s 
table (from the moment she could claim the rights of the impoverished.) 
Rome. 

Returning to Rome- a place of rich encounter:  Many people whom I meet became 
for me Gospel witness. 
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Henri Nouwen, a Dutch priest and writer, gave a seminar in the Gregorian in 1977 
on the theme of compassion (from which emerged his book).  Several sisters on           
sabbatical gained from those courses and from his theatrical presentation.  It was as if he 
conveyed his message through bodily expression.  He was on fire internally with his 
compassion for each person in distress.   
Terry Waite. 

In 78 Ruth, Margaret O’ and I prepared the English Plenary (to be held in UK)        
assisted by Terry Waite in the role of animator and inspirer.  In the course of the prepara-
tion he was called by the Archbishop of Canterbury to mediate and conciliate for the 
release of those kidnapped in Lebanon.  He left us immediately.  On arriving there he 
himself was kidnapped and remained a prisoner there for four years at the mercy of his 
abductors.  “There is no greater love than to give your life for those you love”.  Finally 
freed and broken he revealed his life as a victim of violence.   

 
Mother Teresa of Calcutta. 
On her way through Rome Mother Teresa was invited to address an international        

gathering of Major Superiors.  Very small in stature but with a heart that encompassed the 
whole world, she simply said to us:  ‘we try  care for  the poorest of the poor, those who 
live like animals on earth but who die like angels’.  Then having finished she sat down 
silently.  It was finished by a silence laden by suffused with the light of the Spirit  which 
she radiated.    

While Peg Rahilly was in Rome we had an opportunity to meet Jean Vanier (the 
founder of L’Arche).  He shared with us his love, his respect and his humble approach to 
handicapped people (people with special needs).  They reflect for us that which we are – 
fragile, limited, damaged by life or by circumstances.  The handicapped reflect to us our 
closed soul/spirit towards those who seem different.  For him, Vanier, the secret lies in 
the Beatitudes and opening one’s eyes and heart to reflect the presence of Jesus in them.  
Happy the poor! 

In August 1979 Ruth, Margaret O’ and myself spent two months at Santa Maria,         
California.  There we encountered Constant William Van Crombrugghe.  We had brought 
with us from Rome all the letters of the founder (more than 1000 letters) addressed to our   
sisters which had been deciphered and typed by Simone Vandensteene during the years 
1974-5.  It was through that prayerful reflection that we felt the charism emerge- the   
charism that was our congregational legacy, ‘To be Instruments of Mercy in the Hand of 
God.’ Later    Teresa Clements did her doctoral thesis on our charism.   

In Ireland I learnt the basics ( A-B-C) of English with our sisters, some of whom I 
knew from the Novitiate.  The hospitality/welcome in Irish families reminded me of     
African hospitality- simple, warm, discreet and patient.  Our sisters there didn’t have big 
apostolic structures such as schools and hospitals – different from other local              
congregations.  Thus they could stay close to families, ans open to there needs.   

In England Mary Annunciata and Anna worked in Portsmouth prison.  In the course 
of one visit they ‘imprisoned’ me for three hours to speak with a group of prisoners.  I 
knew   little English but the heart conveys more than words do.  I realised how all prisons 
in the world have something in common- prisoners awaiting everything (dependent for 
everything), very little mercy and compassion or respect (which conceals itself behind 
‘facts’.)  Little    patience and listening, little forgiveness in their violent and desperate 
gestures.  There too as in Ngozi and California I felt an internal attraction to prayer and 
compassion.  It seems our founder was particularly drawn to prisoners – to be for them an 
instrument of mercy and compassion.   
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Belgium. 
In Belgium Cécile Walrave, a worker sister- a cleaner- shared in the life and struggle 

for justice for women. Vatican 2 opened the doors of communities and dioceses to a life 
inserted among the poor.  She (Cécile) struggled with the women (mostly foreigners) for 
justice, for safety and for respect.  Her home in an alley-way in Brussels reflected her life 
of communion with the poor.  The same is true of her today.  She has never failed in her 
mission.   

Africa. 
How can I give specific comment on something that touched my heart  each time that 

I returned to Africa? It seemed to me that I was returning HOME – to ‘drink from the 
well’ and re-connect with friends.   

General Chapter. 
The General Chapter of 1981 overturned for a second time my concrete plans to      

return to Burundi.  I have endless gratitude to Burundi for having opened my heart and 
spirit to the poor- my teachers.   

‘God’s ways are not our ways’.   The new General Team- Cathleen McCarthy,    
Margaret Mary Haller and myself- had received a mandate according to the directive of 
the Congregation for Religious to re-write the Constitutions.  Cathleen together with   
Helen Lane (named by the Chapter) did this work inspired by the Spirit- to be faithful to 
the essential elements voted by the General Chapter- they had to put it all to music!  Their 
precious work allowed us- after much to-ing and fro-ing among the communities and the 
Congregation for Religious- to receive approval for our Constitutions on May 31st 1984.    
During our General Chapter in California the new Constitutions were given to the sisters.  
A new General Team was formed with Joan Roddy as the fourth member.   

In Rome the encounter with other Congregational leaders, with other cultures, other    
life-projects and other Christian denominations all called me anew and nourished my in-
ner thirst for communion.   
October 1981. 

I left for Nairobi en route for Burundi and Uganda.  It was there while on retreat with 
my spiritual director that the word HERMIT first emerged.   

God has a sense of humour but leads us with ‘leading strings of love’.  I had 8 years 
ahead of me to allow this call to mature and be discerned in daily life – this idea which 
had opened up so suddenly.   

I had to obey and respond to the service of the Congregation and there was no space 
to listen to that word.  It would remained silently within me until 1985 becoming a     
companion on the journey.  The seed matured in silence.   

On returning from the General Chapter in California in 1985 I shared with Cathleen, 
Margaret Mary and Joan the sense of that future call.  I admired their respect and their        
silence.  We did not speak further about it but they did afford me times of solitude and of 
prayer- of withdrawing from the daily reality.  Mary’s response at the Annunciation often 
came to me: ‘How can this be done?’  I knew that in the years ahead there would be a          
maturing of a call and that it would pass through the fire of purification.  In the face of the 
fullness of the responsibility that weighed on me. I saw and heard again the voice of the 
Spirit that spoke to the Churches. 

Rome is a privileged place for international encounters, for the passing through of      
people, sharing their experiences of places that they came from.  This opened the eyes 
and the heart to the cry of the world.   

A powerful experience was the participation in the work of UISG of which I was a 
member and the joy of being part of different commissions such as: CELAM.  This       
allowed me to be in contact with Religious Life in other parts of Africa such as Kinshasa, 
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Lagos, Cape Coast, Lomé.  I was an envoy of UISG at the day of prayer in Assisi in May 
1984. 

Pope John Paul 2 in a prophetic gesture invited representatives of the different         
religions to pray for world peace.  Each one addressed God and prayed for peace,          
expressing themselves in their own language, in their own personal rite and with their 
own ceremonial dress.  One example was the Indian /Native American smoking his peace 
pipe, the Monk Hindu enveloped in a sari, bowing humbly, representatives of other       
African Religions etc.   

The representatives of different Christian faith traditions (Catholic, Orthodox, 
Protestant together addressed the same prayer to God.  That was the Our Father.  To     
signify our unity in God but also our particular divisions, the Pope had initially sent each 
of the representatives who were present and their communities in a prayerful place of   
Assisi where the morning was spent in prayer of intercession according to the custom of 
each one.   

What pained and shocked me most was to go into one of the little streets/roads and 
see a group of Jews assembled at a street corner.  I wanted to know why they were       
outside.  One of them said to me: ‘It was here in the past that we had a synagogue which 
was burned and destroyed and never re-built.  They no longer had a synagogue in which 
to assemble together.  It was a day that unsettled me at a deep level and spoke to me of 
my thirst for unity, ecumenism expressed in the prayer; ‘May they all be One, Father.’  

In the three meetings which we had with Pope John Paul 2 Religious Life and its         
adaptation was called into question fully.  Each Congregation had to write anew its            
Constitutions in line with Vatican 2 and in the light of the experiences of the previous 
years.  John Paul 2 invited the members of UISG to share in the joys and sorrows of the               
congregations which we were represented.  He listened, spoke little but responded in his 
own name to certain burning questions.  We discovered a listening man who did not seem 
to be liberal ‘officially’.  The conversation continued during the meal and what surprised 
me was his response to a question about wearing the veil.   

‘Personally I wish that sisters would be recognised and would wear a veil but I would 
never oblige them.’  This means that despite the rules, we have (put in place for conveyed 
what we consider significant values in post Vatican 2 Religious Life.  the Pope adopted a 
‘unity in diversity’ approach – despite the outward of external signs 

Kaire consists of a group of sisters from different Christian denominations living in     
Europe who meet together each year in a European country.  My thirst for ecumenism 
was decisive and it took me a field in friendship, in a communion in prayer and life       
encounter especially with Orthodox sisters of Lavrion and Anatoli (Greece) and with the 
Protestant community of Grandchamp (Switzerland), a female community based on and 
inspired by the rule of Taizé. 

  I had the grace of being able to spent weeks in the Orthodox communion of       
Lavrion and Anatoli, participating in prayer, work and meetings, (Greek is not my cup of 
tea!) The events which touched me deeply and which were a symbolic sign of our unity 
with the Orthodox tradition took place before my departure for the hermitage in North 
Cameroon.  I was in the monastery of Lavrion.  According to the Orthodox rite a person 
who detaches themselves from community life in order to live an eremitical life of        
solitude and silence receives a special blessing to confirm and mission them.  It is a     
prayer of communion with that community.  The spiritual father invited me to receive it 
in order to be a true member of that community.  As sign of communion he also gave me 
a relic of two hermit martyrs, one from the desert of Judea and the other close to Jericho.   

What is there to say of all the richness of communion in Christ which was born in 
those encounters; of all the challenges picked like wild flowers along the path.  They have 
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shaped my heart and my life forever.  Most of all through the Roman commissions/group 
and the visits with the sisters my ‘tent’ has been once again stretched to the size of the 
world.   

The Spirit which speaks to the churches opened my heart to a Universal love, to a        
listening to the cry of the poor and an attraction to respond through a prayer which is          
unlimited.   

I seems to me that all becomes ONE with humanity through intercession.   
To see and to listen- such a strong theme in the Bible- has become the leitmotif in 

daily life, inspired by that Word of God addressed to Moses: ‘I have seen and I have 
heard’ said Adonai ‘the cry and misery of my people and I COME to deliver them’ (Ex 
3.7.).  The coming of the incarnate Jesus is the fruit of the ‘God who so loved the world 
that He sent His son to save us. (Jn 3:16).  It is this mystery which lives in my heart and 
life, in my seeing and in my listening.  It is this mystery of the Trinitarian love which     
illumined the final stage towards the eremitical life.   
Jerusalem. 

At the end of the General Chapter in Brussels which elected Joan Roddy as Superior 
General along with Linda Webb and Marie Jose Baranyanka in 1989, the Congregation      
offered me a year’s sabbatical in Israel.  It was a year of grace on the Lord’s part whose     
impact I didn’t foresee until I later lived in a Jewish village in the midst of Palestinians.   

The Institute Ratisbonne allowed me to follow course of Hebrew, rabbinical             
commentaries on sacred texts and other subjects connected with the study of the Hebrew    
bible.  The Bible became more and more the Word which is life- my companion for all 
my days.  It was also a unique opportunity to be present for the Sabbath prayers, to visit          
synagogues (of different culture and nationalities), of meeting Jewish families and living 
the Jewish Passover, the Feast of Tents etc.  It was a concrete initiation into the Jewish 
faith which we read about in the Biblical texts (Old and New Testaments).  It was a true 
joy to live with the Jews who themselves spoke to us of their faith.  An example:  one day 
while I was waiting for the bus I overheard two women chatting and discussing and I 
heard this question: ‘When will the Messiah come?  Do you believe that He will come 
soon?’ In my astonishment I almost missed the bus!    

The division of the city of Jerusalem between Jews and Palestinians also marked me 
as at the end of the academic year I lived for two months in the old city.  I saw the lines of 
pilgrims from all over the world- as noisy as children who had been let loose.    

I lived close to the Wailing Wall and to the corner of the Via Dolorosa.  I could also 
hear the Muslim call to prayer and pray with the Jews who placed their intentions in the 
cracks of the Holy wall, I could see and hear the internal divisions of Jerusalem.  I came 
down sometimes to the Garden of Olive near the Basilica of the Nations which in a short 
time would have a big impact.   

Throughout all that year the thought of the eremitical life simmered in my head along 
with the question:  ‘How will it be done?’   

In a certain confusion I wrote to Joan and the General Team to ask permission to live 
as a hermit but within the congregation.  Her response was very encouraging.  It 
‘breathed’ the confidence and spirit of openness of the congregation:  a particular call at 
the heart of Religious Life. Her letter of January 1990 confirmed it:” May your praying 
presence help our sisters to see where lies the essential values of the Beatitudes,           
responding to the needs of the whole congregation;  to be in the heart of the Congregation 
one’s heart a presence of contemplative prayer in solitude for the salvation of the whole 
world;  to be at the heart of the world, alone and in solidarity, united together with ‘Jesus 
Christ, His Church and all our brothers’.  (Const No 1-2) 
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My entire life in the Congregation had opened the way to a new call.  Our            
community life and prayer life, the people I met and the places I visited; listening to the 
witness of life and faith harvested like precious pearls along the way and in more hidden 
places.  ‘Whoever has ears to hear, let him listen to what the Spirit is saying to the 
Churches.’ (Ap 2:7) 

It is good to recall here that this call at the heart of the Congregation was new. Before 
Vatican 2 it would had to leave the congregation so as to respond to this call. Following     
Vatican 2 a new code of Canon Law had been written in accordance with the decisions of 
the Council.  Canon 603 and 605 specify that the Church officially recognises hermits (no 
603: 1&2) each with his/her own rule recognised and accepted by the Bishop of the place. 

‘Besides Institutes of consecrated life, the Church recognises the life of hermits and    
anchorites, in which Christ’s faithful withdraw further from the world and devote their 
lives to the praise of God and the salvation of the world through the silence of solitude 
and through constant prayer and penance.’ 

It was at the Sisters of Sion in Ein Karem ,in their contemplative community that I 
made a directed retreat prior to my return to Europe.  I began with Job.  I found myself 
completely assimilated into him.  After a week of struggle, of fright, of refusal, of doubt, I 
despaired like him, crying towards the heavens:  ‘Take anyone, Lord but not me!’  On 
August 6th, the Feast of the Transfiguration of Jesus, the Jesuit suggested that I climb the 
mountain with the three disciples and remain there in silence- watching and listening. 

Seeing the disciples scared the Spirit made me aware that these were the same       
disciples whom Jesus had invited to the Garden of Gethsemane.  He had invited them to 
‘stay here and keep watch with me’ (Mt. 26-36).  It was an invitation to pray with Jesus 
for 

 the world ‘which he so loved’ – the same world in which he had wished to be 
born, to live and to share in the lot of the very poor.   

 The world of which he offered ‘the love of the heart of our God.’ 
 The world which nailed Him to the Cross. 
 The world which could sing at East ‘Happy fault which gave us such a Redeemer 
 The world which finally became the receptacle of the mercy and compassion of a 

God-Love who took upon himself the sins of the world.   

Jesus invited me to ‘stay here and keep watch and pray with 
Him for the world.”   

 
It seemed to me that the world and myself were ONE in     

Jesus, united in a prayer of intercession and offering to the      
Father ‘that all may be one’ in the Trinity of love.   

Then when I turned my gaze to the Basilica of the Nations I   
understood in as far as possible- but without a moment’s          
hesitation or inner conflict that it was there that I needed to 
dwell.  To dwell with Jesus in prayer with him in silence and    
solitude for all the Nations....   

The hermitage of the nations was born by pure grace, from    
Jesus in agony for the world.   

It was in Africa in North Cameroon that this dream of God 
was realised.   

On returning to Belgium in September 1990 I awaited my visa for Cameroon at the 
community of Rue Traversiere with Madeline and Simone.  It was a haven of peace      
before setting out for the unknown.   
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On February 15th 1991 in the midst of a snow storm the plane took off for Paris en 
route to Cameroon.   

 
The Kite Flying. 

Africa 
One of our sisters who wishes to remain anonymous spoke of my life on the       

mountain of the Mada on the Silver Jubilee of my eremitical life: 
‘I wish you a renewed awareness of all of the marvellous blessings that God placed 

along your path and also a recognition of the beautiful heritage of prayer and compassion 
which marks your DMJ life.  I think of your vocation as a hermit and it resembles the one 
who flies a kite into the skies during a wild and windy day.  The kite can fly over all and 
it manages the wind because there is someone stable anchored to the ground who holds 
the cord.  We, DMJ, are out and about in our active ministries in the world and sometimes 
flying everywhere.  You are someone who is especially anchored and who anchors our 
energy behind us. For that I am so grateful and I feel the power of your prayer for all of 
us.’ (L 1-2-17) 

All throughout the years I have also heard other echoes from our sisters which ask as 
I do myself:  ‘What is the eremitical life?  What do you do all day? ‘Today however I 
have no fixed definition because a call adapts itself to concrete present situations and    
always maintains a mysterious face.  The present is the ‘today of God.’ There are also   
sisters who challenge me and ‘refuse to believe.’  It is to the latter that I find myself     
closest because each day Jesus at Gethsemane intercedes before the father for our lack of 
faith ‘why do you sleep?’ 
Mayo Ouldeme 

If I managed to join Sr Monique and Louis Marie at Mayo Ouldeme it is thanks to 
their welcome, their communion in God’s project but also thanks to their discreet       
availability in taking the first step in the Northern region.  Their presence, their concrete 
and discreet help, their faith and confidence in that call was my greatest support.  The   
Little Brothers of the Gospel were also knowledgeable guides and models of integration 
among Mada and Ouldeme. 

The Bishop of the Diocese of Maroua-Mokolo, Mgr de Bernon was the first to accept 
this call of God.  He had never been able to welcome a contemplative Congregation into 
the diocese, he said, because of an inability to help them financially and he firmly         
believed that a diocese would not achieve its evangelical objectives without the support of 
a praying community.  For lack of a better option he accepted me as a praying member on 
the Mada mountain.   

At Mayo- Ouldeme where I lived for 10 months I could listen, share, question, learn 
a   little of the Mada language and know the families in their own milieu with the rhythm 
of the seasons, the cultures and the traditional 
and Christian feasts.  In a word to learn to 
take my first step in the midst of my future 
friends, the poor who had become my     
teachers.  The time at Mayo Ouldeme also 
gave me (the possibility to write) my future 
rule of life which became (after the Gospel) a 
faithful guide.   

 
Mandalza 
On 6th January 1992, feast of the Epiphany, Mgr de Bernon, the Little Brothers and 

our sisters at Mayo-Ouldeme and Meme came up with the villagers and the elders of the 
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Mountain.  They were all there to witness my commitment to the eremitical life in the 
church.  That day I felt each one represented a face of the world which God ‘so loved.’  
The call of Jesus to stay close to Him in prayer at the Garden of Olives had become my 
garden of intercession for the Nations.   

The thirst for the Word of God and the desire to be faithful to the eremitical tradition 
of the church opened me up to the bare reality of the life at the Mountain.  I had only the  
Bible with me, the Hebrew commentaries and the book of the Philocalia.  The hours of 
prayer in front of the Blessed Sacrament in view of nature which spoke of the Infinite and 
faced with a hot climate- all this demanded a slow rhythm of life and stripped bare (which 
hones) and polished my heart and spirit –freeing it from all that is not centred on the      
essential.  ‘No one can serve two masters.’  These experiences became my friends-     
teaching me the way of poverty and letting go. 

Awfet who built the sare (huts) with some villagers became a trusted man who 
helped me in that dry place.  In the first day of sowing/planting he gave me a big lesson in 
truth.  He came at the beginning of the rainy season to help me plant the millet seeds as 
the Mada did it (in the Mada tradition.)  Then he was to show me how to separate the 
shoots etc.  One day, tired no doubt of my ignorance, he came back and said to me: ‘But 
Bernette.., you know nothing’!  Yes, it was the Mada who taught me to make a fire with 
light.  They taught me to measure the water I would use which I received as a treasure 
every morning.  Ndengwezhe or Damangaz climbed with the clay pot on the head- what 
balance!  The children showed me the edible wild fruits, the leaves and the fruits that 
could be dried and other daily gestures which help me to survive.   

Maya, the mother of Awfet came to guard the sare while I went to Sunday prayer.  It 
was mostly the rhythm of keeping watch and sleeping; we became accomplices with the 
pipe (made of local metal).  At my return she would offer it to me and I would try to take 
a few puffs!! That continued until she passed away one evening at the dispensary of 
Mayo-Ouldeme. Later,her oldest son held the customary meeting with the elders.  To my 
great surprise I was called and Awfet presented me with his mother’s pipe.  It is a         
precious presence with me – like a symbol of our friendship and communion.   

If I didn’t read books often, I had the readings of life events, in the solitude and the        
silence.  One evangelical lesson received from the elders is worth recounting.  One year I 
had a severe invasion of snakes in the sare.  At night they even fell from the roof of the 
hut.     Awfet then decided to call the elders for prayer to banish the snakes.  One morning 
early three elders arrived, each one carrying a small empty calabash while Awfet carried a 
clay pot of traditional beer and a large calabash. The elders sat around the big empty      
calabash and Awfet poured some beer in that of the elders. The first raised his calabash 
and prayed to Zhegla(God). Then he poured the beer into the big calabash.  The other two 
did the same.  That full calabash with the prayers of each one was offered and drunk by 
each of us.  They then went sprinkling the beer in the surrounding field, The houses/huts 
and the mountain praying in a loud voice.  It was a veritable procession!  I was very      
impressed by their gestures and I wanted to understand the meaning of pouring from    
individual calabashes into the one unique calabash.  This was the response:  ‘Each one of 
us has prayed to banish the snakes, then we poured the prayers into one single calabash, 
interceding together before Zhegla.  The individual prayers became a single offering and 
we shared together in drinking it.’  Was that not a Eucharistic gesture?  Do not ask me if 
the snakes returned.  That was no longer the essential thing.   

Another luminous moment that I keep in my heart:  One Sunday after the Eucharistic 
celebration at Mayo-Ouldeme I returned to the mountain passing by the Mayo (a dry    
river).  An elder who washed there accosted me and proposed coming with me.  Living 
alone was not understood.I replied; ‘I am not alone.  I am with Zhegla.’  He looked at me 
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with astonishment, silence and then he said: ‘Okay, it is true you are not alone.’  Another 
page of the Gospel!   

And to speak of the connections with the families of the village: the children who 
came to hide the wild fruits in order to sell then later at the market; the women who cut 
the wood  and asked  the water on their way back;  the youth who accompanied me while 
playing the flute as I returned to the mountain;  the monkeys who destroyed my millet 
field;  the hyenas who howled for the whole night forcing me to go back into the hut for 
the rest of the night..and there in the silence, the windstorm or the torrid sun.  Jesus was 
present through the Eucharist and all the daily events. He invited me to universal prayer, 
the intercession for the Nations and to an inner stripping bare in order to allow the Spirit 
to speak.   

Nine years passed on the Mountain, forged my life to the rhythm of the seasons, the    
cultures, the sharing of the calabash and such unexpected events.  The eremitical life was   
inseparable (indistinguishable) from the real life of the poor who always remained my    
teachers and my friends and in the presence of my sisters who had founded a second       
community at Meme in 1987.   

The Congregation and more specifically the Africa Province was very present on the 
Mountain.  In 1994 Joan Rody visited our sisters and climbed to the hermitage of the    
Nations.  She became a witness to ‘God’s project.’  Agnes Charles had become the      
Provincial for Africa and thus the person responsible for organising different meetings 
with the countries of Africa.  One particular meeting took place at Mayo-Ouldeme.       
Together the participants climbed the Mountain in order to experience life there.  We had 
a day of prayer on the theme: “The Water Jug Pot” There was also for them an experience 
of silence and solitude.  The Lord speaks in and through all.   

I regarded the presence of our sisters as an asset and was aware that without them 
I could not life on the heights.  Since Meme had been founded Agnes, Renee, Jen,      
Rosemary and some other sisters came to visit with such sensitivity and pleasure.   

Then when Marie Jose Baranyanka became provincial for Africa in 1997(she was 
based in Yaoundé, she called Monique to Yaounde to help her with the responsibil-
ity.Tthe decision had to be taken to close Mayo-Ouldeme.  Louis Marie was” part of 
Meme”. Their sisterly support and their presence on the ground was greatly missed by the 
people .;and me!   

The sudden death of Jen Condron on 16th April 1998 made a profound impact on our 
little community of the North.  On Palm Sunday April 9th 1998 Jen was hospitalised at 
Tokombere  She was treated for malaria(?).  As it was necessary for a family member to 
nurse the sick, I suggested that I stay with her.  Throughout Holy Week her health                
deteriorated and there was no possibility of a more in-depth investigation.  On Good    
Friday the decision was taken to fly down to Yaounde and to send her back to London.  
The plane would not leave till Easter Monday.  After 16 hours of travel the plane landed 
at Yaounde.  Everything was hastily arranged for her to return to England.  The            
ambulance was ready, a nurse would accompany her etc.  However, her condition         
deteriorated and a military doctor was called on to resuscitate her.  It was without success 
and she drew her final breath on 16th April in front of us – we who were powerless.  We 
felt she had given us the gift of accompanying her on her final journey to the Father.  So 
often Jen had expressed her desire to do the will of the Father.  Her sudden death          
profoundly unsettled us.  The most appropriate hymn at the funeral Mass was: ‘If the 
grain of wheat doesn’t fall to the ground and die…’  She remains our ‘seed’ which      
produced fruit in the North Cameroon despite the uncertainties in which we lived there.  
Jen is buried in the cemetery of Yaounde, facing the Cathedral- there where she never 
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lived.  She responded to the call of Jesus to follow Him to the end.  God’s ways are not 
our ways yet he lead us with ‘leading strings of love,’   

 On returning to my place, a boy from the village came to tell me that the only child 
of Ndengwezhe had died of violent malaria. (She had already lost 5 children.)  If the 
sense of community resides in prayer, there are also situations that demand a              
compassionate presence. I went down at that time and I saw Ndengwezhe sitting alone in 
a field near her homestead.  Her body was gently balanced and she murmured words over 
the heap of soil which covered her daughter’s body.  My arrival didn’t interrupt her and I 
joined her silently with flowing tears.  We had lost such a dear child.  The jug of water 
which she brought me so faithfully every day had become all the more precious because 
of her presence and her friendship.   

At the beginning of 2000 my health was showing signs of wear and tear.  Philippe, 
our new Bishop, came asking me to go down and look for a solitary place in the plains 
which would suit me better.  After some inconclusive research (solitude is almost         
impossible in the plains) I returned to Belgium for some tests and for discernment.  On 
departure I had a strong intuition that I would not return to Mandalza.  However the    
Hermitage of the Nations would continue elsewhere and in another way.  I lived an       
indescribable inner ‘stripping bare’ without ever doubting the Lord’s call.  He would find 
me another place if it was His will.   
In Europe. 

The signs were clearer for others than for myself but the Spirit was the strongest and 
I had to recognise and accept that my physical strength had abandoned me.  Leaving    
Africa, the Mountain, the friends, the poor- my teachers, to ‘giving one’s life to those 
whom one love’s according to the example of Jesus- all this would take on a new          
dimension in Europe.  

The eremitical life is not limited to a place but a silent milieu is a help and a support 
along with NATURE which inspires with the presence of the Creator and Father of all.  It 
is also a path towards inner silence. 

In 2000 Agnes Charles, Superior General and her team accepted that I continue to 
live in silence and solitude in Europe ‘in a country where there are sisters of the           
congregation’.  (letter of 24/4/2000), followed by a letter of transfer of Province issued by 
Marie Jose Baranyanka (letter of 13/11/2000). 

From March to December I researched different locations, different monastic           
communities (in Belgium and in France) which had hermitages and finally, after doubts 
and questions, visits and research, I received an invitation from Sr Annunciata (living in 
the      Diocese of Portsmouth in the village of Wickham).  She wrote to me of an       
available caravan near to the swamp and other caravans of prisoners on ‘rehabilitation’.   

Concrete signs were never lacking along the way; they had become signs of the Spirit 
which spoke in different tongues!  More and more I lived in the certainty that it was not 
‘my’ call but that of the Lord who leads us with ‘leading strings of love.’  Finally it is He 
who would lead me to where He is present.   

Sheila Moloney and her team then accepted me into the English Province:  perhaps 
they didn’t know what they were taking on!  Their welcome, their generosity and their 
patience was never lacking.   

15th December 2001:  the route towards the caravan.  We 
took the route, with Felicé, towards Lake View House where 
the two sisters - Anna and Annunciata- awaited us.  Night had 
fallen and next day a glance outside revealed other caravans 
dispersed here and there, occupied by men released from     
prison- as well as that of Anna and Annunciata.   
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On 25th January 2001 (Feast of the conversion of St Paul and the end of the week of 
prayer for Christian Unity) Mgr Crispin Hollis, Bishop of Portsmouth, came with Sheila     
Moloney as representative of the English Province, Agnès Charles and Felicé Wright to 
accept me to live as a hermit in his Diocese and in the English Province.   

‘To be there for the whole church; to be there as a pardoned sinner who has found 
peace and who rejoices in the merciful love of God.’ (Const no 6). 

Agnes recalled and re-affirmed our deep connection in the heart of the Congregation.  
‘Each sister whom I have met and with whom I have contact, fully recognises that it is a 
grace for all of us that you are DMJ and that we can count on you and entrust our prayer     
intentions, certain cares and concerns that each one has and that you are a help for each 
one to become more fully ‘an instrument of God’s mercy’ there where we are called to 
live and serve. ‘  

I learnt day by day that Anna, a Franciscan sister, was the practical woman- hers 
were the hands cooking for all, going in a little van to distribute food at lunchtime,     
looking after the men, the crops, the animals.  Annunciata was occupied with the           
paper-work for the men in relation to their ‘justice affairs’ and all the bureaucracy linked 
to that location. One might say: one was the head and the other, the hands (or both of 
them ‘the heart’, I suppose.) 

Discreetly I came to know each day the broken and wounded men and little by little 
we became ‘accomplices.’  One evening at around 9.30 there was a knock on my door.  It 
was unusual. Thierry, with his dog on his shoulder said: ‘I have come to say goodbye   
because tonight I’m going to do a runner.’   I didn’t know what to say but we hugged each 
other and the next day he had gone.  (Obviously that wasn’t the only such case.)  The men 
taught me a lot by their simple humanity and their courage in the face of an uncertain    
future. 

Life at Wickham was a new stage of life.  I lived closer to human realities but the 
change up-turned not only the habits of the past but the inner availability which became 
more basic, challenging and disturbing.  The solitude and silence were no longer a natural 
part of life which had been a precious support at the Mountain.  They became a gift to 
live in the depths of the heart and the concrete communion with those around me, seeing 
God present in all people and all things”. 

Philippe Stevens, the Bishop of Maroua-Mokolo, wrote on 6th August 2001, the Feast 
of the Transfiguration: “How are you in the caravan of prayer somewhere in a corner of       
England, in a corner of the world??  Every part of the world is beautiful for living with 
God, for taking time for Him, for giving Him one’s life.  And you remain in the          
Hermitage of the Nations in your prayer and through your prayer you are united with all 
Nations, with all God’s children but very especially and certainly with the Mada, the 
Ouldeme, the children of God in our Diocese which you continue to love.  I am sure of 
that.  Thank you for what you live, for what you continue to be for us, more than ever.’ 

It was at that time that I came to know the Orthodox Monastery of Tolleshunt 
Knights in Essex,a community of mixed religious founded by Fr Sophroni.  He had been 
a hermit in Mount Athos under the care of someone who later became St Silouane 
L’Athonique (canonised in 1985).  He introduced me to the spirituality of St Silouane, 
through his writings.  The grace of that hermit saint illumined my path of life and my 
thirst to be not only one with the world but that the world would become one in me 
through prayer.  Fr Sophroni revealed throughout his life the grace of universal prayer.  
He expressed prayer for the enemies and for the entire world as a grace of the Holy Spirit:  
every day as loving one’s enemies is a gift of a merciful God. “He was consumed by a 
profound compassion and asked God’s mercy for all the people on earth.  It is in a true 
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love for God that a true love for people finds its source.  He constantly affirmed that “Di-
vine love does not live in him who doesn’t love his enemies”.   

The call of Jesus to be with Him in Gethsemane shone forth anew: to be in               
intercession with Him before the Father for the whole world in living the love of        
compassion through love of the enemy.  But all is to be asked by the action of the Holy 
Spirit. 

In 2003 after the operation on the hip and the recuperation at St Anne’s Nursing 
Home it became more difficult on a practical level to stay in a caravan which at times had 
some    problems to remain standing ...and so over to me to find another location.   

Each of these consecutive steps (ie several uprooting were like a call to trust the 
Lord’s fidelity;) all the moments of doubt/desire to return to the mountain ...had become a 
time to look towards the Lord, to Gethsemane, to be there in prayer with Jesus for all the 
Nations.  
Edenbridge. 

As I emphasised earlier the Bishop of the Diocese must 
approve and recognise the presence of a hermit.  Mgr John 
Hine, Agnes Charles (on a visit), Sheila Moloney and Diane (a 
sister of St Andrew) had been the witnesses of that welcome in 
the Diocese of Southwark.   

Given the different circumstances and life-style from 
Mandalza, I had to adapt the original rule of life and have it 
approved. (24.02.2004) 

The liturgy, simple and conversational in the Prayer Cor-
ner will stay imprinted in me.  I had chosen a painting by the artist R Bleninger which I 
saw in Crete while attending an    ecumenical gathering.  Every artist had to represent 
‘hell’:I was attracted by this one: people are connected back to back without seeing the 
faces of others and without dialogue.  The rainbow which surrounds them links the three 
symbols of the Abrahamic religions - expressing the faith of the connected persons- Jews, 
Christians, Muslims. (Hell is the place where they aren’t face to face, the location where 
there is no dialogue and the place where there 
is no love.)   

As Thomas Merton wrote: ‘My call to     
solitude involves everyone and I have             
responsibility for all people, not only for 
mine.’  Pastor Bourget, a Protestant hermit in 
France, also wrote: ‘The hermit belongs to all 
Churches.  There is a different identity of  
confession ,but it is overcome by the           
vocation.  The hermit lives in the tension    
between ONE Church and the divided Church.  He/she lives the two realities at the same 
time as she carries in prayer the suffering of that division.  Thus the hermitage           
‘Koinonia/Communion’ is a sign of healing; it is God’s invitation to heal the world by 
prayer and intercession.  It is a renewed call to live the charism of our congregation to be 
an instrument of mercy and compassion in the hands of God.   

The Sisters of St Andrew whom I knew in the course of the Kaire meetings had an 
empty building which had served as a nursing home in the past.  This location was very 
different to the caravan at Wickham but offered by way of contrast nature which invited 
praise.  ‘The heavens proclaim the glory of God, the firmament recounts the work of His 
hands.’ 
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The spirituality of the Srs of St Andrew appealed to me greatly by their ecumenical 
openness, their /link and presence at Taize, their retreats and activities open to the needs 
of youth. Their welcome encouraged and supported me during the three years lived at 
their place. 

In August 2005 our sisters held the General Chapter at Emmaus.  They organised a 
visit to Edenbridge and we prayed together and shared the life of the Congregation- a    
precious encounter which once again confirmed me in the call to universal prayer in the 
heart of the Congregation.   

After three years the means of communication (train and bus) had become impossible 
to access. Living independently had become a crucial question which drove  me to accept 
the proposal of Felice and the regional team to go and live at a flat in South Gate (West 
Wickham) close to our sisters.   
West Wickham. 

From the 15/07/2006 to today (2017) I have moved three times within the same 
house (without mentioning the demolition of St Joseph’s and South Gate)- all teaching 
me detachment and inner flexibility. 

Why talk  about the different locations?  The first reason is that they are an important 
support to this life of solitude and silence.  Next there was a geographical proximity        
towards our sisters at west Wickham (current activities, visits etc) which challenged me in 
daily life.  Finally nature is no longer the environment which inspired me and expanded 
my spirit.  However, seeing the physical limitations, the regional team took particular care 
to adapt the place with a view to the possibility of continuing to live there in silence and 
solitude.  I am very conscious of that and grateful for it.  It is an on-going call to ‘stay 
here and keep watch with Him.’ 

I note finally that I have had the grace to be able to continue over several years to go 
to Greece and live with the Orthodox community, St John the Baptist of Anatoli.  That 
was a precious resource and vital to nourish and clarify the call to prayer of intercession 
for and with the world.   

There I also had the experience of ‘total inclusion’ in the community to the point 
where I had –like the sisters- daily chores: the times to be present for prayer, while others 
cultivated, occupied themselves with farming  and other essential activities for life.  I also 
discovered that during the period of major work one sister was designated to pray the 
Hours in the Church while the others worked. She was present there for and with          
everyone.   

 It is a little like I was called to live in our active congregation- a particular apostolate 
as Joan had written- a responsibility which could only be lived in poverty and dependence 
on ‘the merciful love of our God.’ Lk 1.76. 

At West Wickham I was also challenged by the people I 
met and the links forged with them.  A recurring question 
was: ‘What do you do    during the days- apart from prayer?’  
It is an essential question in a society to know what one 
‘produces’ and how one is useful!  Certainly that was my 
temptation to search for something to do, to produce cards 
(which I loved to do) but to do it prayerfully with a spirit 
free so as to be united with the world, to   become more in 
solidarity with the poor, my teachers, and solitary to hear the 
cry of the world and to     carry it into the silence of God.   

Thanks to the ‘merciful love of the heart of our God’. 
(Lk 1) 

Thanks to the presence in communion with our sisters 
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throughout the world.  And thanks to all those who ha punctuated my tortuous paths.  
I hope to be there for the whole Church and to be there as a pardoned sinner who 

has found peace in the merciful love of God. Constit.6 
The Congregation is for me the place that I have been given to live the one call, the 

place to be with Jesus in Gethsemane, to share  in His prayer to the Father for ‘all the          
Nations.’   

Thanks for being the location where I can respond in poverty with the help of your    
prayer to the desire and the charism of our Founder ‘to be an instrument of mercy and      
compassion in the hand of God.’ 

‘Gratitude protects you that you may never stop singing in your heart a perpetual 
song of thanksgiving.’  CVC letters and message to my temporary profession. 

                                                                   Holy Thursday, April14th 2017   
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Sr. Doecita Van der Ven 

 
En 1957, étant laique, je suis allee au Burundi, 

ou j’ai été accueillee dans la communautee de    
Ngozi, par Sr Majella, Sr M Candide (M Louise 
Zeck) et Sœur Marie Paule.  Et avec Sr M Louise 
j’ai travaillé 2 ans dans l’hopital de Ngozi. 

C’est la simplicité et la joie de ces sœurs qui 
m’ont aidé á prendre la decision de devenir Dame de 
Marie.   J’insisté surtout sur cette ‘joie’, très         
importante et  voulue par notre fondateur.   

Ensuite, grace à ‘l’ouverture d’esprit’ de la    
congregation, j’ai pu vivre 6 ans avec des Indiens en  

Equateur et 15 ans dans la fret d’Ituri au Rep Dem 
Congo avec les Bambuti (pygmees). 

 
Ces Indiens et Bambuti m’ont ouvert beaucoup de 

chemin ver le Seigneur. 
Dans l’action de grace et la joie.  
   
 
 

***** 
 
 In 1957, as a laywoman, I went to Burundi where I was welcomed into the        

community of Ngozi by Sr. Majella, Sr. M Candide (M Louise Zeck) and Sr. Marie Paule. 
And with Sr. M Louise I worked for two years in the hospital of Ngozi. 

 
It was the simplicity and joy of these sisters that 
helped me make the decision to become a Lady of 
Mary (DMJ).  I insisted especially on this 'joy', very            
important and wished by our founder. Then, thanks 
to the open-mindedness of the Congregation, I was 
able to live 6 years with Indians in Ecuador and 15 
years in the forest of Ituri in the  Democratic        
Republic of Congo with the Bambuti (Pygmies). 

 
These Indians and 

Bambuti have opened up 
for me many ways to the 
Lord. 

In thanksgiving and 
joy.  
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MEMOIRE OF MY JOURNEY OF LIFE IN THE CONGREGATION-    
Sr. Mary Nevis Mutesi  

 
 Saying goodbye and moving on can sometimes be painful and un comfortable. I had 

since longed to become a religious. Time came for me to say goodbye to the people I was   
living with parents, sisters and brothers then go to join another life of which I had no idea 
of how I was going to live! 

I had neither doubts nor hesitations of not managing this life. Never could I ever 
think of any misunderstanding among sisters living this life. 

First year postulants. All together we were ten members in the community. Five     
sisters, three first year postulants, and two second years. 

Life was so good in our community and much joy was shared among us. 
What gave us more joy was; sisters staying with us in formation house Josephine,       

Annonciata, Mona, Lucy Sagal and Pascazia our formator? These sisters were good to us, 
understanding and they let us be. 

I experienced joys while doing our daily activities. Like weeding our banana        
plantation. In this activity during dry season; a lot of bananas ripen, so most of the time 
while weeding we ate yellow bananas, carried some to the community and so prepared 
meals like lunch was not a big deal for us. 

The community bursar bought us sugar canes whenever she went for shopping which 
was done once in a week on a Saturday. 

We ate the sugar cane under the mango tree opposite Josephine’s room who would 
sometimes peep in the window and say to us (mwebare) meaning well done! 

We enjoyed eating mingled posho.On our menu it was 3 times a week. We ate it hot 
and cold so long as it was well mingled. 

Games like scrabble rummicube during recreation, music and dancing like when we 
had celebration; birthday parties and congregation feast, all these gave me joy. 

Because of all these good moments, getting settled in a new environment with new    
people, to me it was very easy to adapt.  Also meeting new people interacting and sharing 
with the group, spending some personal time in prayer and meditation, recollections being          
introduced to a new life different from that at home. 

Time comes, first step is finished. Bidding farewell to us getting ready for the second 
step. As life continued I came to learn that our life is an active process. It is a lifelong        
experience of much movement and frequent change and it       
encompasses new, unfamiliar encounters and interactions with 
other people. 

Letting go and moving on. This was through the experience 
of prayer and meditation when I grew up with an idea that our 
life journey invites us to meet, greet then bid farewell to        
numerous people along the way. Bidding farewell and having to 
move on. 

Time energy, interest and concern shared with people in 
places that have become significant as taken part in things that 
enriched and increased the value of both my experiences and 
relationships. 
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Memoirs dmj 2017 – Sr. Joan Roddy dmj 

 
Very recently I had the chance to take the road which passes the old mill by the River 

Inny, from where is probably one of the best views of Castlecor, in full view of the lovely 
picture window in that room always known as ‘the novitiate’.   

Continuing from there, via Longford, to my Leitrim home, I recalled the journey with 
my parents to Ballymahon on the day I joined the Congregation, almost fifty-four years 
ago.   Even if on that September day in 1963 I had little idea of what was ahead of me, I 
was full of hope, and that hope has not been disappointed.    I do not underestimate the 
gift it is to be able to look back on the past half century and have no doubt but that life 
has been very good to me.   That, of course, is not to deny that there were times which 
were difficult, tough, painful, frustrating and disappointing, but the overall memory is of 
a life that has been greatly blessed.      

I still remember vividly the excitement of   
Vatican II.  The doors and windows which it 
opened made it a great moment in which to be    
setting out in religious life.  While being in ways 
distant and formidable, Mere Marie-Eulalie       
(Judith) as Superior General was the person who 
was pushing us to move toward being ’The Nun in 
the Modern World’, inspired as she was by the 
book’s author and her friend, Cardinal Suenens.  
Bit by bit, our novitiate formation opened up to       
embrace a new programme which, even if with 
limited resources, exposed us to serious study of 
Scripture, Liturgy, Human Development, the 
Arts…and much more.    Here was set an enduring 
foundation for spirituality, ministry and further 

studies in the years ahead. 
Being lucky enough to have been sent to Kilkenny in the early days of Peace in 

Christ, I certainly learned a lot about cleaning, cooking and shopping!  But that was not 
all.  This was the diocese which, with the insightful leadership of its Bishop, pioneered a 
broad range of social services for people who were marginalised, many of whom were 
living in poverty.  Here was a Church which was taking seriously the calls of the great 
social justice encyclicals of the ‘60s.   Relevant education and training were offered to lay 
people who then took up key roles in providing creative and compassionate responses to 
social needs in their community and beyond.  With its focus on programmes for lay adults 
and young people, Peace in Christ, as the diocesan retreat centre, was at the heart of this 
dynamic movement. Out of that came the opportunity for a second small community in 
Co Kilkenny.  For DMJ, as for most Congregations at that time, to have Sisters in a rural 
area was an innovation, as was a social work ministry focussed on a widespread country 
parish.   Gradually getting to know just about everybody in that parish, and responding to 
needs whenever and however I could, the depths of resilience, goodness and friendship 
which I experienced from the people there made a lasting impression. 

As with most things in my life before and since, going to Ghana in 1978 had          
certainly not been in my plan.  Nor could anyone have foreseen that the seven               
eye-opening, wonderful years there would be the beginning of an Into Africa journey 
which would continue, in one way or another, until 1997.   Africa, East and West            
particularly, and in a more limited way North and South, opened up vistas of culture,    

Mere Marie-Eulalie 
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tradition, values, religion and worldview which make it impossible ever again to look at 
life within earlier, more restricted, frameworks.  But it is the people who embodied and 
enlivened these other ways of being and doing, other ways of seeing, understanding and 

relating, who challenged, enabled and inspired broader           
horizons.  I have never forgotten, nor will I ever forget, 
that this widening of perspectives has been possible 
only because of being part of DMJ.  

I had the good fortune over the course of twelve 
years to visit nearly all the places where the            
Congregation is   present.  Many conversations with 
Sisters, seeing the rich variety of their ministries, often 
meeting the people with and among whom they lived 
and worked, opened up new worlds.  But what I most 
appreciate and remember was the dedication,            
enthusiasm and energy which I witnessed, even where 
considerable obstacles, whether personal or from     
outside, had to be overcome.   What never failed to    
inspire me in our Sisters was what our Founder called 
‘zeal’, zeal born of compassion.  

The opportunity to have a wide-angled view of 
many parts of the world led to what, in one way or    

another, has been my ministry for the past twenty or so years.  As I see it, the plight of 
refugees and forced migrants globally, as it continues to worsen, calls unceasingly for 
what is at the heart of our charism.  It becomes more and more clear that to be a          
compassionate presence is what is most needed.  I have come to realise that very often 
what one can do is minimal, but that action of itself is not what counts most.  Here, I see     
another facet of religious vocation revealing itself by way of a call to see the world of   
today with new eyes.  Above all it is to realise that in the plan of our Creator God, the 
goods of the earth are for the people of the earth.  I know that for me to come to this     
realisation is a slow conversion that needs to continue wherever 
the journey ahead leads… 

Celebrating the bi-centenary of the DMJ, and having been a 
part of more than 50 of those years, brings to mind above all 
those Sisters, present and former, those still living and those who 
have gone before us, with whom my life has been and will       
continue to be intertwined.  As the Ghanaians write on their    
passenger lorries, No one knows the future.  But reflecting on the 
past 200 years fills us with hope for the unknown future - and 
what a marvellous blessing that is. 

 
February 2017 
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MEMORIES – Sr. Mary Hickey  

30 years ago, the late Cardinal Basil Hume 
bought a redundant Convent in central London to 
realise his dream of helping young men and 
women at risk.   It continues to flourish. 

 I was given rooms in the       
basement to set up a surgery        
offering full Primary Care medical 
services to the adult population in 
the borough of Westminster.  From 
humble beginnings with myself and 
a receptionist, I now have a partner 
who is a Jesuit priest, as well as 3 
other doctors, a practice manager, 
nurses, receptionists, a general 

counsellor and a drug and alcohol counsellor, a psychologist, a psychiatric liaison nurse, a 
homeopath and data base clerks. 

The demographics change every few years with the latest influx from war-torn Africa 
and EU nationals.   Many do not speak English and have no access to benefits.  60% are     
living on the streets and others manage to get into hostels or squats.  Drug addiction,     
alcohol abuse and severe mental health disorders are our main medical problems. 

Every year the numbers increase and we are almost at breaking point coping with 
this.  The numbers dying are also increasing – this year it was one every 2 weeks, and 
most were found dead unexpectedly. For a homeless person the average age of death is 42 
years, and 34 years for an injecting drug addict. 

I want to use this opportunity to thank some 
of the DMJ’s who have helped me in so many 
ways, especially in the early days when the going 
was very tough, and still continue to.  

Philomena Lafferty came in as a receptionist 
at the beginning and her experience as a social 
worker was very helpful, especially with some of 
the young women who were living on the streets 
or pregnant .  

June Bell, Noreen Murray and Sheila Barrett 
did stints as receptionists, and Noreen also stood 
in as the nurse, and even today Paula Spark does 
a weekly session in nursing. 

Over the years Mary Goretti Betchetti (and 
her sisters) have regularly handed on clothing 
and sweets, and to this day continue to make 
warm blankets which are most gratefully         
received by those who have to stay on the streets 
in this very inclement weather. 

Celia Beale most kindly typed my GP       
appraisal which would have taken me hours, and 
Agnes O’Shea lets me use her computer very   
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often so that I can work on the appraisal at home. 
I am always aware, and very grateful for the prayers which 

support me in my work, and I would especially like to thank 
Helen Conway who always finds time to send lovely cards and 
helpful advice. 

Arguably, in terms of health, wealth, employment and         
life-span, if the homeless were a country rather than an under-
class, they would be one of the poorest nations on earth.  I am 
so grateful for the gift to be able to serve Christ in the poor and 
needy and fulfil my vocation to be an instrument of mercy and 
compassion. 

 
 
 
        

 
Memories -Brigid Stokes dmj 

 
This memoir was written some years ago by Brigid at the   

request of her family.  In recent months Brigid and Helen had a 
number of conversations.  The following account is an amalgam 
of the two, the earlier text and the conversations.    It was       
originally intended for family and lacks some detail that might be 
of more interest to DMJ readers.  Please excuse omissions! 
Joining the congregation. 

On 2nd February 1956 I left home to join the congregation of 
the Daughters of Mary and Joseph (then known as The Ladies of 
Mary) at Castlecor, Ballymahon, Co Longford.  I can remember 
the day so well!  I was dressed in the Postulant’s outfit – black 
dress, shoes and stockings, coat and beret.  It was agonising   
leaving home and saying goodbye to my family.  I had been    
putting off this moment for some years but knew I would      
eventually have to make the decision.  The moment had now 
come.  At 1pm the hired car arrived.  And after heart-rending 
goodbyes, I left home accompanied by my two sisters and a 
friend.  Once the break was made I settled down and adapted 
well to my new way of life.  There were monthly visits from family and I looked forward 
to these so much.  On one occasion Daddy took away with him from the grounds a copper 
beech sapling.  It is now a mature tree in Peter’s garden.   

After 6 months I became a novice.  A year later I went with others to Brussels to 
complete my apprenticeship.  We went via England.  I made my first profession of vows 
in Brussels on 28th August 1958.  I hadn’t particularly looked forward to a year in Brus-
sels- a foreign country then – but in retrospect it was a very valuable experience  as in 
years to come I would be returning there for meetings.   

After profession I returned to Ireland – first taking a ferry from Antwerp to Dover, 
spending a few days in London and then taking the boat to Dun Laoghaire where I was 
met by family members.  At that time we were only allowed four days at home but some 
were from long distances away and had extra days for travelling.  I who lived nearby was 
given two extra days with family.   Then back to Castlecor to prepare to go to Our Lady 
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of Lourdes Hospital in Drogheda to do a midwifery course.  
This was essential for missionary work in Uganda.  It was a 
one year course ending in October 1959.  With midwifery in 
my pocket I was equipped for the missions and once back in 
Castlecor preparations for departure to Uganda began.  In    
exploring the possibility of an African mission, Tanzania had 
been mentioned but that fell through and Uganda emerged as 
our destination.  Our connection was Fr Stan Lee, an English 
White Father with Irish origins.  He was Education Secretary 
for the Diocese of Mbarara and worked closely with Bishop 
Ogez.   

  
 Preparation for Africa. 

Our habit was a black dress, blue belt and scapular.  This 
was dispensed with in ’67 when we changed to secular dress.  

For life in Uganda the climate had to be taken into consideration and so work began on 
white dresses etc.  The mission to Uganda was a new venture for the DMJs and I was to 
be in the first group going there.  A black tin trunk was acquired and packed with person-
al belongings and bits and pieces that would be of use in our new situation.  The trunk 
was packed for shipping and a case was made ready for the flight.  Two English sisters – 
Kathleen Rathe and Margaret Mary Ascott, one Swiss sister- Silvia Probst and one West 
Indian Sister, Philomena Anderson were my fellow pioneers on this new mission.  It was 
both exciting and daunting.  At the time there were no orientation courses available so it 
was going into the unknown.   

 
On our way. 

We were due to leave after Christmas but the date was put forward which meant that 
I missed my sister’s wedding which was planned for the 26th December so that I could be 
there.  What a pity!  I left Ireland on the first stage of the journey to England in the last 
week of November.  England was as foreign to me as Uganda.  I knew only a few sisters 
there and had never met those I would be travelling and living with in the years to come.  
It was a lonely time.  After 5 days in England the second stage of the journey began.  On 
November 30th we set off from Victoria Station by train to Dover, then by boat to Calais, 
continuing by train overnight to Basel (Switzerland) where we went to visit the family of 
Sr. Silvia.  After a short rest we were on the move again.  The family wanted to offer us a 
trip and the choice was between a visit to the Black Forest or the Rhine.  I opted for the 
Black Forest and that is what happened.  It was really beautiful- a Christmas scene, it    
being December- it was like a fairy land.  We returned to Basel.  Then we had a few     
further days of sightseeing; a visit to Brig in the south of Switzerland where we met Fr 
Carolan, a DMJ friend.  We went by cable car up the Rheider Alp in sight of the          
Matterhorn.  We had tea out of doors with the snow glistening in the brilliant sunshine.  It 
was a magnificent sight.  There were several visits to different places and on one occasion 
as we were travelling, the Swiss priest who was driving us sang The Last Rose of     
Summer... for the homesick little Irish nun!!  So it must have been obvious how I was 
feeling.  With all the travelling I was both physically and emotionally exhausted but on 
we went.   
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Our next stop was Milan and we spent a day there seeing the Cathedral and other 
sights.  Then on we went to Rome.  We arrived at the wrong station in Rome.  A White 
Father waited at a different station to meet us.  There were no mobile phones in those 
days but eventually we linked up.  We stayed in a Hotel that accommodated missionaries 
who were en route to Africa.  Ours was a Raptim flight and there were about 200 mis-
sionaries booked on these flights and awaiting departure.  We had four or five days in 
Rome where we visited the Holy places including Subiaco.  We had Mass in the Cate-
combs.  An audience with the Pope had been planned for all the missionaries who were 
travelling.  There were two scheduled flights but it happened that we were on the first 
flight and so missed the audience with the Pope.   

 
 

Arrival in Uganda 

We left Rome on      
December 8th at 6pm and 
stopped for refuelling at 
Cairo.  Mass was celebrated 
on the plane - unthinkable 
now, but given that it was a 
plane full of missionaries, it 
was normal at the time.  We 
arrived in Entebbe, Uganda 
at 8.30am on 9th December 
1959.  Uganda was a British 
Protectorate then and       
Entebbe was the seat of 
Government (translated to 
English as Entebbe,     

meaning a ‘seat’ or ‘chair’.)  It is situated on the shores of Lake Victoria so you can      
imagine the panoramic view we had as we flew low over the lake as we came to land.  
We had a tough time going through customs- the Ugandan customs officers were not very        
welcoming.  The country at that time was leading up to independence; the British were 
not in favour and since we had come from England we were all considered British.  On 
arrival there was a delegation to meet us.  Bishop Ogez from Mbarara Diocese was there 
and Fr Stan Lee who was in charge of education in the Western Region.  There were    
personnel from the Catholic Education Offices of the Secretariat.  The first bombshell that 
greeted us was the news that the Canadian Good Counsel Sisters who had been running St 
Helen’s Primary School were withdrawing and moving to Mushanga.   It would fall to our 
lot to take over the management of that school as well as bringing a new Secondary 
School for girls to birth in Mbarara.  We heard that news with dismay as we were such a 
small number- four teachers + one nurse and Silvia among our number who had both 
trainings.  I was quite at sea during those early discussions as education was the main   
topic on the agenda.  However, I soon got accustomed to it and later found myself         
involved.   

The drive into Kampala was memorable.  It was a colourful scene.  I marvelled at the 
vibrant colours of the bouvainvillea, the acacia trees with their profusion of yellow     
‘candles’.  It looked such a fertile country and indeed it is.  I noticed the little markets at 
the side of the road, the banana trees and the thatched huts.  Nearer to Kampala the shanty 
towns/villages came into view with the evidence of poverty.  Yet on reaching Kampala 
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itself the city centre was full of modern buildings.  It was a scene of contrasts and colour.  
Many children ran around happily bare-footed.   

Our next stop was at Nsambya where the Franciscan sisters had a convent and ran a 
large hospital.  We stayed there for two nights during which time there were umpteen 
meetings to attend and much shopping to be done.  Srs. Silvia and Kathleen Rathe paid a 
visit to the Ministry of Education.  

  
First sight of Nyamitanga, Mbarara 

A vehicle is a must in mission countries as one has to travel long distances so we    
invested in a station wagon which was later stolen when I had it in Kampala.  Business 
completed, our trek to Mbarara began- 175 miles on a mainly dirt/murram road.  It took 
five hours.  By then I was bone weary and happy to arrive at our little house on 
Nyamitanga Hill.  All mission centres seemed to be established on hills.  This house- later 
called Bethany- had been occupied by those who taught the catechumens.  It had four   
cubicles and one bedroom.  There was a dining room, a kitchen and a chapel.  We       
purchased it from the Diocese and I have no idea what we paid for it.  Initially we were 
supplied with cutlery etc to start us off.  Later we were billed for these supplies.  This was 
our home while the convent was being built.  We discovered when we arrived that we had 
walked into a hornet’s nest.  There was a conflict in full swing.  A banana plantation had 
been cut down to provide a site for the new school and convent.  It seemed that it was 
done on the Bishop’s orders but without consultation with the Parish Priest who           
considered it his territory.  Thus bad vibes all round!   

Nyamitanga is the Diocesan headquarters and it was here that we put down our roots.  
While the main reason for our mission was to start a secondary school for girls (there had 
been none as yet for girls in the Western region of the country) it had been agreed         
before-hand that two of us who were nurses would work in the local Government       
hospital.  However, this never materialised.  (We suspected that there might have been 
fears that we would try for death-bed conversions!)  So when the academic year began in 
January- and we had by then been landed with the Primary School- I was asked to take on 
the teaching of English at the lower level of the school- from senior infants to 4th class.  
This was a new initiative as prior to this the teaching of English began at P5 (fifth class) 
and now it was to begin with infants.  Having no experience or training in teaching, I 
simply taught as I had been taught myself.  However, I did recognise that the English   
Education system which was used in Uganda was quite different from the Irish one to 
which I was accustomed.   

 
An unexpected request. 

At the end of March three months into the school year a most unusual request was 
made to the Bishop’s office.  The Governor’s wife, Lady Crawford, was terminally ill at 
State House, Entebbe.  Lady Crawford was South African with some North of Ireland  
ancestry.  The powers that be were aware that there were two nurses among this recently 
arrived little group and so the Minister for Health had phoned the Bishop to ask if we two 
nurses would go to State House to nurse her.  She was expected to live for about three 
weeks.  The minister was aware that we had not been accepted at Mbarara Hospital.  He 
had himself worked as a medic with sisters in the East and it seemed he appreciated the 
work done by missionaries.  This request was quite contrary to what we had come to     
do- work with the poor.  The Bishop, a friend of the Governor, Sir Frederick Crawford, 
said of course we would go!  Within days a State car arrived with a uniformed driver to 
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take us to our new assignment.  What can I say about it?  It was a totally different world. 
A sweeping driveway to State House- leading to a magnificent house that overlooked 
Lake Victoria.  Fantastic lawns and gardens.  The entrance hall was expansive with two 
elephant tusks arching the main stairs.  We were assigned our own quarters - bedrooms, 
sitting and dining rooms with a SERVANT- dressed in white uniform and wearing a red 
fez to take care of our needs – serve us at table etc etc.  It was the colonial life-style.  
There was always a car with a chauffeur available to ferry us wherever we wanted to go.  
It was all so strange but it is extraordinary how one can adapt to situations.  We operated 
a nursing rota with one of us on day duty and the other on night duty.  When Lady    
Crawford had a good day we accompanied her on trips and to the occasional sundowner.  
Our stay which had been foreseen as three weeks turned into five months.  Five months 
later our ministry came to an end when Lady Crawford died.  On her death another       
dilemma arose.  Would we attend her funeral or not?  She was Protestant and at that time 
Catholics did not attend Protestant funerals or ceremonies.  Following the guidance of 
Bishop Ojez, we attended the funeral much to the surprise of other missionary groups.  In 
fact, it was such an unexpected occurrence that it made headlines in the national        
newspapers next day.  ‘Catholic Nuns attend Lady Crawford’s funeral.’  Looking back on 
our State House experience- strange as it was- I can see good in it.  For one thing, I had 
always been a very shy person and this took me out of myself.   

 
Back to base. 

September saw us back in Nyamitanga.  Every mission set-up has a dispensary to 
help the medical needs of the Parishioners.  So it was decided that I would be the one to 
get it going at Nyamitanga.  In preparation I went to Virika Hospital in Fort Portal to get 
experience.  After six weeks there I was ready to start.  The dispensary opened in          
December 1960 and is still operating.  I ran it for about five years.  While having this as 
my primary work, I was also Matron of a Junior Secondary School for girls that we had 
inherited.  This involved buying food for the boarders, supervising the cooking and the 
general upkeep of the school.  For about two months I was roped in to teaching anatomy 
in the Senior Secondary School which we had begun.  The convent kitchen was also     
assigned to me.  It all made up a very full life and ministry.  

 
Our numbers increase. 

Around this time a lot of change was stirring among us.  In September 1960 Cathleen 
McCarthy had arrived and later became the first Headmistress of Maryhill.    In December 
the dispensary opened.  We were asked to take over Kinyamasika Teacher Training     
College in Fort Portal from the White Sisters.   Srs. Mary Dominic and Bridie Doherty 
arrived in Uganda – also destined for Fort Portal.  In 1961 we took over Kinyamasika.  
Mary Dominic and Bridie arrived in FP while I was still on my work experience in Virika 
Hospital.  In January Philomena Anderson and Silvia joined them.  Thus began our years 
of service in Kinyamasika TTC.  

In 1961 we began planning the Secondary School for girls- our raison d’etre for      
being invited to Mbarara diocese.  Over those years our numbers increased further.  Hazel 
Ingold and Francesca both came to Uganda and worked in the headship of St Helen’s 
Primary School.  The building of the convent was in progress.  We moved in to the new 
convent in October 1961.  The building of the school was also moving ahead at that time 
and Maryhill High School opened in 1962.  Doreen Drake came as a teacher in 1962/3.  
She had been known to our sisters in England having taught in Guildford.  Prior to      
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coming to Uganda she had spent some time working in Rwanda.  Peg came in ’63.  I met 
her at the airport.  Margaret Mary taught in Maryhill.  Teresa Clements worked in the 
Junior School and later at Kinyamasika.  Jennifer came initially as a lay teacher and lived 
in Bethany with Doreen Drake and Dolly Cotter.  At a later stage Doreen lived alone in 
Bethany for many years with her four dogs- Tintin, Tom, Sanyu and Small Dog.  Many 
other DMJs- some now former DMJ- came to Uganda and worked for periods of time.  
Mary Moran worked in Maryhill for many years, Liz McCarthy, Eileen Maher, Mini Day, 
Margaret King… etc. etc. … Matthias, Katie O’Farrell was a legend in her own right.     
Diane lived and worked in both Mbarara and Ibanda for many years.    I simply offer 
some small memories and in no way a comprehensive history of our presence in Uganda.   

A major turning point in our lives was when the first Ugandan sister joined our ranks.  
Josephine Beebwa was the first entrant and went to England for her formation.  Later she 
undertook many different leadership roles - the first of which was Headmistress of 
Maryhill.  During those hard years of insecurity she struggled to safeguard the students 
and maintain standards.   

 
Medical  

While running the Nyamitanga Dispensary we had out-posts where we went for day 
clinics.  A nurse called Aurelia (from Texas) formed part of the team.  Sr.s Mary Fintan 
and Josephine O’Neill also worked in the dispensary.  There was no mission hospital in 
the area and the hope was that one would come into being.  Ibanda was one of the places 
where we had an outreach from the Nyamitanga dispensary.  At that time the road to 
Ibanda was very bad- 50 miles of a murram, pot-holed road.  In ‘64/’65 I moved to     
Ibanda on a permanent basis with Josephine O’Neill and Mary Fintan.  Initially we stayed 
in a room attached to the Parish;  later we lived in a little house in a banana plantation.  
We had one room with three beds, a tiny kitchen and a dining cum sitting room.  We were 
there for a couple of years.   

Meanwhile Silvia was a key player in planning the hospital and dealing with          
organisations.  Misereor in Germany financed the building of the hospital.  Silvia and I 
undertook the huge job of equipping the hospital – out-patients, wards, theatre, x-ray, lab, 
nurses’ hostel etc.  Everything had to be planned for (down to dust bins!) and ordered 
from Europe.  It was Trojan work and at the same time a good experience.   A house for 
doctors was also sponsored by Misereor.  The builder was Mr Kimbowa (who was later 
imprisoned by Amin and on release fled the country).  A representatives of Misereor 
came from time to time to ensure that the building was up to standard.  Our little commu-
nity moved from the plantation house into the doctor’s house and stayed there until the 
building of the convent was completed.  (perhaps ’67).  I was to assume the role of     
Hospital Matron and in preparation for this I came back to Europe for experience in 1966 
and spent three months in the Mater Hospital in theatre and in ‘69 I spent 6 months in 
Mayday Hospital in Croydon for general experience, followed by 3 months in Sorento 
Hospital in Birmingham for midwifery.  My first home leave was in ’64- 3 months, 3 
weeks of which I was allowed to spend at home with my family.  By the end of the      
decade I could spend all my time at  
home.   
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Opening of the Hospital. 

The Hospital was officially opened in April 1970 by 
the Minister for Internal Affairs, Basil Bataringaya, who 
was a friend of ours.  The German Ambassador also   
attended the opening- honouring the contribution of   
Misereor to this project.  It was a great blessing to have 
had one of our own community there as a medical     
doctor at that time.  Sr. Helen Conway attended the 
opening and served in the hospital for several years.  The 
building of the convent was financed from other sources.  
Silvia got funding from other organisations; the         
congregation of her sister in Switzerland assisted and our 
sisters in California gave money for the building of the 
Chapel.  The first volunteer doctors came from Memisa 
in the Netherlands; Dr Henry and his wife Clementine;  
Dr Kees and his wife Dr Jacqueline;  Drs Kees and    
Diedrick later;  Dr Tobias and Jokka and then happily 

there were Uganda doctors in a position to take over.  In these years we got medical    
supplies from the Netherlands.   

Once the hospital was up and running there were many sisters and volunteer medical 
staff who worked there- Among the sisters were Bridie Doherty, Eileen Hanrahan,     
Francis Burke, Maria Marti, Diane, Nora McCarthy, Breda O’Toole, Candida,  Brigid 
Rowe, Peggy McArdle.  Josephine O’Neill.  (The risk with naming people when you are 
my age is that it is very easy to overlook someone… please excuse any oversights).  

Silvia went on to develop many other projects in the Ibanda area:  a Nutrition Unit,  
A School-leavers project which taught skills/ trades  such as carpentry, tailoring etc;  a 
Baby Home.  She had a pioneering spirit and great resilience.  Any set-backs were dealt 
with in a philosophical way- with humour and understanding of human weakness.  She 
was never embittered even when there was a sense that she was ‘let down’.  She could 
rise above the petty and see everything in its context.  She had great skill in dealing with 
funding organisations.  I remember at one time she returned from a trip to Nairobi where 
she was buying equipment for the school-leavers project.  On arrival she announced that 
she had bought a pick-up truck from the ‘change’ that she had.   

Tragically our friend the Honourable Basil Bataringaya was later killed during the 
Amin purge of 1972.  His wife Edith continued to visit and befriend us until she in turn 
disappeared and her burnt body was found on their family land (approx. 1978).  

 
Tensions 

In 1971 Obote was overthrown and Idi Amin took over.  The country began a    
downward spiral- with scarcity of essential commodities, disappearances, fear and si-
lence.  Trying to keep hospital and schools going was a major challenge.  Not long after 
gaining power Amin came to visit our area- which included a visit to the Hospital.  It was 
spick and span ... and he was charming.   I took him round and he promised all kinds of 
help and support – none of which materialised.   He laboriously signed the visitor’s book.  
He always travelled by helicopter and we dreaded the sound of a helicopter overhead.  
One day a helicopter hovered over the hospital and came to land outside the gate.  In fear 
and trembling I went to meet whoever it might be.  Thankfully it was only an air force 
pilot from the area who was coming for a funeral.  What a relief.  We all feared the army 



DMJ 
 

375 
 

who generally were nasty to us at road-blocks.  However, it is true that we were treated 
much better than the Ugandan people who were often beaten and tortured on the spot.  
One Saturday army trucks drew up in front of the hospital.  What now?  They had come 
to check on the supplies in our stores.  We had acquired a supply of soap powder from 
Nairobi- a precious commodity- not available in Uganda.  Imports from Kenya were    
prohibited.  With bated breath we waited as soldiers went from store to store quizzing us.  
Thank God they left without confiscating anything from our supplies.   

It took some time before we realised just how awful the Amin regime was.  There 
was a genocide in the army and any soldiers of the same ethnic group as Obote were      
targeted.  Lorry loads of soldiers were driven naked to the Nile at Jinja and ordered to 
jump in.  In some cases the last few were told to run and they made their way naked to the 
nearest mission seeking refuge.  In ’72 some journalists visited our community at 
Nyamitanga.  They explained that they had come to investigate the stories of genocide in 
the army.  The community advised them to drop their quest and not venture to the        
barracks.  That advice was not taken and they were never again seen alive.  Their bodies 
were found near Mushanga.   

On another occasion Cathleen McCarthy and Mary O’Connell (a lay teacher in 
Maryhill) were travelling from Kampala and had almost reached Mbarara (Biharwe) 
when they were stopped at a roadblock and not allowed to continue to their destination.  
Some political crisis had occurred- an attempted coup or something comparable.   They 
sheltered for the night in a little house by the roadside.  Next morning they were awak-
ened to the sight of guns.  The army had heard they were present there and came to 
investigate.  They were taken under armed escort to the local barracks (the same barracks 
from which the journalists disappeared).  There they were interrogated.  Finally one of the 
officers who knew of Maryhill, corroborated their story and they were released -           
unharmed but shaken.    

Still on Amin’s army, I recount a tale possibly told by others too.  One morning in 
Nyamitanga (while I was visiting)- March 6th 1978- we were met at the door at 7am by a 
group of soldiers;  ‘Get back in or we’ll shoot you!’.  We promptly obeyed.  After some 
time they entered the house and searched every room but didn’t seem to find what they 
were looking for.  Having searched the whole mission hill- Diocesan Administration,    
sister’ convents, teachers’ houses- and in the process harassed many, they moved on to 
Ibanda to search the hospital.  We heard later that it had been reported that we had im-
ported guns- they were seen being transported to the mission and then to Ibanda.  Crates 
of stuff had been taken there alright but they were beds for the hospital that we had       
received from Holland.  It was a very scary morning.  As with all such critical situations, 
there was inherent humour in the tales told thereafter… including Mary Moran in her    
bedroom trying to ‘act normal’ while waiting for the soldiers to appear and when they did 
she met them at the door with :  ‘You’re very welcome!’.   

We were all aware of places in Kampala- one near General Motors and also the Nile 
Mansions Hotel- that were centres of incarceration and torture.  They were places to be 
feared and avoided and vultures hovered over them ominously.    

 
Rome. 

From October ’74- June ’75 I had a sabbatical year in Rome.  It was a very enriching 
year with many opportunities for renewal.  There were pilgrimages to many holy places, 
including Assisi and the Holy Land and of course, throughout Rome itself.  An incident 
not so pleasant occurred as we were leaving the Holy Land at Tel Aviv.  Because of the 
hijacking of an ISr.aeli plane at Entebbe some time earlier, I was advised to get a special 
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passport for Israel.  However as I was also going to Greece I also had to take my other 
passport.  There was very tight security at the airport so when I checked out and we were 
checked out my two passports were discovered.  I was held back and questioned over and 
over and my passports taken away to higher authorities.  I was left ‘hanging’ for about 
half an hour in a cubicle before the documents were returned to me and I was let go.  It 
was an anxious moment for me and for the rest of the group who were waiting for me. 

 It was during the year in Rome that Mammy passed away.  Thank God I was able to 
make it home for the funeral.  The following September I returned to Uganda to continue 
where I had left off as Matron of the Hospital.  There were several other sisters who 
worked in Ibanda Hospital over the years.  Sr.s Francis Burke, Nora McCarthy, Eileen 
Hanrahan, Helen Conway, Breda O’Toole, Brigid Rowe and Candida, one of our     
Ugandan sisters who sadly died at a young age.  Someplace along the line Silvia was    
offered Uganda citizenship by Idi Amin as a mark of her service to the country.  At that 
time one could not hold dual Uganda-Swiss citizenship and Silvia wisely didn’t not     
relinquish her Swiss citizenship.  Thus the newly offered Uganda passport went            
uncollected.  Whether this or something else turned the tide, Silvia fell from favour and 
was given 48 hours’ notice to leave the country.  She went to Kenya accompanied by Fr 
Steve Collins.  That began several new chapters to Silvia’s colourful life.   

 
War and rumours of war. 

In January 1977 my life took a new direction when I was elected Provincial Superior 
for the Uganda Province.  This was a three year term.  At the end of ’79 I was re-elected 
for a further 3 years.  I continued in charge of the hospital for a few years – though the 
going was demanding.  I suppose what made it hard was the political situation in the 
country.  We were always on edge not knowing what the next day might bring.  We       
always looked to the day when we would be liberated from oppressive regimes.  We were 
aware that the ‘exiles’ (those who had fled the country during the Obote and Amin years) 
– in Tanzania and the UK were planning the overthrow of Amin but as we waited things 
got worse and worse even when one thought it couldn’t deteriorate further.  Everything 
was in very short supply.  In the villages people suffered enormously.  They had no soap 
or other basic commodities.   As we came to the end of ’78 rumours were rampant- the 
rebels were on their way.  Museveni, then a guerrilla leader- was mythologised- reported 
to be seen here and there in disguise… even taking on magical forms- like the cat and the 
talking tortoise.  He was hero and saviour.  As time went on the sound of shelling reached 
us.  It came from the Uganda -Tanzania border.  Mbarara was 40 miles from the border 
but the sound of gunfire reached us across the 40 miles.  One particular evening one of 
the local sisters, Cecilia Nyangoma, came to our house to say that the rebels planned to 
reach Mbarara that very night and take over Maryhill School and use it for a base.  We 
took turns staying awake throughout the night to keep watch.  It was eerie- not a sound to 
be heard.  Nothing happened.  In fact the bones of the rumour were accurate but the        
timing inaccurate... the plan was to be enacted later.   

The sound of the shelling came closer and closer.  One Sunday morning in January 
’79 we woke up to tanks at the entrance to our house.  Amin’s soldiers were fleeing and 
encouraged us to move away too.  They were very nice to us – for a change.  The Bishop 
also sent word to move out to Ibanda and Fort Portal where we had other houses.  The 
school had to be evacuated too, all of its 600 students who were boarders.  It was a    
morning when the rain poured down. A decision had to be made to see who would remain 
to see them off and close up the school.  Katie was in the kitchen cooking the Sunday 
lunch- liver.  She was adamant that she would not leave.  Nothing would dissuade her.  
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Finally Sr. Margaret O’Rourke who was a member of the General team and visiting 
Uganda took Katie to the Chapel and under the vow of obedience told her to pack and 
leave the house with the others.  Three remained- Eileen Maher, Sarah Durkan and Helen 
Lane.  One car left for Fort Portal, another for Ibanda and a Volkswagon was left for the 
getaway of the three remaining sisters.  The students ran on foot with their luggage on 
their heads, many of them leaving their shoes behind in their rush to get away from the 
danger zone.  I went with the group to Ibanda.   There we were safely out of the way of 
gunfire and shelling but we could hear the boom of the long-range missiles now 50 miles 
away at Mbarara. We were totally cut off from all news of what was happening.  We       
presumed that the three sisters we had left in Mbarara had made their way to Fort Portal- 
150 miles away.  It was only on St Patrick’s Day that we discovered that they had not 
been able to get out.  There was a lull in the shelling and so they had decided to stay on.   

Lent was an anxious time for us all- the shelling was coming nearer and nearer.  Then 
on Good Friday the Liberation Army arrived into our area.  We welcomed them- we were 
being liberated but after a day or so we realised that they were robbing houses, abusing 
women etc.  Some came into our house to look around- probably to see what they could 
get. But luckily we lost nothing.  On Holy Saturday I went to the Commander in Chief to 
get permission to go to Mbarara.  He reluctantly gave it, saying that the town had been 
destroyed- there was nothing left.  However, we did set off the next day- Easter Sunday- 
and all we saw along the way was desolation.  Every government building had been 
shelled and as we got nearer to Mbarara it was even worse.  We couldn’t believe the    
scene that met our eyes.  All the buildings were in ruins.  En route to the Parish- we met 
an old friend and asked about our sisters, to be told that they were no longer in the Con-
vent- it had been taken over by the army.  The sisters were now in the administration 
block.  As we approached, the hill was teeming with Army.  The people were coming out 
from Mass and the place looked chaotic.  The Bishop wasn’t too pleased to see us and 
told us to return to Ibanda as soon as possible.  We did meet the three sisters who were 
stranded and the strain of the six weeks of ‘imprisonment’ showed in their faces.  Before 
returning to base it was arranged that they would be got out of there as soon as it seemed 
safe to travel.  Within a week we were reunited.  We weren’t allowed into the Convent 
that day.  It was still occupied by the army.  When we eventually did get it we found that 
almost everything had been looted and the place was a shambles.  Every door had been 
cut into pieces, books that weren’t of interest were strewn everywhere, rooms and       
cupboards had been used a toilets. (the water system was out of order).  

 Food was scarce but the people were good to us bringing bananas, beans etc.  Did I 
mention that at the beginning of the ‘emergency’ we bought a sack of flour, considering 
ourselves lucky to have got it.  When it was opened it was full of weevils which           
apparently have several stages in their life cycle – insects, maggots and moths.   In time 
moths/ butterflies appeared and flew out from the flour leaving behind a thready/woolly 
substance.  All had to be sieved before baking and even then the bread had a bitter taste.   

Following the overthrow of Idi Amin in 1979 there were several short-lived and      
interim governments up until 1985 when Yoweri Museveni took over the reins of the 
country.  He remains in power to this day.   

In November ’84 I was diagnosed with cancer of the uterus.  Arrangements were 
made and within days I was on a plane back to Ireland to have surgery.  Thanks to the 
connections with the Mater Hospital (Sr. Nora McCarthy was a nurse tutor and had good 
connections)  I was admitted the day after my arrival in Ireland and had surgery.   

This was followed by a period of recuperation.  In 1985 I attended the General   
Chapter in California and following the Chapter had the privilege to do a little sight-
seeing- a day trip to Mexico; a scenic ride down the west coast- visiting some of the old 
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Missions en route.  The flight home was scary- had to turn back and ditch fuel after 
sparks and turbulence led to our being told we had ‘hit’ a flock of birds.  The paper next 
day talked about engine fatigue.   

 
A dramatic journey. 

In early September of ’85 I packed for my return to Uganda.  It became clear when I 
arrived at Entebbe that once again we were on a brink of ‘war’.  There was a palpable air 
of tension in Kampala though the locus of rebel activity was the west- where we lived.  
We set off in convoy for Mbarara and Ibanda- four vehicles in all.  We were a mixed 
group- sisters, priests, a Protestant missionary and his family.  We felt the safety of    
numbers.  All went well until we were half way.  We did get some fuel for the vehicles at 
Masaka and there we were advised to go no further.  However, on we went for about    
another 40 miles till we reached a small town.  There wasn’t a soul to be seen.  We      
continued for a few further miles, rounded a bend and came face-to-face with ‘the         
enemy’, the front-line of the army (Government forces).  There was no way we could 
pass.  An officer approached us. ‘Where are you going?’  ‘To Mbarara’, we replied.  ‘You 
can’t go there.  It’s enemy territory.’  ‘But we have to get home.’  (How naïve we were!)  
He then called the commanding officer.  Along he came – for all the world like Amin.  
His only words were : ‘Go back to where you came from.’  And we did turn back but just 
to the little town a few miles back where we knew there was a road through the bush that 
would take us to Ibanda.  This was around 1pm.  The road wasn’t too bad for the first few 
miles but it gradually got worse- we lost it completely at times and then found it again.  
After travelling for what seemed like hours we came to a steep hill, rutted by the rains.  
Some cars couldn’t get a grip and skidded into the side.  We had to unload and carry the 
heavy items up the hill in the heat of the day.  This included cylinders of gas, vegetables 
and other foods that had been bought in Kampala.  It took over an hour before we were 
ready to continue on our journey.  Some time later we discovered we had lost our way 
and at 6pm we discovered that we were only 14 miles from where we had started BUT we 
had reached the Rebel’s front line!!  Soldiers milled around and in truth we were           
surrounded.  Interrogation followed the same line of questioning as before when we      
encountered the enemy front line but in addition we were told: ‘We were monitoring you 
from the time you left the main road.  You were missing for an hour.  Where were you?’  
When we explained who we were and where we lived they calmed down, saying that they 
presumed that the white people in the group were mercenaries.  We were reprimanded for 
daring to travel when there was such insecurity.  The result of all this was that we spent 
the night at the front-line on our cars.   During the night we were well guarded by the    
soldiers – perhaps in case we absconded.  During the night we could hear the shelling but 
we felt secure because these rebels were our friends.    It was only the following afternoon 
that we were allowed to continue our journey- this time with an escort until we were out 
of harm’s way.  We reached Ibanda at 7pm- 36 hours after we had set out on the journey 
and much to the amazement of the sisters as news had reached them that the road to 
Kampala was closed.  

  
First Impressions of Karamoja. 

Karamoja is about a 5 hour journey from Kampala.  The first stretch to Mbale is   
tarmac and from then on it is a red soil/ murram road.  In the dry season travelling on that 
road isn’t bad but when it rains, it is another story.  On this particular journey we rattled 
along in a crowded bus for several hours.  In addition to the passengers there were live 
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chickens and a variety of veggies together with personal belongings.  It was very crowded 
and hot.  We passed through quite fertile land in the early stages –the road was smooth 
and not too many twists and turns.  Then a mountain loomed ahead and I could see a road 
passing along the side.  Would the bus be able to climb this with all the weight it carried?  
But climb it did, winding around corkscrew bends along the escarpment.   

(I had an experience on this same escarpment some time afterwards myself.            
Returning from a shopping trip in Kampala I braced myself for the climb.  The landrover, 
now quite old, was not in good condition.  I had five passengers and shopping and many 
other accoutrements.  The weight was one issue but to make matters worse the gear lever 
was slipping.  As we chugged and crawled up I prayed as I’d never prayed before.  Had 
the engine stalled we would have slipped backwards.  Thank God we got safely to the 
top!) 

Going back to the mountain that loomed into sight, I later discovered that it was 
known as the Sleeping Warrior and was visible from our house at Lorengedwat.  It was 
near sunset when the bus reached our destination of Lorengedwat.  It was like being in 
another country.  The scenery and the culture in no way compared with what I was used 
to in the west of the country.  There were clusters of villages close to the mission/ parish 
centre.  People converged near the mission for safety and proximity to health and          
education services.  The clusters of houses were enclosed in a kraal - a thorn fence with a 
low entrance which would be filled with a removable thorn bush to allow entry and exit.  
It provided safety from predators.  It ended up that I spent 8 years in Karamoja mainly 
involved in dispensary work.  

 
Ministry and life in Karamoja. 

At the centre we had a small 
dispensary- two rooms in which 
everything was done- seeing     
patients, giving injections,     
handing out medicines, doing 
dressings- all that in one room.  
The second room was used for 
examining the patients and     
storing our medical supplies.    
Despite the limitations we treated 
all kinds of illnesses from         
malaria, chest infections to     
meningitis, gunshot wounds, fractures etc.  The Karamajong are cattle keepers with huge 
herds.  They are tall and athletic and look a little like the Masai.  They are a warrior    
people.  Cattle are a very precious commodity and cattle rustling from one tribe to another 
takes place especially in the dry season when the footprints cannot be traced.  The     
footwear consists of sandals made from car tyres and known as ‘firestones’. 

During my years in Karamoja we had many experiences of these cattle raids.  First 
you hear an outburst of shooting as the ‘enemy’ draws near.  Then an ululation of alarm 
from within the village being attacked.  This is followed by an exodus from the village 
with the women running for their lives- often with babes in arms- and the bigger children 
trying to keep up.  The men- warriors- remain behind to protect the cows in the kraal.  
The raid can last for minutes or hours or even days.  There was one right beside us that 
lasted for two days.  We had to deal with the casualties- gunshot wounds and fractures.  
Twenty six lost their lives on that occasion.  The bodies are left in the bush for the          
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vultures.  It is a taboo to touch a dead body- and practically speaking, it is near impossible 
to dig a grave in the rock-like soil.  The cattle raids generally take place at night and in 
the moonlight.  Once there was a raid a few miles from us.  ‘Our’ folks were the guilty 
ones.  One was shot but managed to get away and back to our dispensary.  However, the 
‘enemy’ traced him- by the trail of blood that he had lost on the way.  Soon the               
dispensary was practically surrounded, waiting for him to emerge.  We quickly dressed 
the wounds, gave him a supply of antibiotics and dressings, then pushed him through the 
hedge that surrounded the dispensary.  On the other side a catechist locked him into the 
engine house where he stayed until dark.  We thought he wouldn’t survive but 6 weeks 
later he arrived back with a big smile on his face.   

To continue with our activities 
there:  we had a few outposts which 
we visited weekly.  These centres 
were also outstations from the Mission 
so we would set up our stall in the 
chapel which was very basic.  – mud 
and wattle- no windows, just          
openings.  Sometimes we would find 
that the goats had taken refuge there.  
Towards the end of the dry season 
there was always a severe shortage of 
food.  We generally received food 
from the UN to help out during this 
crisis time- beans, oil, salt, maize and 
milk.  We also treated those who were 
ill.  Some of the children were very 
malnourished- skeletal and pot-bellied.  
We mostly lived on rice and pasta 
with whatever was in season- beans, 
pumpkin, tomatoes, beef, goat.  All 

organic!  We did have bread and our cook made very good yeast bread.  He had been 
trained by the Italian sisters who were there before us.  At times there was tinned food 
and supplies brought in by Don Vittorio.  He flew in foodstuff including pannetoni at 
Christmas from Italy.  A bit like manna in the desert, we soon got very tired of it!   

All of this was based on the foundations laid by a pioneering spirit Brigid Rowe.  
Brigid went ahead of the rest to reconnoitre.  She approached the Concern team who were 
leaving and secured their appliances and some furniture for what would be the new   
community house.  Over the years that we were there many different sisters ministered.  
These included:  Francis Burke, Sarah, Adeodata, Margaret O’Rourke, Anastazia, Teresa, 
Christine, Marie Claire, Hediwg, Kate, Bea, Dr Jean Waldron, Liz, Salome.    

 
Conclusion 

This account has rambled around the main chapters of my life as a DMJ.  There are 
other episodes and areas that I have not gone into.  A bit like the Gospel of St John…. 
Books would not contain the whole story.   

There are many sisters with whom I lived and worked who were a very important 
part of my life.  Some have gone to God.  Others are still with us.  Please excuse         
omissions.  As I said earlier this is an overview rather than a comprehensive account and 
selects only a few areas to focus on.   
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The people of Uganda hold a special place in my heart.  We formed close bonds of 
friendship with the people of the western region and the people of Karamoja.  I cherish 
those memories.  It is a joy that our African sisters are now carrying forward the DMJ    
vision in many different ways.   

 

Memories-Sr. Bernie Hanrahan  

I joined the Ladies of Mary at 17 years of age and entered in Castlecor.  It was 
through some connection with the Creegans that I came to know of the Congregation.  
They were   different times.  Following our vows in Belgium I was appointed back to 
Castlecor with Liz McCarthy.  We were to be part of the formation community there, 
helping with teaching and supporting Ma Francis who was still in charge.  Mary Kevin 
was there also.  While Kevin and Francis were there throughout, there were others who 
came for long and short periods e.g  Mary Columba, Annette Corkery and Stan(islaus). 

When the time came for professional training, my preference was for a Nursing       
career.  However, I was asked to train as a teacher and that took place at Coloma in West 
Wickham.  

Following completion of the training, I worked in Uganda for two different phases- 
both in Kinyamasika Teacher Training College in Fort Portal.  The first stint was from 
’65-’68.  Philomena was College Principal; Mary Brendan was the Superior.  Bridie 
Doherty was Matron and in charge of the kitchen.  I remember Bridie going around with a 
bunch of keys.  I had the impression in those years that Mary Brendan felt lonely.  She 
often came to me for conversations and I tried to offer her some friendship and support.  
Mini and Margaret King were community members and on the teaching staff. 

Following that experience I was back in England for some years where I taught in 
school.  I lived in Forest Hill and taught in Purley.  Then came my next stint in Fort     
Portal.  That was from the early 70s to ’78.  Peg was Principal during some of those years 
and Mona, Teresa Clements, Anatolia and Jen were there on the staff.  Peg left in ‘74 and 
I think Teresa and Jen left at around the same time.  That left Mona, Anatolia and myself.  
They were happy years.  Up until the Amin years all was well.  Then the country         
gradually descended into fear and chaos.  It affected everyone.  We made a big transition 
at that time when we moved from the ‘old’ house to two staff houses.  The original house 
had been purpose built for the White Sisters whom we followed.  By the 70s it seemed 
more practical to vacate this house and make it available to the Banyateresa sisters who 
were more numerous than ourselves.  It was at this time that Sr Agnes of the Banyateresa 
took over the headship of the college.  Thus it was right that she should reside in the main 
house.  We were very happy in the two small staff houses.  Fort Portal is a lovely place 
with a good climate and at that time we could admire the snow- capped Rwenzori     
mountains from Virika Hill where we lived.  We enjoyed the ministry of teacher training 
and got to know the girls well.  Anna Mary, Dona and Tereza Bateta and Adeodata were 
among our students. Later Anastazia studied at Kinyamasika. There were many other    
religious on Virika in those days- the Holy Cross Sisters, Fathers, Brothers; the American 
Medical Mission sisters.  There were few White Fathers in Fort Portal Diocese.  We had a 
good relationship with all the other religious who lived close by. 

In ’78 I came home on leave.  I had been aware of a small lump on the breast and 
with the help of Nora I had it investigated in the Mater Hospital.  The initial investigation           
indicated that it was benign but as I was due to return to Uganda it was decided to do a       
biopsy.  That diagnosed cancer and this was to change the course of my life.  It was a        
frightening time with scans and big machines that were intimidating.  However, at such 
times we draw from strengths and resources that we aren’t aware of having.  I remember 
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the sense of heightened awareness that one gets when you have a brush with mortality.  I 
can still remember the crocuses and the beauty of nature.  It was all a life-changing      
experience.  It sensitized me to other people and the demands of illness.   

The decision was that I would remain in Ireland- at least for a period of recuperation.  
I lived in Ballymun with Nora, Danielle, Catherine Marie and Ann Burke.  It was a time 
of transition for the Irish Province as Castlecor had gone and we adjusted to small     
community living. Eucharia was Provincial during that time.   

Then I moved to Kilkenny.  Francis Marie moved there also at the same time.  It was 
the time when Margaret Mary Fox was elected Provincial and Francis Marie replaced her 
as the person in charge in Peace in Christ.  I enjoyed those years.  It was a different kind 
of involvement with people and I liked that connection. I have many memories of Bridget      
Collins, Kathleen Clancy and Margaret Maguire as we worked together to offer the best     
service we could.   

Some years later I was offered a course in Pastoral Studies in Mountjoy Square and 
that was an enriching experience.   

From then on my ministry was that of Parish work.  I worked in Newbridge Parish 
for six years as well as two parishes in Tallaght- St Aengus’s and Dominick’s.  In all I 
have been in Tallaght for 21 years.  During some of those years the Novitiate was based 
in Tallaght.  Teresa Clements was the Novice Mistress for most of that time.   We had 
different members in the community at different times.  By its nature the Novitiate    
community had to be more structured.  Kevin and Agatha were very influential in the 
lives of the novices as were the other sisters who formed the Novitiate Community.   

When I think back over the range of ministries and experiences, I think the parish        
ministry was the one that suited me best.  As I said earlier my original preference was for 
nursing but that didn’t happen.  I liked the way of relating with people that parish        
ministry made possible.  Even today when I am out and about I meet many people who 
have crossed my path and greet me with friendship and a chat.   

The religious life we joined and lived was of its time.  We 
now live in a very different world- we could not have imagined 
such change in our lifetime.  Each era has its own institutions, 
structures and way of living.  The type of life we lived would no 
longer be viable today.  We are called to adjust and adapt to the 
times that we live in and live the Gospel message in the NOW to 
the best of our ability.   

 
 

 
 

 

Memories of DMJ – Sr. Sheila Barrett  

 
Earliest memories: 

My mother told me that she and my father walked past Coloma 
Preparatory school in Bedford Park, West Croydon and said to 
each other wouldn’t it be wonderful if their children could go to a 
school like that, not thinking it would be possible. 

I remember going with my parents and sister and brother to St 
Anne’s College in Sanderstead one Sunday afternoon and their 
making enquiries about the school. They were directed to Coloma 
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as there were no places available at St Anne’s Prep. We lived in Caterham, so West 
Croydon was a much longer journey by bus.   

They decided that if my mother returned to work as a nurse, they should be able to 
manage the school fees.  

I have very fond memories of Coloma Prep. Mother Mary Constance was the            
headmistress. Miss Campbell’s class, the reception class was an Aladdin’s cave of toys 
and exciting things to play with. I loved the Wendy house and playing in the sand pit. I 
remember having a fight with a little boy called Leslie Brown who had bright red hair, 

about to do with the sand pit. Rest time was a 
daily ritual after lunch when we had to put our 
heads on our folded arms on the table and close 
our eyes for twenty minutes or so. I used to 
long for it to be over as it was so boring, doing 
nothing. Some children had camp beds to 
stretch out on, and I was always curious to 
know why this was. I also was curious also 
about the children who had to have their   
knickers changed. Miss Campbell had a stock 
of off white pants that came out most days. 
When I realised the reason for this I prided  

myself that I was not so afflicted! 
 A gentle little bell was rung to tell us that rest time was 

over, whereupon we had to stand and yawn and stretch our 
hands high above our heads. There was probably a little rhyme 
to say in unison. 

One of the things I hated was ‘milk time’, when small 
glass bottles of milk were handed out with a straw. I didn’t 
like milk, especially if it was lukewarm. 

I loved the pictures in the reading book we had about Hen 
Len, Cock Lock and Turkey Lurkey and the sky falling on Hen 
Len’s head.  

Assembly was a daily event, where prayers were chanted, 
we were given news and admonished or praised. We sang all 
the old hymns accompanied by Mrs Robertson on the piano. 
On    Fridays Sr Mary Constance would lead the chant:’ Today 
is  Friday, tomorrow is Saturday, the next day is Sunday, keep holy the Sabbath day!’ 

Proclamation was an annual event, when Reverend Mother Mary Joachim, who was 
like God, came to present badges and coloured sashes to all those who had excelled that 
year in conduct, diligence, discipline, improvement, and other virtues. 

A momentous day was when Mother Mary Constance announced that they were no   
longer ‘Mothers’ but ‘Sisters’. Why this was, was a mystery. 

Politeness was something held in esteem at Coloma prep. (There was also a            
Politeness ribbon awarded at proclamation).  Opening doors for teachers, standing up 
when an adult came into the classroom, politeness was part of the education, moulding 
the whole child. In the novitiate, when I read the Founder’s writings on courtesy and      
politeness, Coloma Prep immediately came to mind. It rang so many bells… Looking 
back, I think almost all the Founder’s pedagogy found expression in Coloma school. The 
place was warm and welcoming and caring. There were rules to be adhered to and you 
certainly knew about it if you lapsed or crossed boundaries. Every child was ‘known’ by 
all the teachers, each was treated as an individual. There was colour and vibrancy that 
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aroused curiosity in every corner, so many things waiting to be discovered. Even the 
smells of furniture polish and over cooked cabbage were inviting. 

Sr Barbara, my second teacher, was the first sister I remember to wear the new     
simple habit. I remember she had black musical note cut-outs, which could speak to her!  

The Founder was right about the blue scapula being cheerful, I thought it really    
pretty. I loved studying the teachers’ outfits.  Mrs Borrett always looked as if she were 
going to a wedding! Her hats were feathery and flowery in pretty pastel shades which 
matched her crimplene suits; a different colour for each day of the week. Miss Fealy was 
a bit more subdued, and her grey hair was always immaculate. I couldn’t work out why 
she looked young but had grey hair! She had skin like peaches and cream. 

We had a regular supply of student teachers which we loved; their clothes were      
different… Mary Quant like. I loved sling back shoes in bright colours which were in 
fashion in the mid-sixties.  The students’ lessons were more fun; they would tell us when 
the examiner was coming so we knew to be extra ‘good’.  

 
Sr Joseph Marion prepared me for First Holy Communion. It was an adventure   

walking  from the prep by the ‘out of bounds’ areas into the ‘big’ school to the chapel, 
where we practised kneeling along the altar rails and receiving the host, without letting it 
touch our teeth. 

I made my first confession at St Mary’s Church, West Croydon where Canon North, 
the parish priest was another God-like figure in my psyche. Every Tuesday we used to 
process down to St Mary’s for Mass, two by two, girls with white gloves on and those 
unusual royal blue hats and boys with their caps on. There was a uniform inspection     
before we set foot outside the door! Once in the church, I used to gaze up at the ceiling, 
statues, lights, pictures to entertain myself during the sermon. Occasionally a child might 
be asked a question. Thank God, it was never me! 

One of my happiest memories was being the May Queen for the annual May         
procession. I think I was eight or nine and all the parents and dignatries were invited. 
There was a heavy scent of lily of the valley and bluebells and wallflowers all around the 
gardens. I had to crown a large statue of Our Lady with a crown of flowers outside      
Loretto. I felt close to Our Lady that day. One of my favourite hymns has always been 
‘Bring flowers of the rarest’  

Religion lessons were high priority at Coloma. I used to love ‘colouring in’ and later, 
attempting to draw the stories from the Old and New Testaments. Sister M Constance 
used to take us for religion in Lower prep, which was Mrs Rainey’s class, as she was not 
Roman Catholic. 

One of the phrases we repeated over and over again with M. Constance was the       
response of the characters in the bible when they realised they were being called by God: 
‘Here I am, Lord, your servant is listening!’ 

I have many more memories of Coloma Preparatory School. I feel privileged, along 
with my sister and brother, to have been able to go to such a lovely school and all down to 
my parents’ sacrifices and their desire for the best for their children. Coloma, thanks to 
the fidelity and dedication of the sisters and staff, was a happy and cheerful place where 
children knew they were loved. I think it positively oozed Canon Constant Van         
Crombrugghe’s spirit!  

 
Novitiate 

My novitiate was in Herne Bay, Kent from 1976 to 1979. 
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There were two communities. One for the older sisters, which faced the sea front, and 
the novitiate house (no. 56) which was opposite the main house and was separated by two        
interconnecting gardens. 

Srs Mary John, Mary Columba, Mary Bridget, Ambrose, Ogilvy, Monica and Mary 
Monica, Celine, Bridie and Mary Jude lived in the sea front houses and Mary Veronica, 
(our novice mistress) Jennie, Pat and myself lived in no. 56. Margaret joined us a year or 
so later.  

Sr. Mary Bridget was a lovely Kerry woman, who was semi invalided. She had an     
evening ritual of dousing her bed with Lourdes water held in a large plastic container and 
then taking a swig from it and intoning ‘For the Holy Souls’ before she settled for the 
night. She talked with affection about the community in Coalville, which unfortunately 
had to close. 

Sr. Ogilvey had a budgie she named ‘Hernie Bay’ He was her trusted friend and from 
time to time she would be seen walking along the sea front, with Hernie in his cage, both    
delighting in the tangy sea air. 

Mary John would regale us with stories from the old Coloma and Scarborough,     
Labour in Vain and other places in which she had made her mark. She was often the 
source of giggles, especially during Evening prayer. Eventually Mary John took over the 
running of the Holiday house, on the sea front.  

 
My first impression of Sr. Celine was that of a 

small teddy bear in a nun’s habit, with snow white 
hair, pink cheeks, wrinkle free skin and twinkling 
blue eyes that matched the colour of her scapula. 
Her veil was always a bit askew and she almost   
always had a mischievous grin. One arm was       
always crooked with her hand on her hip as if she 
was thinking, or waiting for something to happen. 
She told one funny story after another, about     
Doneraille in Cork, where she was born, and Denny 
her brother and Mary Ita, her half sister, not to 
mention her former pupils in Scarborough and the 
nuns who taught her as a child. Celine was baptised 
with whisky, as she was premature. She was proud 
of being a Corkonian and certainly lived up to all 
that is attributed to those that hail from that part of 

the world. She was most loving and had a big heart. She taught me much about religious 
life and shared unselfconsciously her own spiritual life. 

One Holy Thursday, the novitiate decided to enact the Passover, to which all the      
community were invited. Everyone was asked to dress up. I don’t think I saw anything so 
funny as Columba and Celine arm in arm with their dressing gowns on and tea towels 
over their veils, both with staff in hand, picking their way across the garden. They were 
followed by Mary John and Ogilvy likewise attired. That should have been a warning as 
to what was to happen….As the youngest present I had to recite my designated line, but it 
was interrupted with a loud snort from deep within when I caught sight of Jennie and Pat. 
We collapsed into uncontrollable giggles which spread rapidly amongst the sisters but it 
stopped short of Mary Veronica!  I’m afraid the memory of the event stayed with us into 
the service in church that night as we tried hard to keep our shoulders still… to no avail. 

I had entered on March 19th and Jennie around Pentecost. Jennie was inspired by the 
Charismatic movement, of which I knew nothing. I don’t think she would mind me           

Sr. 
Celine 
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mentioning that once she burst into tears at the thought of Jesus being kept in a            
tabernacle. I was alarmed at first.  I remember Jennie telling us that her mum went to 
Lourdes specifically to pray for her daughter to leave the Ladies of Mary! 

Later that summer, a group of sisters arrived with someone from Middlesbrough who 
was interested in joining the novitiate. Maria, Jen, Phil and Cathleen had driven down 
with Pat. She blew in wearing a long hippy style dress and her long hair down her back. 
She may or may not have had sandals on. She made a dive for the toilet as she had been 
car sick. She gave the impression of owning the place. I didn’t like her one bit and she 
liked me even less. Despite the culture shock she had received in meeting Jennie and    
myself, Pat did join us. 

I don’t think Mary Veronica or the community knew what hit it for a long while. One 
day when I found Pat crying in her room, I decided I did like her, quite a lot in fact! From 
then on novitiate life could not be described as dull. 

One summer’s night we were wakened by unusual sounds of cracking and popping 
and banging. The air was acrid and hot. We looked out over the garden to see the sky a 
bright   orange, pink and yellow. We tore over to the community only to find firemen all 
over the place. Then one big beefy man came down the stairs with Sr Ambrose in his 
arms. She looked so tiny and not quite sure what was happening. Mary Columba was 
worried about the Blessed Sacrament and was looking for the tabernacle keys. Bridie, we 
learnt, had put her knickers on, and was desperate to get her money. The amusements   
arcade, which was only a few yards in front of us down a slope, was in flames and it was 
feared the wind might blow the fire up to the houses. 

Sr Bernadette Lecluyse was a member of the General team, responsible for           
formation. She introduced us to the riches of Ignatian spirituality. I remember her telling 
me to ‘cut off my head’ when I prayed. I’m grateful for her generous and wise guidance.  

We attended the Canterbury Franciscan Study Centre for theology and spirituality        
lectures. It says a lot that one of the few pieces of information I retained was Fr Eric 
Doyle o.f.m., telling us about his hamster called Norah, spelt ‘Gnawer’ which he wrote on 
the board. I can’t remember what the theological link was with Gnawer. Another was 
about Toad in the Wind in the Willows, when he experienced something strange in the 
woods, like Awe. Eric also shared that he had malignant melanoma and didn’t expect to 

live too much longer.  
I’m grateful to Mary Veronica 

and all those women who were part 
my initial formation into the     
Daughters of Mary and Joseph. 

 
 
The Herne Bay Novices and 

their “Jumelles” from other Provinces 
in 2001. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Anna Mary, Sheila, Margaret, Dona, Jennie 
  Pat, Agnès Phillips 
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EVENTS 

A Meeting between Sr. Agnès Charles DMJ and Fr. Robert Hamilton CJ 

Rome, November 2003. 
 
As I remember I was in Rome for meeting of the Union of Superior Generals.  It 

seemed an excellent opportunity to me to meet with Sr. Agnès 1Charles the Superior 
General of the DMJs for the first time. It was intended to be a courtesy call.  Little did I 
realis as I climbed out of the taxi just what an eventful meeting was about to take place.  

At that time the Superior General of the DMJs lived in Rome, Via dei Lucchesi. I        
remember the meeting as if it were yesterday.  Sr. Sheila Moloney was also present.  The 
conversation soon turned to our Founder.  I expressed my Concern that amongst the           
Josephites the Founder was not sufficiently known. Within a few minutes Agnès          
suggested the idea of a Symposium on the Founder for the members of the four          
Congregations that van Crombrugghe had founded.  I remember being slightly reticent 
about the idea but within a few minutes Agnès had convinced me that a Symposium was 
perfectly feasible in England using the Emmaus Retreat Centre in West Wickham.  

The next hour was spent drawing up a list of topics and speakers. 
That followed is history. Agnès and I 

worked together and were able to get Sr. Marie 
Rose, the Superior general of the sisters of St. 
Joseph to join us. Although the Sisters of Mary 
and Joseph were not able to join us in England 
they provided us with information on their   
history and spirituality. 

The Symposium took place in Emmaus      
February 28th to March 3rd 2005.   A detailed    
version of the proceedings of the symposium 
has been published in French and English (See 
www.vancrombrugghe.net)   

The collaboration did not end there.  In 
July 2009 a very special pilgrimage took place in Belgium entitled “In the Footsteps of 
the Founder”.  Members of all 4 Congregations met together in Belgium.  College Melle 
provided accommodation for those coming from the USA and England.  For a whole 
week we were able to visit places associated with the Founder. We visited Belleghem 
where the Founder collaborated with Julie Herbau who was to become the Superior     
General of the Sisters of St. Joseph of Bruges.  Another place of interest was the former 
Jesuit chapel in Alost where the Founder, as Director of the College often celebrated 
Mass. Sr. Agnès was able to organise a visit the parliament.  We were able to visit the 
very chamber where our Founder spoke up for freedom in education. 

Who would have believed that all this came as a result of a courtesy call in            
November 2003? 

 
Robert Hamilton CJ  
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Dans les pas du Fondateur – 2009 et 2017- Sr. Agnè Charles 

En 2005, à West Wickham, un bon nombre de Joséphites, de Filles de Marie et de         
Joseph, deux Sœurs de St Joseph se sont réunis pendant quelques jours pour un           
symposium. Nous avons échangé sur l’histoire de nos congrégations, sur nos apostolats, 
notre spiritualité. Ce fut pour moi une belle expérience très enrichissante et positive. Nous 
venions de pays    différents et nous avons tous, du moins je le crois, largement bénéficié 
de cette rencontre. 

Un peu plus tard, le Père Robert Hamilton m’a parlé d’un de ses projets… organiser    
ensemble un pèlerinage « Dans les pas du Fondateur ». Nous désirions inviter les quatre   
congrégations à y prendre part. Des réunions préparatoires eurent lieu pour organiser les    
visites, les rencontres, les liturgies, l’apport spirituel, historique et tout doucement cela 
s’est concrétisé. Nous étions tous intéressés par cet événement et prêts à y participer. La 
date de cette rencontre est fixée, ce sera en juillet 2009 et les Pères Joséphites proposent 
de nous    loger dans le collège de Melle. Les invitations sont lancées et la préparation 
plus précise s’organise… Nous visiterons Grammont, Alost, Melle, Mouscron, Herseaux, 
Erpe Mere, Blankenberge, Malines, Bruxelles, Bruges et Gand. Pour chaque jour, on   
prévoit la liturgie, avec un thème choisi, on remettra à chaque pèlerin chaque matin un 
petit livret explicatif sur les lieux visités, tant dans le cadre « civil » que dans l’optique 
qui touche notre Fondateur et nos congrégations. Les thèmes choisis pour la liturgie     
reprennent des points sur lesquels le Fondateur insistait dans ses écrits, ainsi la joie, la 
reconnaissance, la famille… 

 
Durant le pèlerinage, chaque congrégation nous reçoit dans l’hospitalité si chère à 

notre Fondateur. Partout, c’est la joie des retrouvailles, des rencontres, des échanges, de la 
prière partagée. Une visite au Parlement belge nous permet de nous asseoir dans la salle 
où le     Fondateur a prononcé ses discours. A Gand, une très belle eucharistie de clôture 
dans la crypte de la cathédrale est présidée par l’évêque du lieu. 

Pour moi, ce fut un temps privilégié de rencontre, de partage, de découverte et je 
pense que pour beaucoup ce fut aussi un temps marqué par la joie de voir ou revoir des 
consoeurs, des confrères, d’approfondir notre spiritualité, de visiter des lieux chargés 
d’histoire.  Plusieurs consoeurs m’ont dit combien elles étaient touchées du temps passé 
dans la chapelle du collège d’Alost, là où tout a commencé pour nous, de s’arrêter devant 
la petite maison de Colette de Brandt, de voir ou revoir Uccle où beaucoup avaient vécu 
leur noviciat. 
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En préparant et en vivant cette expérience, j’ai été fort marquée par l’intérêt de     
chacun et de chacune à vivre ensemble ce temps privilégié, un peu comme une              
reconnaissance de tout ce passé chargé d’un héritage commun sous bien des aspects, mais 
aussi distinct pour chacune de nos congrégations.    

Et voilà que quelques années plus tard, l’idée est lancée par les FMJ. On organise un 
nouveau pèlerinage en 2017, année du bicentenaire de la fondation de nos congrégations.  

Le Père Robert Hamilton accepte de préparer à nouveau un programme et d’en        
assurer, avec moi, le contenu. Nous avons quelques réunions pour mettre cela au point. 
Marie Claire Nakayiza accepte de nous aider surtout pour toute la partie administrative et 
matérielle, le logement, les repas, le transport, les photocopies, les liens avec les             
responsables des lieux visités et fait cela avec brio. Nous travaillons aussi ensemble 
quelques jours pour mettre au point les derniers détails. Les Sœurs de St Joseph et les 
Sœurs de Marie et de Joseph nous assurent qu’elles seront heureuses de nous accueillir et 
ce fut le cas. Bien sûr, les Pères Joséphites et les FMJ nous ont reçus avec beaucoup 
d’affection et d’attention. 

Un groupe assez nombreux de sœurs plus jeunes, venues surtout d’Afrique, mais je 
tiens à la souligner, avec une présence de chaque entité de notre congrégation prend part à 
cette nouvelle aventure. Deux jeunes Pères Joséphites africains y participent, ainsi que le 
Père Ludo de Californie.  

Malgré nos craintes pour l’obtention des visas, la Belgique les accorde à tous sauf à 
une de nos sœurs et à un père. 

 
Le pèlerinage se déroule dans la seconde moitié du mois d’avril 2017. Cette fois, 

c’est à Drongen, dans un magnifique vieux couvent tenu par les Jésuites que nous 
sommes hébergés. Nous sommes très bien accueillis, pouvons prier dans une belle       
chapelle, avons une grande salle de réunion, prenons certains repas sur place dans un 
grand réfectoire. Nous commençons notre rencontre en partageant avec les participants 
quelques données plus historiques et spirituelles de notre vie depuis 1817. Ensuite, un car 
nous emmène d’abord à Grammont, puis au fil des jours, nous irons aussi à Alost, à 
Melle, à Louvain, Mouscron, Bruxelles, Gand, Coloma, Blankenberge, Bruges. Tous ces 
lieux sont chargés d’histoire pour nous, le Fondateur les a marqués, par son esprit jusqu’à 
ce jour. C’est aussi, pour nous spécialement, la joie de rencontrer, à Alost nos trois sœurs, 
à Erpe Mere, Yvonne, à Bruxelles un grand nombre d’entre nous. 

Je dois avouer que j’avais un peu d’appréhension de vivre un deuxième pèlerinage, 
mais j’ai été presqu’immédiatement amenée à vivre une toute nouvelle expérience qui fut 
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très    enrichissante et positive.  Heureusement, quelques directives reçues de l’Equipe 
centrale m’ont permis d’accentuer les rencontres avec les Sœurs de Belgique, avec des 
directeurs et directrices d’école, avec les Pères joséphites et les Sœurs de Marie et de Jo-
seph et les Sœurs de Saint Joseph. Et nous avons pu réaliser cela avec succès. 

Ce qui m’a réjouie, dès le premier jour, c’est tout d’abord de revoir des sœurs que 
j’avais connues il y a quelques années, de faire la connaissance de nouveaux visages et de 
créer des liens. Ces sœurs m’ont émerveillée par leur ouverture, leur désir de vivre ce   
pèlerinage dans sa dimension spirituelle, leur sens du réel, leur conviction qu’elles sont 
celles qui assureront l’avenir et qui permettront que notre charisme continue à vivre dans 
le monde de demain. Quel potentiel est là, parmi elles, pour assurer l’avenir et s’investir 
dans la vie et dans la mission. J’ai été touchée aussi de voir combien, dans toutes les     
institutions qui ont été fondées par des membres de nos quatre congrégations, les laïcs 
gardent vivants les principes éducatifs et les valeurs que le Fondateur voulait voir régner 
dans les écoles et dans d’autres institutions aussi. C’est partout où nous sommes passés 
que j’ai remarqué cela et fut pour moi un temps d’action de grâce. 

Je me sens privilégiée d’avoir pu vivre intensément ces deux expériences et d’avoir 
reçu des grâces qui m’habitent encore aujourd’hui : l’espérance, la confiance, la           
reconnaissance. 

Merci beaucoup à chacun et chacune qui a participé à l’un ou même pour certaines 
aux deux cheminements dans les pas du Fondateur, et cela avec un enthousiasme engagé. 
C’est bon de vivre des moments pareils ensemble, dans la prière, dans le partage, dans la            
découverte. C’est un lien qui nous unit et qui porte des fruits. 

Merci au Père Robert d’avoir partagé sa connaissance profonde et inspirée du Fonda-
teur, merci pour sa bonté, son écoute et ses bons conseils.  

Merci à Linda Webb et à son équipe d’avoir encouragé la mise en œuvre du premier      
pèlerinage et à Helen Lane et à celles qui l’entourent au niveau général d’avoir osé              
entreprendre un second puis d’en avoir assuré la bonne marche. 

Merci de m’avoir offert l’occasion de découvrir combien les sœurs qui assurent la   
relève le font avec générosité, avec compétence, attentives à ce que le charisme et les    
valeurs soient vivants dans notre monde aujourd’hui et demain où l’amour de Dieu nous 
attend. 

 
***** 

In the footsteps of the Founder - 2009 and 2017- Sr. Agnès Charles 

In 2005, at West Wickham, a number of Josephites, some Daughters of Mary and   
Joseph and two Sisters of St. Joseph met for a few days for a symposium. We shared 
about the history of our congregations, our apostolates, our spirituality. It was a very     
rewarding and positive experience for me. We came from different countries and we all, I 
believe, have    benefited greatly from this meeting. 

A little later, Father Robert Hamilton told me about one of his projects ... to organize    
together a pilgrimage "In the Footsteps of the Founder". We wanted to invite the four        
congregations to take part. Preparatory meetings were held to organize visits, meetings,      
liturgies, the spiritual and historical input, and slowly it materialized. We were all         
interested in this event and ready to participate. The date of this meeting was fixed, it 
would be in July 2009 and the Joséphite Fathers proposed that we stay in the college of 
Melle. The invitations were sent and the more detailed preparations organized ... We 
would visit Grammont, Aalst, Melle, Mouscron, Herseaux, Erpe Mere, Blankenberg, 
Mechelen, Brussels, Bruges and Ghent. For each day, the liturgy was planned, with a 
chosen theme, each pilgrim would be given each morning a small explanatory booklet on 
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the places visited, both in the "civil" context and in the perspective that affects our 
Founder and our congregations. The themes chosen for the liturgy took up points on 
which the Founder insisted in his writings, so joy, gratitude, family spirit ... 

 
During the pilgrimage, each congregation received us with the hospitality so dear to 

our Founder. Everywhere was the joy of reunion, meetings, conversations, shared prayer. 
A visit to the Belgian Parliament allowed us to sit in the room where the Founder          
delivered his speeches. In Ghent, a beautiful Eucharist of closing was presided over by 
the bishop of the place in the crypt of the cathedral. 

For me, it was a privileged time of meeting, of sharing, of discovery and I think that 
for many it was also a time marked by the joy of meeting or meeting again, sisters and 
confreres, deepening our spirituality, visiting places full of history. Several sisters told me 
how much they were touched by the time spent in the chapel of the college in Aalst, 
where it all began for us, to stop in front of the little house of Colette de Brandt, to see or 
see again, Uccle where many had lived during their novitiate. 

In preparing and living this experience, I was very touched by the interest of each 
and every one to live together this privileged time, a bit like an acknowledgement of all 
this history charged with a common heritage in many ways, but also distinct for each of 
our congregations. 

And then, a few years later, the idea was thrown out by the DMJ: Let’s organise a 
new pilgrimage in 2017, the bicentenary of the founding of our congregations. 

Father Robert Hamilton agreed to re-prepare a program and handle the content with 
me. We had a few meetings to focus that. Marie Claire Nakayiza agreed to help us        
especially with all the administrative part, accommodation, meals, transport, photocopies, 
links with officials of places visited and did this brilliantly. We also worked together for a 
few days to finalise the details. The Sisters of St Joseph and the Sisters of Mary and       
Joseph assured us that they would be happy to welcome us and this was the case. Of 
course, the Joséphite Fathers and the DMJ received us with great affection and attention.  

A fairly large group of younger sisters came, mostly from Africa, but I want to            
emphasize this, with a presence from every entity of our congregation taking part in this 
new adventure. Two young African Joséphite Fathers participated, as well as Father Ludo 
from California.  

Despite our fears about obtaining visas, Belgium granted them to all but one of our      
sisters and a father.  
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The pilgrimage took place in the second half of April 2017. This time it was based in 

Drongen, in a beautiful old abbey run by the Jesuits. We were made very welcome, could 
pray in a beautiful chapel, have a large meeting room, take some meals on site in a large     
refectory. We started our meeting by sharing with the participants some more historical 
and spiritual data of our life since 1817. Then, a coach took us first to Grammont, then 
over the days we also went to Aalst, Melle, Leuven, Mouscron, Brussels, Ghent, Coloma, 
Blankenberge, Bruges. All these places are steeped in history for us, the Founder has 
marked them with his spirit to this day. It is also, for us especially, the joy of meeting, our 
three sisters in Aalst, Yvonne in Erpe Mere, and a large number of us in Brussels. 

I must admit that I was a little apprehensive about a second pilgrimage, but I was    
almost immediately brought to live a brand-new experience that was very rewarding and 
positive. Fortunately, some directives received from the CLT (Congregation Leadership 
Team) enabled me to focus the meetings with the Sisters of Belgium, with school        
principals, with the Josephite Fathers and the Sisters of Mary and Joseph and the Sisters 
of Saint Joseph. And we were able to achieve that successfully. 

What made me happy from the first day was to meet sisters I had met a few years 
ago, to meet new faces and build relationships. These sisters amazed me by their        
openness, their desire to live this pilgrimage in its spiritual dimension, their sense of     
reality, their conviction that they are the ones that will ensure the future and that will    
allow our charism to continue to live in the world of tomorrow. What potential there is 
among them to secure the future and to invest in life and mission.  I was also touched to 
see how, in all the institutions that were founded by members of our four congregations, 
the laity keep alive the educational principles and values that the Founder wanted to see 
reign in schools and in other institutions too. I noticed this everywhere we went and it 
was a time of thanksgiving for me. 

I feel privileged to have been able to live intensely these two experiences and to have   
received graces which still live to me today: hope, confidence, recognition. 

Thank you very much to everyone who participated in one, or even some of the two, 
journeys in the footsteps of the Founder, and that with a committed enthusiasm. It's good 
to live such moments together, in prayer, in sharing, in discovery. It is a link that unites us 
and that bears fruit. 

Thank you to Father Robert for sharing his profound and inspired knowledge of the 
Founder, thanks for his kindness, his listening and his good advice. 
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Thanks to Linda Webb and her team for encouraging the implementation of the first    
pilgrimage and to Helen Lane and those around her at the general level for daring to           
undertake a second pilgrimage and for keeping it on track. 

Thank you for giving me the opportunity to discover how well the sisters who        
represent the new generation are doing so generously, competently, attentive to the fact 
that charism and values are alive in our world today and tomorrow where the love of God 
is waiting for us. 

 

Memories from Sr. Christine Ntibarutaye  

I joined the Daughter of Mary and Joseph in 1984 in 
Kanyinya where the DMJ Burundi opened the Noviciate.  
In 1986, the Church in Burundi was persecuted, whereby 
all the missionaries had to leave the country - even by 
force. The question for the DMJ in Burundi was what next 
for these novices? We were three novices, one Rwandese, 
and two Burundians. The Rwandese left the Congregation 
and the two of us, Renee Butoyi and I, were ready to join 
the Noviciate in Uganda. But how to reach there was also a 
question.  Nobody of our sisters could go out of the      
country and come back.  If you left the country at that time 
you were barred from re-entering.  Michele Collignon who 
was in charge of us sent a telegram to Helen Lane who was 
at that time, the Provincial of Uganda to come to the        
Burundi border to collect us.  Michelle was sure that Helen 
would have got the message.  So we were told to go to say 

good bye to our families as we didn’t know when we could meet them again, since the 
situation of the war was becoming very bad.  

We had our two weeks with our families and came back to pack our things in order to 
leave the country.  On the 26th October 1984, we left Burundi in tears and Michelle drove 
us to the Burundi border to meet Helen who, in fact, did not turn up.  We waited for the 
whole day, no Helen and at the end of the day we came back.  My sadness turned to joy 
as we were coming back to the Country, because I was telling to myself, I would never 
see again my family.  At that time, the communication was difficult.  The only way of 
communicating was through the telegram and you had to go to Bujumbura to send it.  So 
as there was no communication from Uganda, after two days on the 28th October, 
Michelle decided again to drive us to the Border, hoping maybe to see Helen arriving.  
Once again there was no sign of Helen.   Michelle’s worry was that if we didn’t leave the 
country before the rest of the sisters were forced to leave we would never get a chance to 
join the Noviciate in Uganda.  She said, ‘I am going to risk driving you to Kigali and I 
will leave you with the Jesuits’.   She did not have any paper to cross the borders so she 
asked the police who were at the border to allow her to drive us to Kigali and come back 
the same day.  I think after a long discussion with the police they allowed her to cross the 
borders under certain conditions.  So she drove us to    Kigali and handed us to one of the 
Jesuits whom she knew very well.  And she asked him to help us to reach Uganda.   
Michelle left us and went back to Burundi. This time, we were concerned about Michelle 
going back alone.  But we trusted that our Mother Mary and St Joseph were going to    
protect her.  

The following day, the Father took us to the immigration to look for a visa to go to 
Uganda.  People in the office were very nice to us, showing us how to fill the forms,     
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because the forms were in English and we were used to the French.  After getting the    
visa, the following day the Jesuits gave us a vehicle and driver to take us to Rwanda and 
Uganda borders.  Everything went well at the two borders and everybody was             
sympathising with us as they were aware of Burundi situation. 

Reaching the Uganda side, what next?  We didn’t know where to go. Michelle had 
given us all the addresses of the DMJ houses in Uganda.  We said to each other, ‘let us try 
the   nearest’ and this was Kabale.  We took a special hire taxi from the border, which 
cost a lot of money according the ones who knew the prices.  The taxi man told us that he 
knew the DMJ but finally we discovered this wasn’t  true.  He just  drove us to Rushoroza 
hill in Kabale and we had to find out which house ourselves .  We tried two convents and 
the sisters would tell us, ‘we are not DMJ’.  We tried a third one and this was the right 
one.  

 I rang the bell and there comes a DMJ: Liz McCarthy and I recognised the medal. I 
said ‘Good morning sister, I am Christine , I come from Burundi’.  And the sister started 
to say, ‘Oh my goodness, what’s happened to you?  We were expecting you in two 
weeks’ time’.   She continued, saying “Oh my goodness “. And luckily enough, she    
started to talk to me in French. And for me I was so happy to have found a DMJ house.   I 
said ‘Now let me go to tell the one I came with that it is the right house and pay the taxi 
man.’   We took our suitcases in the house, and Liz asked us ‘How much did you pay?’  I 
said ‘10 dollars’ and she said ‘that is a lot of money you gave’, I said ‘Sister, we don’t 
know the price but thank God we are safe’.  So in the community, there was, this young 
looking girl called Anastazia , who was a postulant at that time, and she was looking at us 
with the eyes full of compassion but no way to communicate.   There was also Anatolia.  
The communication became very tough.  For me I knew how to say ‘Good morning, I am 
Christine from Burundi’ and full stop.  Liz started to talk to everybody in French, telling 
Anastazia to prepare a cup of tea for us. And since Anastazia didn’t understand what Liz 
was saying, she kept looking at us. But for us we were waiting for this cup of tea which 
never came. And at the end Liz noticed that we were not given a cup of tea and started to 
shout at Anastazia and Anastazia said that she did not understand the language she used. 

Liz asked us if we wanted to go to the Provincial house, and we said ‘We don’t even 
know where the Provincial house is; now we are in your hands do whatever you want 
with us.  For us we are happy that we have found DMJ.’   So she gave us a room in the 
annexe. And during the night, we felt insects falling on our beds and starting to bite us 
and these were red ants. We could not sleep, the whole night we were chasing these ants. 
And in that room, there was no electricity, we used the lantern. 

And we were scared to go out since it was our first time in Uganda. Outside it was 
very dark, we could not go out. We started to say, ‘God what is this? You brought us 
safely to the DMJ and now we are eaten by the ants.’   We were happy to see the night 
over. 

In the morning Liz asked us if we slept well, we said ‘No’.  We told her the story of 
the ants and she said ‘Why you did you not come to tell me that you have a problem.’  
We said, ‘Do you think that we knew where to find you?’   So she told us to move to the 
community house .The following night, we had a very good sleep.  

After two days in Kabale community, we were brought in Mbarara to the Provincial 
house, where we met Helen coming from Kampala to meet us at the border. She found us 
in her house. There were a lot of emotions in the house to see us arriving in such a         
situation. But what we found difficult in the Provincial house was a very tough dog called 
“Kwinsi”.   He could not smell us; he would just come to attack us. Thank God Diane was 
there and came to our rescue. Because we were scared of this dog, we kept saying that we 
would like to go to join the Noviciate in Ibanda but unfortunately, the Noviciate was     
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being renovated and we had to wait for at least two weeks.  We waited until the Noviciate 
was ready to accommodate us. 

I would like to thank each and every one who built me up from the day I expressed 
my desire to join the DMJ up to now.   Some have gone to God.  May they be rewarded            
continuously. Blessings, Blessings, blessings to each one of you. 

 
 

 

A Postulancy with a difference – Sr. Pat Pearson  

I have lot of memories and stories of my life within this much loved DMJ family.   I 
will write about one of my first memories as a postulant in Middlesbrough community.  

To the best of my knowledge I have managed to be ‘first’ three times in my life.  I 
am the first born of my parents, the first postulant of the Middlesbrough DMJ community 
and the first dmj to use squatters’ right.  

It is to the second of these that want to share- my experience as a Postulant in            
Middlesbrough.    

 Being a first postulant in a very active and totally committed small group of women 
was wonderful but would it work? I gather a lot of discussion and phone conversations 
went up and down the country between the Provincial house and the North.  Initially it 
was thought I would go south for a Postulancy programme but that would have meant   
beginning in 1976 because the nature of my work meant a 6 month notice to resign and it 
was thought better that I begin as soon as possible. The plan was that I would continue 
my work and would live in community four nights a week.  

 I was a bit anxious when I heard the word ‘programme’ and surely I had no clue as 
to what a postulant was so I was relieved when Sr Leonard said ‘Don’t worry, Pat.  It’s a 
long time since we had one and things have changed!!’   

Mary Kevin was brought out of retirement to be postulant mistress and tried her very 
best to get her head around the fact that I was to stay in the house only 4 nights a week 
and that I didn’t have a short skirt in my wardrobe.   

We managed to fit all into our busy lives.  Everyone was kind and helpful and it 
helped that I was working with Phil Lafferty, often sharing long hours on the road          
together and working in the whole diocese on various social tasks.  Mary Kevin was     
always encouraging that all would be well, encouraging me when I wasn’t too sure.   

And so it was mid Oct 1975 when Phil and myself were called to remove from an     
adoption placement a baby girl of a year old.  Sadly this was her second breakdown in     
adoption placement and as her key worker I was her main carer. The diocese had to abide 
by the rules.  My first reaction spoken aloud to Phil was just ‘maybe I ought to give this          
postulancy thing up and go back to the small community.  Maybe it’s a sign.’  I was      
confused.  I went off with baby Marcella for her to have a medical and Phil set off for 
home. On my way to the office with the baby Phil stopped me and said the community 
were willing to accept the baby if I wished to continue.   

So began another stage of my DMJ Postulancy programme!   I gathered that Mary 
Kevin was the go between and had persuaded Marie Paula that the Spirit would find 
away.  I do know that by the time all the official paper work at the office was complete 
Marcella was   another ‘4 day a weeker’ in Middlesbrough community.   

Marcella crept into all our hearts and my introduction to the office book, church     
history, community life, revolved around feeding, bath-time, playtime and bedtime. The 
sisters did a tremendous amount to help support the two of us.   
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Mary Kevin was determined to keep her distance from Marcella but Marcella made 
sure she was not ignored. Marcella often would crawl to Mary Kevin’s door and wait 
noisily until Kevin appeared. Or we would often find both of them in chapel, Kevin     
having turned the stool upside down and placing the baby inside.   Mary Kevin would be 
praying away and Marcella content just to be.   

The Sisters in the community did all they could to provide a warm loving                
environment for Marcella who thrived on it all.   

In mid Nov a third family was chosen for the baby.   Because of the previous      
breakdown we decided that more visits would be needed.   Again the community stepped 
in if the appointments were on the days we were in the community.   

Mary Kevin was very concerned that I was too attached to the baby and was unsure 
that I wouldn’t be able to let her go and shared her concern with me. I was extremely    
attached to her but not to the extent that I would not be able to let her go to two loving 
parents.  We were all attached at this stage, and my sisters really went the extra mile so 
many times during those months. They never once made me feel that their space was    
being invaded. Early Jan saw Marcella placed into a warm loving family in Leeds.  They 
collected her from the community and she went off with them saying bye to all of us   
happily.   

It was a very quiet house for a while but dear Mary Kevin announced to all who were 
around that initially she was afraid I wouldn’t be able to leave all and follow Him but had 
no doubts now after handing over Marcella.  

This was the background from which I started in this 
family.  A willingness to be different, to make space and 
an honesty that sometimes cost. To stretch the walls of 
our tent and be able to be instruments of mercy and 
compassion.   

I left Darlington station on Feb 2nd 1976 to begin my 
novitiate strengthened by the treasure I found in each 
sister of Middlesbrough community.  I think they        
deserved medals for putting up with me but they          
certainly passed their postulancy badge.  

 
 

 

Postulancy and Novitiate time in Mbarara -Sr. Anna Mary Mukamwezi  

It was September 1973 when I said good bye to my parents in Rukinga about 30 
miles from Mbarara to enter the then Ladies of Mary Convent.  The Image is still vivid in 
my mind.  I was carrying my suitcase on my head while holding a bag full of books and 
teaching apparatus.  Approaching Maryhill Liz McCarthy appeared driving to Mbarara 
town.   She must have guessed who I was.  She stopped, asked my name put me in the car 
and drove me to the Convent.  She was a God send.  

Up to the Convent we went.  Sarah Durkan who was to be our Novice Directress,      
Margaret Mary Ascott, Cathleen McCarthy, Eileen Maher, Mary Moran, Katie (Matthias) 
and Helen Lane who were teaching and working at Maryhill came for lunch just as Liz 
and I were arriving.  I was ushered into the dining room for lunch.  

I felt overwhelmed as it was my first time to be with such a big group of nuns. But 
what struck me and remained with me was the overwhelming joy which was reflected on 
their   faces and in their conversation, they were a little bit noisy but very Jolly.  People 
had warned me I might be sent back home because I was wearing a mini dress, yet all the 
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dresses I had were mini so I had no choice.  I was received as I was and that calmed my 
fears.  The challenge I faced was to try to use a knife and fork for lunch that day.  I       
observed how others were handling those utensils but it was not easy.  I was aware some 
sisters were watching and that made me nervous until boldly Katie came and literally 
made me hold them properly.  It was a bit embarrassing but I was better for supper and I 
soon became an expert in using a knife and a fork.  

Donatilla came in the evening of the same day and that made things easier. We were     
received on the Feast of the Exaltation of the Cross, 14th September after a week.  We 
then moved from Emmaus to one of Maryhill staff houses.  It was Sarah, Mary Moran, 
Donatilla and myself. 

Sarah and Mary had a room each and Dona and I shared a double bedroom. But we 
did not stay alone all the time.  Some of the days we had to mind Karoli, Mary Moran’s 
adopted son whose mother had died at his birth.  His father who was a catechist in one of 
the Parishes brought him to us one morning.  He was about 5 months old, healthy and 
lovely.  He was brought to us to mind for weekends and it was a delight.  During the 
week, he was minded by some of the students at Maryhill who were taking Home       
Economics.  We also used to have many visitors because of Karoli!  Since this was the 
first ladies of Mary novitiate in Uganda, all was new both for the sisters and for us       
postulants.    

President Idi Amin had taken over the Government 2 years earlier and things were      
becoming harder by day.  Essential commodities like food, soap, salt, sugar and flour had 
to be rationed and the only few shops in which they were found were Indian shops in 
Mbarara town.  Petrol too was scarce.  We baked our own bread.  Because of scarcity and 
costs we sat as a community and each of us decided what we should give up.  Dona gave 
up bread for sugar and I gave up sugar for bread.  Since then, I do not care for sugar.   I 
do not remember what Sarah and Mary gave up but each gave up something 

After a year and a half, we moved into the Annex of Emmaus community which     
became our novitiate.  Mary Kizito joined us then.  Mary was a secretary at Maryhill but 
left after her novitiate.  We had meals with the community but had our recreation in the 
Annex ourselves.   Sarah too slept in the Annex.  Time for bed was 10.00 pm but       
sometimes we stayed up late chatting.  We knew Sarah was deaf in one ear and we made 
sure to find out on which side she liked to sleep at night so we could stay up late.  Dona 
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and I joined the students at Maryhill for Home Economics and needle work classes.  We 
also joined the choir and the Legion of Mary and we used to go out to villages to visit the 
sick and help the poor.   It was a very enriching time for us.  In actual fact we all three 
had a wonderful time.  While in the Novitiate, we were encouraged to communicate with 
other novices in other countries like Jennie and Sheila Barrett in England and some 3   
others in California who have left since. 

I look back in awe and gratitude for all my formators those still living and those who 
have gone to God.  I was very happy to visit Sarah in August 2014 
and what was still vivid in her mind was novitiate time.  When I   
reminded her of some of the fun we used to have, she reminded me 
that one of the novices had left before her first vows and that was 
Mary Kizito.  That she could remember is still a mystery to me! 

The learning which I still hold precious when I look back to 
those years is that what Sarah kept emphasising for us was not the 
Canon law or any other rule but putting mercy into practice by     
welcoming an orphan in our formation place and reaching out to the 
disadvantaged.  We had not even started learning about our charism. 

 
 

 

Memories of the Juniorate Years -Sr. Clare Miriam Briody  

 
 

 
 
Memories can be the best blessing in one’s life.  I often go back in mind to the first 

days of being in the Juniorate at Castlecor.  I remember very clearly all of the             
preparations my family and I made for my departure from home in 1947 to become a 
member of this elite but youthful band of the very first Juniors.  We were 14 in number 
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and we were all somewhere on the calendar line of between 14-15 years of age, young 
and so earnest to become nuns, we were so well-behaved most of the time.  We each    
carried a certain kind of apprehension about being ‘sent home’!!! 

Our first mentors in religious life were Mother Mary Francis O’Connor, Mary Kevin 
Fleming, Mary Brendan O’Shea from the English Province.  She was a wonderful       
English, Math, Science and Biology teacher!  Mother Mary Kevin taught us Religion, 
Latin, French, ‘General knowledge’ and Music + Etiquette.  Mother Mary Francis taught 
us Church History.  All three of these pioneer sisters taught us the rudiments of Religious 
Life, community living, sharing what we might receive as a gift in the mail (like sweets or 
something simple).  We were taught about different ways to pray and we actually had our 
own Office Books called Office of the Blessed Virgin Mary.  Daily Mass was so           
important in our lives that we would walk into the closest town, Ballymahon, every   
morning at 6.30 for a 7am Mass.  One morning a week we had the Parish Priest come out 
to the Convent and offer Mass after which we could smell the sizzling of bacon and eggs 
for his breakfast while we sedately ate our bowl of porridge wishing we could have the 
same eating experience as he!!  We were so young but determined to be like the ‘Little 
Flower’ in a cold and damp convent.  I do not regret one moment of those beginning days 
of our beloved Rosary Convent.  We learned to bear the cold and the dampness, a broken 
heating system and always the message that MM Francis would write to America for the 
money to fix it and the plumbing.   

These three heroic women sacrificed much of their daily lives for us.  We didn’t      
realise how poor in material goods Rosary Convent was until one day, MM Francis asked 
us to write to our parents and tell them we needed them to send us a ration of tea and   
sugar every week and a cash donation of 7 pounds and 6 pence – actually a sizeable 
amount of money back in 1947.  We had come from average to low-waged families but in 
her enthusiasm to have us in the Juniorate MM Francis had forgotten to tell us that we 
needed to finance our eating needs.  Most of us would receive our supply of tea and sugar 
every Thursday by mail, with the cash wrapped in some cellophane or the like and tucked 
inside the packaging.  No mail robbery ever touched our precious cargo.   

The Juniors were ‘growing girls’ and we were always hungry so it was difficult for 
these three stalwart nuns to satisfy this hungry ‘tribe’.  In my later years I learned how the 
Sisters worried about our being hungry.  They would let us wander in the old orchard 
some days and tell us to eat a lot of the apples growing there.  Their intent was to ‘fill us 
up’ with the fruit.  I recall always feeling so wealthy having access to so many apple 
trees.  As a city girl in 1947 there weren’t many homes having the luxury of apples       
growing in an orchard and being ‘invited’ to eat them.   

Those days in the Juniorate followed with like experiences when we entered as           
Postulants are among the most cherished of my life.  Those were the days when life was 
full of prayer and laughter and learning.  Don’t get me 
wrong.  I had wonderful community experiences later in 
life but the friendships and real communication was so 
alive in our youth (not an unusual phenomenon) that we 
were a solid and good support to each other when we went 
to Belgium for our 2nd year novitiate and then off to the 
Missions elsewhere in the DMJ realm of opportunities we 
had become capable of teaching large classes of children 
with very minimum training…. While attending College 
courses in order to obtain Teaching Credentials.  And      
Religious Life became more intriguing as we advanced in 
wisdom, age and grace.   
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I thank God for the women who bore the names of Francis, Kevin and Brendan to be 
followed by Dame Agatha and MM Joachim. Wonderful religious who left their            
distinctive marks of our DMJ charism every day and who loved us into mature young 
women religious.  I love my memories of each one of them. I thank God for the            
continuing effects of having had their exemplary teachings to guide me through life every 
day.   

 

Professions in 1964 – Sr. Sheila Molony  

I was blessed in the Novitiate in being part of a large, noisy group.  After two years 
in Forest Hill, three of us were sent to Belgium for our third year of the novitiate….      
Felicé (Mary Anselm), Deirdre (Mary Damien) and me, (Mary James). 

Belgium was wonderful in so many ways.  The group there was truly international…. 
Belgian, Spanish and English.  Unfortunately that year, there were no novices from       
Ireland with us, as they had been sent to join “our” group in Forest Hill.   

The usual practice had been for all the novices in Belgium to remain there, and take 
their First Vows together… then return to their home countries.   However, we were      
different, and sent a secret message back to Sr. Mary Peter, the Provincial in England, 
asking could we return for our First Profession.  She agreed… but it did cause problems 
for us in many ways – one of which was that we did not have our Canonical Examination 
with the group in Belgium… and missed it in England initially.   We had a 30 day Retreat 
(in French!) then left for home.  We arrived within 2 days of the great day – and very      
urgent arrangements had to be made for someone to come and Canonically examine the 
three of us.  We were allowed to bring back (wearing it!) only one of our long black     
habits… and we opted for our “Sunday ones”.  However, in my case, I had eaten so many 
tartines in Belgium that I had put on 3 stone in weight, so my dress only zipped as far as 
the waist, and then there was a wide gap, shaped like a V, up to the neck!  Fortunately it 
was covered by my half-scapular for the journey home, and caused great merriment on 
our arrival back in Mayow Road.  A new one had to be made for me! 

Our group of 5 had expanded in our absence, by the arrival of 9 from Ireland.  We 3 
did not really know them well – but soon remedied that!   So… for our First Profession 
we were 17!   

The year was 1964… and whilst we had been in Belgium there had been the Second   
Vatican Council.  We were the guinea pigs, setting the trend for a change in our Religious 
Habit.  We made our Vows in St. Philip’s in Sydenham, and we processed into the        
sacristy, wearing our white veils, blue half-scapulars etc…. and came out showing hair, 
ears and ankles!   We were the first to show the “soft veils” and there was huge interest in 
how we looked, how the veils stayed on and how modern it all was!  As we processed 
down the aisle, singing “My soul give thanks to the Lord”, we were holding our heads 
and necks very stiffly, in case of a disaster and a veil falling off!”   

The changes that ensued from the Vatican Council meant that so many of “our” 
group, both from England and Ireland, subsequently left the Congregation.  The three of 
us who went to Belgium have remained, with the help of God!  We went through so many 
changes in our Religious Life, and indeed in what we wore too, but the essence has       
remained, and the Joy of being a DMJ remains today.  
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A Pilgrimage to Remember and Cherish  

by Sr. Margaret Davis.   
 
I was honoured to represent the Irish Province at the International Formation Meeting 

in Belgium and Rome in December 1998.  The pilgrimage could not go wrong because of 
the excellent start given to us by Simone.  She was imbued with the life and spirituality of 
our Founder.   

It gave me immense joy to visit the Clos and meet once again the sisters with whom I 
lived in Cher Burundi.  I found the charism alive and well.  How     encouraging it was to 
mingle with our young sisters from Africa and England.  I was so 
pleased.  I remembered many of the Kirundi phrases.  I witnessed 
so much joy and friendship and above all a    profound practical 
spirituality. 

The then General Team provided excellent input and truly 
they served us well.  Francis Marie Bourke was present for part of 
the lived experience in Belgium.  Kathleen Clancy ensured that 
the      festive season was well celebrated in Rome.  ‘The needs of 
the sisters were met.’  CVC 

I have precious photographs including one of the Founder’s 
chair.   
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An Incredible Visitation – Sr. Kate Creedon 

 
Day 1 Dec 13 

 
Surprised by 
how quickly time went by - 
Gratitude for-  
‘no thinking’ 
only openness to 
receive instructions 
and letting go- and 
simply a sense of being drawn  
into something beyond me 
yet knowing I am part of it. 
 
Aware of my lack of faith 
that something beautiful 
will be born – yet 
joy, peace exists -  
allowing patience to be and  
a waiting with Mary  
in darkness. 
 
For the first time, for ages, 
the desire to journal again 
catches me by surprise! 
The presence of a friend, 
with whom laughter resides, 
just below the surface, 
and  bubbles so easily, 
eases tension, anxieties. 
Sheer gift and joy- 
 
 
 

Your hand on my shoulder God, 
Your love experienced, 
You are with me, 
bringing me home -  
back to you  
in such an unexpected way. 
 
Wasting time with you, 
away from the constant  
daily demands frees me 
to settle into a space - 
a different where creativity 
Becomes possible again and 
enables fresh perspective 
 
Soul is nourished, 
even in the not knowing. 
The initial coat important 
yet not the finished product. 
Many coats required before 
You will emerge, 
before you will be  
born afresh. 
 
Excitement, wonder 
anticipation enfolds me 
as I willingly, 
lovingly, 
walk this 
waylessness 
unknowing 
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Day 2 Dec 14 
 
 
The incline steepens, 
the air is different- 
profound attentiveness to detail 
is necessary, 
to distinguish shades  
of darkness and light- 
 
perceived at first  
to be easy, 
I find myself struggling 
to really see, 
know, sense and feel 
where light is needed, 
where I must bring  
the light. 
 
A small sense of relief 
as features come  
into focus again 
and obscurity clears 
for a moment - 
 
yet the struggle  
increases – 
stokes are hard 
when softness is required, 
lines are broad 
and uncertain 
when thinness and firmness will 
give more shape - 
 
As the day draws to a close 
a deep fatigue 
seeps through- 
a flowing out of energy 
just to keep faithful 
and night prayer seems so apt- 
Still deep gratitude within- 
for this all consuming way- 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
And then— 
another kind of  
presence subtly felt- 
new life stirs within 
and I am somewhat 
shaken – 
life is poured not out 
but in – nourishing and  
sustaining 
the not yet born! 
 
Being pregnant is not easy 
carrying and caring for 
a life one does not know- 
another side to wonder, 
anticipation and  
excitement - 
How can this come about? 
How will it really be 
at the end moment 
when that new life  
emerges? 
 
The need for true companionship, 
a holding, warm,  
reassuring, presence - 
is keenly felt  - 
in these uncertain 
unknowing times. 
 
Elizabeth, Mary, 
wisdom women to each other, 
soul friends and mentors 
pray for me 
and be with me 
on this waylessness 
unknowing 
that I too, 
like you, 
will remain 
faithful and faith-filled 
to the end. 
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Day 3 Dec 15 
 
A casual comment, 
‘what is it with you that hands  
and fingers keep disappearing?’ 
stays just below the surface, 
as I eagerly anticipate  
writing in the lighter shades  
for Elizabeth. 
 
Watching a demonstration 
on ‘bringing up the flesh’ 
my own flesh groans -  
remembering past struggles. 
 
Tongue in check,  
aware of my trepidation  
I go with my fear and the flesh - 
to my utter surprise, this time,  
paint flows more smoothly, 
difference is quite visible and  
astonishing. 
 
Gazing to observe the lighter shades 
fault lines now become apparent 
on Elizabeth's cloak! 
Disappointment, dismay surges  
upwards! 
Consoled for a moment when I hear  
‘it will be ok, remember  - 
it is your first’ 
I am quickly challenged! 
‘You have time and if you  
want to risk - 
you could go back to basic color’. 
 
For another moment I wonder,  
will it be worth it? 
will I simply repeat? 
will colour lift and leave just  
patches, holes? 
 
Though not easy,  
awareness of the need  
to pay attention to detail  
guides my brush.  
Slowly and inspite of more  
mistakes 
small progress is made! 
 

 
Over lunch, a soul conversation, 
brings light to the disappearing  
hands and fingers! 
Hands, symbolizing mastery, 
and the ability to let be… 
 
Wow! How often do I ponder  
from so many different angles,  
possible meanings, significance! 
Always trying to understand  
more fully what is going on, 
always looking for meaning, 
always, always, always! 
 
Today, I sense  
the invitation ‘to let be’ -   
as deeply challenging. 
Remembering the necessity 
of many coats,  
the need to wait for each  
level to dry 
before applying the next. 
Each one having its own impact  
though not always  
so very visible to the eye. 
 
How I need to grow  
in my ability to recognize  
when waiting is what is necessary- 
when patience is required before 
the next coat can be applied and  
to be at peace in the waiting. 
God to do unto me as You  
desire in this waiting time. 
 
Mary, you who kept faith  
on Good Friday and Holy Saturday 
pray for me, 
Elizabeth, you who kept faith 
allowing God to surprise you, 
even when humanly speaking,  
time had long past, 
pray for me 
that I too may grow  
in faith and trust in God's  
mysterious ways -  
allowing God to do unto me 
as God desires.                                        
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Day 4 Dec 16 
Awareness of tension within  
as the day begins, 
not sure of its source, 
just the sense that the incline 
will steepen still further- 
 
Misinterpreting instructions  
written I begin a step too far- 
the undoing, a challenge -, 
even Mary’s blue  
vanishes this time and 
I have to begin again! 
 
Close to despair I welcome  
the break -  
some small consolation 
enters in as I listen  
to groans of pain 
discouragement,  
disappointment. 
 
Additional lighting eases 
the work a little - 
edges and shades become 
more visible, 
background detail is 
filled in more easily- 
 
While paint no longer  
seems to flow smoothly, 
with only patches appearing - 
to the trained and trusted eye 
all is ok, it is looking good! 
 
Remembering my prayer  
of the morning, my need for faith - 
like Mary and Elizabeth,  
when humanly speaking all was lost 
something shifts within- 
The journey is not easy,  
yet, it is becoming possible –

Sensing the thin small sliver of faith  
I embark on 2nd lights  
with greater trust and ease. 
 
Though flaws are evident,  
small adjustments are made  
and paint flows, 
covers and enhances. 
 
Journeying in this  
waylessness unknowing – 
with even a thin small sliver of 
faith- 
enables me to come to core again, 
enables something new to  
actually begin 
to emerge- 
 
Gratitude this night  
for the wonderful gift of friendship- 
the safe sharing space - 
where pain, passion and possibility 
can be explored and held- 
for that true companionship, 
that warm, encouraging presence 
that words cannot describe - 
 
Laughter bubbling forth 
expresses all - 
the shop at the corner, 
the three old houses in Rome,  
take on a symbolism that 
only we can know! 
at homeness is experienced in the 
marrow of my bones – 
and an enveloping presence  
draws me gently  
into a sleep of deep peace. 
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Day 5 Dec 17 
 
Seeing the icon of the Visitation 
in our prayer space this morning  
warms my heart- and I ponder 
how will I receive Your visitation  
today? 
 
Though relaxed, 
catastrophe strikes at first light! 
colour runs as I apply the wash  
and disbelief strikes hard! 
 
Calmness and steadiness 
of our guide, touches me deeply. 
Her gentle, reassuring presence, 
throughout these days, 
holds me at bay, yet 
challenges me to risk  
where even I,  
would not have dared,  
before this moment. 
Such a beautiful, humble, stance, 
an enlivening presence -   
freely shared with all! 
 
Whitewash holds a whole new  
meaning- 
moving the water around  
is what it’s all about-  
no heavy handedness needed! 
Stars and golden lines appear  
inspite of initial horror  
and trepidation! 
 
The background, which flowed  
so smoothly yesterday stretches  
my faith and patience. 
Cost after coat and yet,  
after all this time, all this effort,  
only blotches and holes appear! 
 
Nothing is ever what it seems 
at first glance! 
I need to steady, gaze,  
observe, apply,  
with a confidence and surety  
that only You can give! 

 
The day ends.  
Repair work done in silence, 
unnoticed, makes all the  
difference. 
The emerging image becoming so 
much more than I had ever thought  
or imagined it could be! 
 
A journey of companionship 
and faith is being lived. 
The helping hand,  
the encouraging smile, 
the laughter and silence  
comingling together  
deepens this shared experience. 
 
How the icon has subtly  
worked on me  
Incredible! 
 
A visitation, that 
has caught my heart off guard 
and has led me to places  
where I would never have  
thought possible before - 
I know, I am deeply blessed- 
 
May I become more open  
to all the visitations that lie ahead. 
May I welcome You as  
You have welcomed me. 
May Mary's gentleness, 
Elizabeth' wisdom, inspire me 
all the days of my life. 
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Day 6 Dec 18 
 
Full to overflowing, 
tears pour out freely 
as I try to capture in word 
something of the incredible  
journey lived so deeply. 
 
Extraordinary visitation, 
incredible beauty witnessed - 
experienced - 
the unthinkable coming 
to birth- and  
a deep awareness growing 
of a journey ending 
yet only just beginning. 
 
Walking in waylessness 
unknowing, 
allowing myself to be lead 
is truly spirit filled 
and blessed. 
 
I, of little faith, 
had no idea at all that  
the pull and draw would be  
so strong - so captivating 
that at the end 
a deep knowing resides within - 
this journey must continue. 
 
I walked a way  
not knowing, even what the one  
next step would be - 
not knowing what it would mean 
or where it might lead til  
I literally followed  
the way outlined. 
 
Not knowing instructions  
unclearly heard would  
bring disaster to my unknowing  
heart - till 
miracle of miracles, 
with the stoke of a brush,  
by a knowing heart,  
a new annunciation could be 
heard, 
returning me to base - 
simply by a different way. 

What visitation!  
What a graced experience that 
can only be lived and treasured 
to know and sense it's depth. 
 
Like a young mother 
I gaze on this beautiful child, 
feeling so protective, 
so absorbed by its presence. 
I want to simply sit and  
gaze and gaze and gaze - 
 
Incredible, incredible, incredible! 
my mantra, trying to express 
something of the 
depth of a graced reality  
lived and experienced these days. 
 
Mary, Elizabeth, you walked  
your way unknowing- 
allowing only faith and trust 
in the One who called you 
to be your guide, your strength - 
Pray for me that I too  
will grow like you, believing   
deeply  
in the mysterious life conceived 
within. 
Enable me to wait patiently,  
trustingly, faithfully,  
for God' time to bring to birth.  
 
Blessed am I to have had  
this opportunity- 
Blessed am I to have had  
the company of a great  
teacher and many companions- 
Blessed are we who have grown   
as we companioned  
each other along the way - 
 
Blessed are we and all people 
who believe that the promise 
made to us by our God 
will be fulfilled. 
 
To God be  
the glory now  
and forever more 
Amen. 



 

 

La Plénière à Melle chez les Josephites - Sr. Therese Lange 

L’accueil et la bonté du 
père supérieur le Père Raymond 
qui nous a accueillies et aidées. 
Puis la soirée… sandwiches, 
fromages très variés… avec le 
frère de sœur Clara, brasseur 
qui a comblé les pères et les 
sœurs…et jusqu’alors les pères 
nous regardaient dans les      
couloirs un peu gênés… mais 
après une belle soirée dehors 
dans la cours… nous avions des 
amis et avions fait                     

connaissance… Nous sommes retournées plusieurs fois à Melle pour les réunions             
inter-congrégations… toujours avec le même plaisir de se revoir… de prier ensemble 
et d’échanger. Agnès Charles et M. Etienne ont été traductrices de l’anglais au     
français pour la plénière. J’ai trouvé dans les archives de M. Etienne une lettre du 
Père qui la remerciait pour son aide efficace… M. Etienne, très discrète ne parlait 
jamais d’elle-même ni de ses engagements à l’école ou ailleurs. Les Josephites nous 
ont amenées à rencontrer les sœurs fondées par le chanoine. Aussi le fait que nos 
sœurs malades d’Alost ont pu être « admisses » (non sans difficultés) à Erpe-Mere. 
M. Lutgarde profitait souvent de mes visites à Alost pour aller en voiture à Erpe-
Mere. Ainsi nous avons souvent rencontré les sœurs qui y habitent…très                 
accueillantes. De là, nôtre plaisir de participer aux rencontres inter-congrégations.  

The Plenary at the Josephite College in Melle – Sr Therese Lange  

The welcome and kindness of Superior, Fr Raymond, 
who was there to welcome us and helped us. 

Then the “soirée” ... sandwiches, very varied cheeses 
... with the brother of sister Clara, a brewer, who spoilt the     
fathers and the sisters ... and until then the fathers had 
looked at us in the corridors a little sideways ... but after a 
nice    evening outside in the courtyard …  we had friends 
and had got to know each other a little… 

We have returned several times to Melle for                   
inter-congregational meetings ... always with the same    
pleasures at seeing again ... of praying together and      
sharing.   Agnès Charles and M. Etienne were translators from English to French for 
the plenary.  I found a letter from the Father in the archives of M. Etienne, thanking 
her for her effective help.   M. Etienne, very discreet, never spoke of herself or of her 
engagements at school or elsewhere. 

They took us to meet the other sisters founded by the Canon Van Crombrugghe.   
Since then our sick sisters from Aalst have been "admitted" (not without difficulty) to 
Erpe-Mere.  Marie Lutgarde often took advantage of my visits to Aalst to drive to     
Erpe-Mere.  So we often met the sisters who live there ... very welcoming.   Hence, 
our pleasure in participating in inter-congregational meetings. 
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My Memories-Sr. Marie Goreth Ntakarutimana  

 
One day in 2009 I was in Ngozi, Burundi.   I was still 

an aspirant at the time.  I went to visit a certain family 
with my jumelle, Sr. Jacqueline.   Sr. Caritas whom I    
considered at that time as a superior came with us.  Caritas 
was in charge of aspirants and thus, was, in my view a  
superior.   

That particular family had only one chair and          
obviously all three of us could not fit on the one chair.  I 
had expected Caritas to take the chair and let us two       
aspirants sit on the floor but the reverse happened.  Caritas 
sat on the floor while we two aspirants shared the chair.  
In my heart I saw her simplicity and it impressed me.  I 
felt happy and can still reconnect to that happy feeling when I remember the incident.  
I also see that same simplicity on our first sisters who humbled themselves by      
coming to Africa to testify to God’s goodness. 

Thanks to all DMJ for being God’s instruments by being simple and humble. 
 

 

FRENCH JOURNEY – Sr. Catherine Nyamata  

This was a journey of journeys in my life;   
going out of the country (Uganda) for the first 
time. It was at 12:00a.m of the 12th/01/2013 when 
Anna my colleague and I as postulants set out on 
a bus to Burundi to learn French. 

Tracing back a few events before that        
mid-night travel commenced; starting with       
pursuing of the passport which I didn’t get until 
later on when I was already three months in      
Burundi up to the buying of the bus tickets.     
Having no passport didn’t deter me from going on 
the set date since a travel document was issued 
for me. I spent the D-day in Coloma with Anna 
and returned in the evening ready for the journey. 

Everything prepared, all instructions about 
the border and related advice grasped, “we” wait-

ed for that mid-night. We had an early supper and were advised to take a nap but I 
thought that was not necessary due to the excitement. “My first time out of Uganda” 
and learning French ironically a subject I dreaded most long time ago when I was in 
secondary school. And yet a language I was so eager to learn and speak which was 
quite unimaginable for me. 

I informed the sisters that I was to keep vigil until the hour of setting off because 
I could hardly wait. To my surprise it was only a few minutes later according to me 
that one sister was calling out my name and shaking me to life. In all my bliss about 
French, I had slept instead of staying awake. I didn’t even hear our heavy suitcases 
being rolled along the corridor for both Anna and I were deeply asleep. I awoke after 
the great shake to find everyone waiting for us since it was almost midnight. I said 
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my goodbyes with heavy eyes and off we were driven to the bus park praying that the 
bus had not left us. To my relief after inquiring we were reassured that the bus was 
about to arrive.  

The bus didn’t arrive until 1:00a.m and by that time all sleep was gone with the    
anxiety of waiting plus the morning coldness. I wasn’t prepared for the shock of    
having no seat yet we had booked and bought tickets two days earlier plus a long 
wait in the wee hours. To make matters worse the conductor seeing the size of my 
suitcase which was not only very big but also equally heavy decided that I would be 
left behind and travel by the next bus. I was running mad with disappointment yet I 
couldn’t part with that suitcase. At that time I didn’t mind whether it meant holding 
on to the side mirror as long as I got to Burundi. 

Fortunately after some struggle my load fit in the trunk and at last we were       
offered seats “the bare metallic floor of the bus.” with a condition of not speaking a 
word since we were strangers as the conductor explained in that bus although we 
were still on Ugandan soil. Every time I tried to say something Anna reminded me of 
the pact of silence. This fuelled my desire to learn French since I would be able to 
inquire from other passengers who were probably all French speakers why we were 
treated so. 

It was not a pleasant start of this journey nevertheless I slept only to be woken 
by feet stepping on me and others over my 
head. I screamed for I was being trampled 
over like bananas when making the local 
brew. One passenger came to my rescue and 
blocked others from passing over until I was 
on my feet wondering what was happening. 
Using signs I got the explanation that we 
had reached the border. Despite the trudging 
over, I had my pen ready and all the         
necessary documents as instructed/ advised 
earlier. Anna and I never left each other’s 
side and so together we ran to join the line 
at the customs office. 

Later on we got proper seats. 
This journey was very long, the longest I had ever travelled. I read every sign   

whenever the bus stopped hoping to see Ngozi but in vain. At last when we reached 
this place, I jumped from my seat and ran along the pew waving goodbye to other 
passengers who were still on board. I couldn’t hold back the joy of arriving and being 
waited for by sisters who had not met us before though I recognized them straight 
away. 

This journey did not end after arriving in Burundi but continued as I learnt 
French and is still going on even now for I got many lessons for life from the         
experience of that day. 

 For it was a French journey and indeed French I did learn.  
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Train  Evacuation- Srs Sheila Moloney and Noreen Murray         
16th December 2015  

 
Dear Sisters,  
 Noreen and I thought you would like to share our adventure of today, when 

we headed off to Bognor for the Requiem Mass for Sr. Bruno, (Sister of the late Sr 
Margaret Mary Ascott).     

 We met at East Croydon, and caught the 9.23 for Bognor – well in time for 
the Mass at 11 a.m.   However, just outside Horsham, our train stopped.   Eventually 
we were told that it was a power failure….. and if it was a minor one, then we would 
“be on our way very soon”, but if it was a major failure, then we could be held up for 
hours.  Emergency lighting was on – everything else shut down.   We had a lovely 
lady-train guard, and she came through and told us all to use the toilets while we 
could, as very soon it would not be possible!   We did as we were told!   

 A lovely young lady came through, and she too was heading to the funeral.    
Bruno had been Katie’s head-teacher, years and years ago.   Her family still live in    
Bognor, so she got very busy on her mobile, sending messages to her mother, already 
at the church, and to her brother.  By now we knew that we would either be late – or 
not get there at all.  Finally, Sr Anne Heaney, Providence Sister, known to many of 
us through ASR or CoR, she also walked into our carriage, directed there by the 
train-lady, who had discovered that she too was going to Bruno’s funeral.   The next 
thing was that Katie   instructed her brother to video the Mass for us!   He did his 
best, but was obviously way back in the Church, and we could not see much – but we 
did hear a bit of the homily, and later on we joined in the responses for the Bidding 
Prayers!   I am sure that the others in our carriage must have thought we were having 
a prayer-meeting, as the hymns rang out, and the four of us bent over Katie’s mobile!   

 We were then told that we would have to evacuate the train – a most            
interesting experience!   All passengers – about 100 of us – had to walk to the back 
of the train and sit and wait again, and eventually a ladder was carried through the 
train, and the back door opened for us.  There were police and rail officials there to 
help us, and we slowly had to get down the ladder, and then walk along the track to a 
gate where we were herded on to a bus. We were told not to walk on the stones, but 
only on the planks between the rails, lest we slip on the stones.  Noreen, however, 
was told the opposite, lest she slip on the planks!  Our delay on the train was for two 
hours, and the line between Horsham and Three Bridges was totally shut down       
because of the failure. The bus took us to Horsham, where we grabbed a quick drink, 
then on to another bus which took us to Three Bridges… then a train back to East 
Croydon. 

 We know it could have been worse.  We were warm and dry, and made good 
friends during it all.  We did not get to the Requiem, but I am sure that Bruno must 
have been praying for us.      

Love from Noreen and Sheila  
 

 
 
 
 



Gathering the Fruits of the years 

412 
 

FURTHER MEMORIES FROM EXTENDED FAMILY 

Contribution from Ann Keegan nee Collins 

I entered the Ladies of Mary in Castlecor on September 24th 1969. It was a big             
decision but one I have never regretted. 

My nine years with the Ladies was a most positive and enjoyable experience. 
Living and sharing with amazing women all of deep faith in their own way was a 

richness that has always stayed with me and I have no doubt that it helped me and 
my faith throughout my life. 

I didn’t always obey the rules, in fact, I broke Julia Costello’s heart! 
Sisters Agatha, Mary Kevin and Eucharia also come to mind. They were so      

caring understanding and human, and of course deeply spiritual. It was a delight for 
me to have had Eucharia at my son’s First Communion and also to have her at my 
daughter’s    Christening.  

The contact with the DMJs continued and I was grateful that my daughter Anna 
was able to spend some months in Ghana with Monica in 2005, and I enjoyed a   
lovely few weeks there myself. 

The bonds of friendship created during my time with the DMJs are extraordinary 
and many of my good friends today are DMJs or former DMJs.  

I congratulate the DMJs on their wonderful work and wish all every blessing on 
this special anniversary and always. 

Thank you for 40 years of friendship, prayer, generosity, hospitality, caring,          
understanding, dignity and laughter.  

 
 

 

Memories of my time with the Daughters of Mary and Joseph-         
Margaret Frampton (King) aka Sister M Francesca. 

I spent my secondary school years at Coloma in Croydon and having observed 
the way of life of the Ladies of Mary for those years as a pupil, I decided at the age 
of 17 to enter the Novitiate in Forest Hill. 

We were a large and fairly lively group by the time we were joined by our 
jumelles from Castlecor for our final year in the Novitiate.  Seventeen of us made our 
first Profession together in the Parish Church in Forest Hill and when those of us 
who are still in touch get together we recall those times with many fond memories. 

My memories of the 9 and a half years spent as a lady of Mary – Novitiate,    
College, Teaching in Forest Hill and then Uganda – are overwhelmingly happy ones. 
(With the possible exception of my chore of cleaning the aptly named ‘Siberia’ – the 
long concrete corridor between the Novitiate and the primary school at Forest Hill – 
in my memory it was always FREEZING!) 

This was a time of great change in the Church as a whole and also in Religious 
Life. Inevitably this led to certain tensions in community.   Coming in at the bottom 
of the ladder as we did, it was undoubtedly easier for us to adapt to the changes 
whereas it was more difficult for those who had spent a lifetime conforming to a 
more structured way of life.  These tensions became more apparent as we progressed 
towards our time for final Profession and having already delayed the decision for 
over a year, it was at this stage that I decided to leave the congregation. 
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However, the friendships formed during this time are some of the closest and 
most treasured ones I have.   Also those who made a particular impression on me 
during those formative years have a special place in my heart and I hope, have had an 
influence for the good on my life since then. I will always look back with affection 
and gratitude on my time as a ‘Lady of Mary.’ 

 

 

My Memories -Maria Keegan  

“There are no ex’s, we are one family” - Sister Helen Lane 

Open letter to Canon Van Crombrugghe 

Dear Canon Van Crombrugghe, 

I am writing to congratulate you on the religious order which you founded in 
1817 of which I was a member for 14 years. You should be very proud of what has 
been achieved in that time. You will also no doubt be amazed at the massive changes 
which have taken place. The above quote refers to one such change in attitude. 

The words are taken from a conversation between Helen O’Shea and Helen Lane 
(Superior General) and me last year round a kitchen table in Cork. We were of course 
discussing the compiling of a book of memories to celebrate the 200 years                
anniversary of the DMJ’s. I asked Helen if the ex’s would be invited to contribute. I 
was impressed and delighted by her quick and clear reply “There are no ex’s only 
one family.” 

I hope you are in agreement with the words which are in sharp contrast to some 
of the earlier understandings. When I was a novice in Belgium one of the novices left 
the novitiate.  We were not given any information about the ‘disappearance’ nor were 
we allowed to ask any questions. In those days, as the song goes “When you are ‘in’ 
you are ‘in’, and, when you are ‘out’ you are ‘out’. 

My journey as one of your followers began in 1969. Mother Mary Frances and 
Sister Mary Kieran came to recruit at my school in Ballinamore. I gave my name and 
address and that was the beginning of a ten month correspondence. As well as letters 
which I always answered promptly, I received gifts in the form of embroidered      
pictures, medals and prayer cards. It was all very exciting and made me feel very 
special. I became increasingly convinced that I ‘had a vocation’. This was            
confirmed during my first visit to Castlecor when my entry date of 22 August 1969 
was arranged. 

The two others who entered that day were, Etty Kelly and Bridget Mc Kenna. A 
fourth Eileen Maher joined our group of ‘Jumelles’ a few months later.  

I cried myself to sleep every night from homesickness but otherwise was almost 
ecstatically happy. I loved the rituals and routine; chanting the office, meditation, 
spiritual reading, washing up to the count of the choirs of angels, affirmations for 
dressing and undressing (clothe me O Lord with the robe of salvation) silence during 
the day and grand silence at night, dancing round the octagon and learning the ‘high 
call cap’. If you needed to break the silence you would say “Ava Maria, my Sister” 
and wait for the reply “Gratia Plena”. I think that is quite sweet and respectful.  
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Castlecor was situated on a farm with a large orchard where one could get lost 
for long periods. Even to this day when I want to imagine a safe place I think of this 
orchard with its trees and pond and singing birds. 

Once a week we had what was called ‘recreation’. We all sat around a large     
table in the octagon and got busy mending our communal undergarments and night 
wear. We were allowed to talk which is probably why it was called recreation.       
To- day people would frown at the idea of communal underwear but for me it was 
not an inconvenience. I was always happy to find my un-named pile of clean and 
mended items on my bed on Sunday morning. 

I loved the long flowing black dress and blue 
scapular; the complicated but comfortable head dress 
(serre tete and bandeau) and the collar and front 
piece named the ‘gimpe’ and finally the veil. I did 
not like it when we changed some years later to a 
more modern habit and eventually to ordinary 
clothes. Each postulant and novice had dedicated   
responsibilities, the chief of which was Sacristan. 
Others included laundry, the dairy and not forgetting 
waiting on the priest. The priest was the curate from 
Ballymahon who came to say mass every morning 
and stayed for breakfast. 

We slept in dormitories varying in size from 4 to 
8 cubicles. The cubicles were just large enough for a 
bed and a small wardrobe. 

At any one time the number of postulants and 
novices would be around 15 with a similar number of junior aspirants plus five or six 
professed nuns. As a postulant I was in awe of the novices with their white veils 
which they pinned back when doing household chores. 

 Finally the day came when the 4 of us postulants became ‘Brides of Christ’, 
donned the habit and took a new name. Mine was Sister Mary Fidelma. In            
preparation for the head dress we had to shave off all our hair. I did grieve for my 
lovely long curly hair and made sure I would never catch a glimpse of my shaved 
head in a mirror. However I accepted it gladly as part of the package. 

Our third and final year before profession was spent in the novitiate in Belgium. 
There we were joined by our Jumelle’s from England. This was a year of intensive 
study of theology and spirituality some of which took place at Louvain University. 
The novitiate was located in Louvain but we returned to the mother house in Brussels 
most week- ends.  

I loved the mother house 
at 139 Rue Edith Cavelle. I 
vividly remember our first           
arrival. We were warmly 
greeted with three kisses from 
each of what seemed like 
hundreds of nuns, speaking a 
different language. I thought I 
had died and gone to Heaven. 
The feeling of belonging to a 
much larger whole was very 
liberating. This was especially 
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so when we were taken to visit the other sister houses (e.g. Alost ) and received the 
same warm welcome.  

The big mother house was filled with intrigue, not least of which was the       
communal baths situated in the basement. The dining room was massive with seating 
at table arranged in hierarchy. The superior sat at the top table, followed by the      
professed nuns, then the lay sisters and lastly the novices and postulants. The         
division between lay sisters, who did the manual work and the professionally      
qualified, was soon to be removed. 

French was the spoken language and communication was sometimes difficult 
and gave rise to many giggles. In preparation for our final vows we were required to 
make a ‘last will and testament”. Ma Mere (French speaking novice mistress) gave 
instructions in English as to how to complete the will. For example, she said, you can 
leave one part to the order and another part to your legitimate “hair’s” meaning 
“heirs”. Giggle! Giggle! 

The year in Belgium ended with our first profession. There were about 14 of us, 
including English, Irish, Belgian and Dutch. This was also the day when we were 
told where our next move would be. All of the Irish and English, except me, were 
sent to various convents in England and allocated places at teacher training college. I 
was told that I would be going back to Castlecor in Ireland. I was devastated to be 
separated from my friends and felt that God had played a trick on me by waiting until 
after my vows before the announcement. Eventually my training in obedience kicked 
in and I gracefully accepted and spent the next 6 years in Castlecor. I was appointed 
teacher in the Junioriate to students preparing for GCE examinations. I had no     
qualification or experience but took up the challenge and managed, for the most part, 
to keep one page ahead of my students.  

Living as a professed sister in the novitiate where the ratio of professed sisters to 
aspirants was 4:30. I had been the “chosen one” for this role and felt I should be 
grateful but in truth I felt I was always striving to live up to an image and keep in Ma 
Frances’s good books. If you are listening, Ma Frances I have to say that you had a 
mighty, kind and wonderful personality with a heart to match your size 12 shoes. The 
problem for me was that I felt there were unspoken expectations which left me      
feeling insecure. A nudge or a wink from Ma Frances from the back row of the   
chapel could mean “open the window” or “ring the bell”. Getting it wrong might 
mean you were out of favour for an hour. The silent mouthing sign “talk” filled me 
with terror as I desperately tried to think of something sensible or anything at all to 
say when 30 of us stood around in a circle the front hall to greet a distinguished 
priest guest. 

I learned to drive the convent car in 2 short lessons from Mother de Fatima. I 
wonder if she remembers the ‘Zephyr’ car we had at the time. This was before the 
driving test was introduced in Ireland. I became the convent’s taxi driver and by 
some miracle drove safely. A priest whom I once picked up from Mullingar station 
complained to Ma Frances that I drove too fast and was a danger on the roads. No 
doubt that was true.  

So there I was taxi driver and teacher awaiting my next move which was to   
University in Dublin. With Sister Eunan (Eileen Maher), Sister Constance and sister 
Ancilla (Agnes O’Shea) I lived in a nun’s hostel in Donnybrook. This was a very big 
hostel accommodating a hundred nuns from different orders in Ireland. 
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At the college we had a separate nun’s cloak room and were expected to keep 
ourselves apart. Needless to say this did not always happen. We were forbidden by 
the Archbishop of Dublin to attend lectures at the Protestant Trinity College. 

 It was interesting getting to know nuns from different orders and comparing 
notes. I always felt that we ‘Ladies of Mary 
‘were more forward thinking and free spirits 
than the others. This was certainly what was 
fostered by Mother Mary Eulalie who was 
Superior General for many years and taken 
up by Ma Frances. I take it that the seeds of 
this freedom of spirit would have been sown 
by you when you first started the order. 

My next move was to London. Father 
Colum Mc Donnell SOM persuaded Sister 
Danielle, who was then in charge of         
Castlecor, to send 3 of us (Kathleen Clancy, 
Kathleen Daly and me) as volunteers to set 
up a project for Irish Youth in London. The 
project lasted 3 years and included           
converting a disused factory into a youth 
centre. 

From there I moved to Ladbrook Grove 
and completed a one year full time training in Pastoral Counselling at Westminster 
Pastoral Foundation. I then followed this up with post graduate Diploma in pastoral 
theology at Heythrop College.  

It was then suggested to me, not without reason, which it was about time I    
started earning some money. I found my first paid employment at The Crusade of 
Rescue near Ladbrook Grove and followed this up at The Catholic Children’s        
Society in Purley where I then lived.  

From Purley I moved back again to Ladbrook Grove. This time I found part time 
work as a barmaid in a pub in Media Vale and care worker at various nursing homes. 

Ladbrook Grove community served as a type of transition for many of us.   
Number 152 was an ordinary large three storied house, split into dormitories and 
housing some 12 to 15 of us. We had a chapel and prayed together but for the most 
part led individual lives. With many of us in outside employment, mainly nursing 
with irregular hours, it became more and more difficult to maintain the discipline of 
community religious life. Bridget Johnson who was in charge was an intellectual and 
visionary but lacked leadership. This applied equally to Mary Ann Curry who       
succeeded her. 

Rumblings of complaints about falling standards began to make their way to the 
provincial superior Elizabeth McCarthy.  Among the complaints were of parties   
serving alcohol and nuns visiting local pubs and dance halls (The Gresham in       
Holloway Road). In the absence of hard evidence, the only thing the superiors could 
do was to keep an eye on us by visiting frequently. The atmosphere during these    
visits was always tense and conversation at meal times was strained. To break the 
stilly silence on one occasion the visiting superior echoed the never to be forgotten 
“The cabbage is lovely”. With no reply from any of us she tried again with “It’ll soon 
be Christmas”. Silence again and outburst of nervous laughter. Not funny! 

The inevitable eventually happened and the house was put up for sale. We were 
told that we would all have to move elsewhere. It was at this point that many of us 
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had a re-think about our vocation. My feeling was that there was not sufficient      
difference in the lifestyle as a nun to warrant giving up my once held dream of      
having my own family. I decided to leave. Joining me in that decision were Minnie 
Day, Helen O’Shea, Marie Farelly, Betty Beecher, Mary Ann Curry, Ann Collins, 
Bridget Rowe and others over the course of a short space of time.   

If you were to ask me what in particular led to my decision, I would have to go 
back several years to the introduction of the ‘personal allowance’. Everyone got the 
same amount (£2 per week) which was to cover clothing, holidays and all personal 
items. The amount was adequate for some, less than adequate for others and more 
than adequate for a certain percentage depending on the circumstances. Up until then, 
each individual’s needs were met from one communal purse. This I understood to be 
part of the vow of poverty whereby communal responsibility for each according to 
their needs freed one to concentrate on more spiritual matters. To me the ‘one size 
fits all’ allowance was unfair as people’s needs were different. I began to feel that 
our “One for All and All for One” basic value was being replaced by “Everyone for 
Himself”. I did not realize at the time that a sound spiritual belief system is adaptable 
to change given time. Many years later I am finding meaning in some of the practices 
e.g. I use the ‘breaking silence’ ritual before a difficult encounter or telephone call by 
mentally saying “Ave Maria” and imagining a “gratia plena” response. It works   
magic. 

Leaving the community was made easy by the fact that everyone in the house 
was moving. When people ask me why I left, I sometimes say that it felt more like 
the community left me, rather than the other way around.  Minnie Day and I found a 
furnished flat to rent near Hampstead. We were allowed to keep our last month’s 
earnings to get us started. We had very little belongings. Minnie got a teaching job 
and I worked as a receptionist and part time councillor.  Later I trained as a social 
worker and I like to think continued my spiritual journey based on the solid         
foundation gained in the Community. 

This brings my journey in the Order to an end. If you ask me if I have any        
regrets I would most positively say No!  Looking back at my 14 years, my memories 
are for the most part very happy.  I appreciate having been encouraged to develop 
spiritual and emotional maturity in a way that took account of each one’s unique 
journey. It is because of this that I have been able to continue my development by 
becoming a spiritual healer and counsellor. 

 I thank you most sincerely for all that I learned and experienced during those 14 
years especially for the friends both inside and outside the Order who remain my 
very precious family. At this point it gives me great pleasure to re-echo Helen Lane’s 
words. “There are no ex’s” and to add my own, “Love knows no boundaries.” 

Thank you Canon Van Crombrugghe. You are a true Master and have left a trail 
of loving footprints. Please help us all to be true to the spirit of what you created and 
to continue to grow and develop in the true meaning of EDUCATION. When I reach 
the other side I will find you and give you three kisses in honour of all “Les Dames 
de Marie”. 

I remain 
Yours in “Les Dames de Marie” 
Marie Keegan 

PS 
Looking back over half a century to when I joined the order, I feel like Rip Van 

Winkle who slept for a hundred years and woke up to a different world. Did I actual-
ly accept practices like “the culp” (confessing faults to the superior on bended knees 
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every evening before receiving her blessing); the discipline (self-flagellation); junior 
sisters kneeling outside the chapel after evening prayer begging for prayers from   
professed sisters “My dear Sister please pray for me” The model for perfect          
obedience was presented to us in the story of a monk who planted a cabbage upside 
down without question, in obedience to his Abbott. Yes, I was able to integrate these 
practices and teachings easily into my chosen the way of life. Maybe that is not as 
strange as it may seem. My identity at the time went beyond brain activity to a      
spiritual connection with God through Christ which the bible says (surpasses          
understanding). Maybe also the world today has gone too far in the other direction, 
needing a scientific explanation for everything. It is all about Mind, Body, and Spirit 
balance as retreat master Dennis Hickey said many years ago. Therefore in the words 
of The Desiderata, “Let us be at peace with God and at peace with our soul” 

Hopefully one day we will all be able to say with Helen Lane “There are no ex’s 
(outsiders) we are all one in God’s beautiful creation. 
 

 

Memories from Hilda Timoney Dowley     

  1st Feb.  2017 
As the song goes:  Where do I begin?! 
One oft repeated phrase from Ma Francis, as we used to call her:  ‘If you bring 

happiness into the lives of others, you won’t be able to keep it out of your own’.  
How true. 

I remember commenting before entering: ‘But if I have the Postulant’s dress that 
long it will be showing below my coat’!   Horror of horrors!  There was a guffaw of 
laughter……… and my dress DID hang below my coat. 

After First Profession in London, Mere Eulalie happened to visit.  She said: 
‘You want to go to S. America, don’t you?’  ‘Yes’, I said, with my eyes all aglow.  
Well, says she: ‘I would like you to go to Burundi for 2 years to let Sr. Regine come 
to Belgium to study’.  I thought to myself: ‘she’s just pulling my leg’.  I quickly      
realised that this woman didn’t pull legs.  ‘OK’, says I as I looked heavenward, ‘Thy 
Will Be Done’ and off I trotted with Sr. Margaret Mary, my lifesaver, in tow! 

To live with the Belgians was a real gift from God; what a work ethic and they 
were full of fun. 

I will never forget Mere Vianney’s hearty laugh in particular, and Marcel Marie 
(Michelle), Sr.Veronique (Janine), Agnes Charles, Miren from the Basque country;   
wonderful people.  

A funny story from Kanyinya!  Sr. Agnes looked after the orphans and the     
general maintenance and the food etc.  She was always around the house and dealt 
with all the people who would turn up on the doorstep for whatever reason.  Well, 
there was this man with one leg who had been coming to her for years and she would 
always give him something.  One day as he departed with some goodies, the skies 
suddenly opened and the rains came down. He took off like the hammers of hell and 
as she looked after him she saw him drop the 2nd leg!!!  Revelation.  She used have 
us in stitches with her stories and escapades. 

  Mere Godelieve, the Provincial, was such a kind lady.  She never missed an 
opportunity to get myself and Margaret Mary together. She had real empathy. I was 
so happy there I asked to stay a 3rd year.  Mother Peter said ‘Yes’.  Mere Eulalie said   
‘No, she’s going to Brazil to do her studies there’. 
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Sr. Philomena Whyte and I set off.  We lived in a Favella, which in those days 
was very safe.  Although it didn’t work out as planned it was a unique and wonderful 
experience. 

What was the plan of God in all those meanderings?  Well it’s quite clear to me. 
I only have one gift and that’s languages.  Because Pope John 23rd told the nuns 

and priests to go to Missionary territories, the nuns who taught my older sisters 
French were now in Peru, hence, no French teacher for me!   Latin was my favourite 
subject so at least I had a great basis for learning and grasping quickly the French and 
Portuguese.   So Burundi gave me French and I was able to take it as my main       
subject in Coloma. 

Memories?  I remember how we showered in Brazil:   a bucket of water and a 
small Blue Band Margarine tub to pour the water over yourself; no Power Showers 
there!!! 

I often think of the amazing, charismatic, holy people with whom I lived during 
my 7.5 years (’63 to ’70) and I feel deeply privileged and grateful for this experience.  
My truly best friends now are the ones who have had this common, shared              
experience.  Deo Gratias.   
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