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AUTHOR'S INTRODUCTION

i

One day in the middle of 1984 I received a letter from Miss Kay Hill OBE, Chairwoman
of the English Committee of Help to the Community of St Michael and All Angels,
Bloemfontein, inviting me to take on the voluntary role of Warden of the English
Associates of CSM&AA. I had attended the previous year’s Annual Meeting in London,
where I had been persuaded to join the Committee. The Warden, Fr Austin Masters
SSM, was unable to attend that meeting, and had recently let her know that he wished to

stand down.

Agreeing to her request made me aware that I had not been in Bloemfontein for more
than twenty years and had never seen the new St Michael’s complex. I made plans to go
out there after Easter the following year, to stay with the Sisters for three weeks and to see

the various works in which they were engaged.

I was met at the airport and driven to the House, shown my room and told that there
would be a cup of tea available in the Guest Wing Common Room at 4 p.m. Entering that
room, I was greeted by an old monk who introduced himself as Father Cecil Hemsley,
from the Society of the Sacred Mission’s Priory at Modderpoort. He was staying with
the Sisters while he had a course of medical treatment in one of Bloemfontein’s hospitals.
We sat at the table chatting. My back was to the door, and at one point he looked over my
shoulder and said, “Oh! Here’s Sister Evelyn.” Addressing her, he said, “Sister, a new priest

has arrived. Have you met him yet?”

“Have I met him?” The Sister echoed his question as she came into the room, and

then repeated it. “Have I met him?” She paused briefly. “I've known him since he was

knee high”

My acquaintance with CSM&AA is almost life-long. I was not quite three and a half years

old when my family arrived in Bloemfontein. My father’s sister Violet, who had served



AUTHOR'S INTRODUCTION

previously as a SPG missionary, was joining the Community and, while on furlough in
Britain before entering the novitiate, had persuaded my parents to drop arrangements
that they were making to emigrate from London to Australia, in favour of going to
South Africa. My father was appointed Music Master at St Andrew’s Boys’ School and
Organist and Choir Master of Bloemfontein Cathedral. On our arrival, the house the
Cathedral was buying to accommodate us was not ready and we stayed for five weeks in the
Sisters’ Guest House, St George’s. We lived only two and a quarter years in Bloemfontein
before moving to Natal, but our contact with the Sisters continued through my aunt,
who came to stay with us in July every year for two or three weeks” holiday. I remember
nothing of our first stay at St George’s, being very young, but I have clear memories of our
family holidays there when I was eleven and fifteen. I returned to live in England when
I was eighteen years old, and had little or no expectation of visiting Bloemfontein again.
My aunt kept in contact, of course, regularly writing blue acrogrammes, and she came to
England to attend my ordination as priest. Becoming Warden of the English Associates

renewed my contact with the other Sisters.

The origins of the present project are much more recent. In 2006 I received a letter from
Sister Mary Ruth CSM&AA, telling me that she had recently completed the last of five
booklets she was writing on aspects of the Community’s history that she thought had
not been documented adequately. “These should be on record when we are no more,
she wrote. Her letter is reproduced after this Introduction.! It tells also of the celebration
of her 101 Birthday. I intended to reply, suggesting that she write another booklet
about her own call to the Community and her recollections of the older Sisters she met
on her arrival in 1932. Some may have provided an insight into the earliest days of the
Community. My letter was never written. Sister Joan told me later that Sister Mary Ruth
took ill just two or three days after correcting the proofs of the fifth booklet, and died a

few weeks later.

Those booklets had a very limited circulation. My initial intention was to bring them
together with other already published material, such as extracts from the first two School
histories, to edit them lightly, and to write an introduction and an epilogue. I had no
opportunity to turn to this until late in 2014, when I went to Bloemfontein to look at the

archives. I found that there was more that should be added. The Sisters had been pioneers

1 Sister Mary Ruth referred in the second paragraph of her letter to two articles I had written. They were:
a) 75 Years on the Front Lawn. Quarterly Review of the Community of the Resurrection,
No.413 (St John the Baptist, 2006), and
b) Building on 150 years of Faithful Ministry, in Flying Angel News, July 2006, together with page 1 report:
Traumatised crews need to talk after pirate attacks.
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and the record of their life and work belongs not only to the realms of the Religious Life

but also to the missionary history of the Anglican Churches in Africa.

St Michael's Community archives are not all together in one place. At about the time
of the Community’s move from the city centre to the suburb of Brandwag, some
documents, books and other items, particularly those relating to Sister Henrietta
CSM&AA and the early nursing work, were given to the University of the Free State to
be preserved as the Henrietta Stockdale Memorial Collection. After the first large volume
of the Community’s chronicle, known as the White Book, covering the period 1874 to
1976, was completed, it was lodged in the Free State Provincial Archives. At the end
of March, 1998, a substantial collection of documents was sent to the Historical Papers
Research Archive at the William Cullen Library of the University of the Witwatersrand,
in Johannesburg. A large number of other papers remain at St Michael’s School in
Bloemfontein. Some other items were given to Bloemfontein’s Educational Museum and

the National Museum.

Missing from all those collections are the Chapter Minute Books. Sister Joan was still alive
when I started work on the archives, and I asked her about these volumes. “They must be
there somewhere,” she said. My searching has not turned them up and my guess is that they
were destroyed. They would still have been in existence when the last Superior, Doreen
Mary, died in October 2002. The Constitution was then suspended so that there would
be no further Superiors and probably no more formal Chapter meetings. The remaining
three Sisters moved to a flat at St Michael’s School the following February and, with
Sister Mary Ruth nominally in charge, a former Superior and a historian, I would expect
that the Minute Books went with them. It is possible that she disposed of them: she did
destroy some papers she regarded as sensitive. A year after Sister Mary Ruth’s death, in
2007 Sister Joan vacated the flat to move into frail care. The Revd David Tanton, retired as
Chaplain to St Michael’s School but still providing regular ministry to the Sisters, helped
her pack up and told me that Sister Joan had him destroy various papers because they
were confidential. He did not remember Minute Books being among those. They may
not have looked like Minute Books — the original Profession Register (in Witwatersrand
University) is written in a card-covered school exercise book. We cannot know what
happened to them. The absence of the Minute Books is a loss to historians, and leaves a

number of questions unanswered.

Nevertheless, the Community’s life and work is amply documented. I found it better to
do my own research and writing, rather than to include the texts of Sister Mary Ruth’s five

booklets. It was a great achievement that she wrote them when she was one hundred years
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old, but in places they show her age. I have re-used her titles for the relevant chapters.
Her booklets are really the inspiration for this book. If she had not written them and told
me about them, it is unlikely that I would have looked at the archives. I have tried to let
the history speak for itself and to hear the voices of the Sisters. One could write a shorter
record of the Sisterhood, but a Community is made up of many varied individuals called

together by God and each with something to add to the story.

When I told one Religious that I was working on a history of St Michael's Community,
he raised his eyebrows and asked, “Is there enough material to make a history?
Did they do anything apart from the School?” T hope that the following pages will answer

those questions.

Michael Sparrow
London, 2020
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PRELUDE

i

When the Community of St Michael and All Angels was founded in Bloemfontein in
January 1874, it was the first Anglican Sisterhood in Africa, and probably the first in the
Southern Hemisphere. A series of “firsts” attended its early years: the first girls’ school
north of the Orange River; Bloemfontein’s Cathedral became the first in the Anglican
world to institute a daily celebration of the Eucharist, beginning on the fourth day after
Sister Emma’s arrival; the first school for Black African girls in the Free State; the first
hospital in the Orange Free State; the first training course for nurses in South Africa;

the world’s first State Registration of nurses, achieved largely through the efforts of Sister
Henrietta CSM&AA.

They were not, however, the first Anglican Religious Community in Africa. That honour
belongs to the Missionary Brotherhood of St Augustine, founded in 1867 by the first
Bishop of the Free State, Edward Twells. He identified the need for a Sisterhood also, but
it was the second Bishop, Allan Webb, who founded it. Both Bishops wanted Religious
Communities as arms of mission: to play a vital role in rooting churches in places where
the seeds of faith were only then being sown. From their inauguration onwards, both
Communities worked across racial barriers, often in the face of some opposition from the

White settlers.

The pioneering women who joined the Community came mainly from the United
Kingdom. Some made regular visits back to their homeland, but others rarely or never
made a return visit. They had thrown in their lot with the emerging country and saw no
reason to leave it. Initially they lived in quite primitive conditions, and often in great
poverty. The society in which they were placed underwent radical and sometimes violent
changes during the Community’s one hundred and forty-two years. From time to time

in this history we will need to look briefly at political and military events in order to

XV
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understand the life of the Community itself. The Sisters were mostly silent on political

matters, seeing their role as serving God and his people without distinction.

The modern reader needs to understand that when the Community was founded,
South Africaasweknow it today did notexist. There were six separate political jurisdictions,
apart from Basutoland (modern day Lesotho). Of these, three were British colonies: the
Cape of Good Hope (which was self-governing from 1872), Griqualand West, and Natal.
Zululand was an independent kingdom. In the interior were two independent Dutch-
speaking republics, the Orange Free State and the Transvaal. The British Empire was still

expanding and its local officials were keen to extend their power across the whole region.

British forces had taken control of the Cape of Good Hope from the Dutch in 1806 and
gradually pushed their borders eastwards. As they did so there was a series of border wars
with African tribes, and also a great movement of European settlers. The Dutch farmers
who had long dominated the Cape resented the British takeover, and were unwilling to
comply with British laws and taxation. Many decided to leave their farms in the Cape and
to trek inland to seek new territories where they could be free from external authority.
Crossing the Orange River in the year 1836, they staked out land for themselves and
built new farmsteads. Forming a loose structure of government, they declared a republic
centred on Winburg. Gradually many other settlers drifted northwards across the Orange
River in search of good grazing lands for their livestock. The British authorities were not
far behind them and Governor Maitland of the Cape Colony made a treaty with the
Griqua chief, Adam Kok, to permit European settlements within his territory. There
were, however, continuing skirmishes between the settlers and the tribesmen. In an
attempt to broker peace, in 1846 Major Henry Douglas Warden was appointed as British
Resident for Trans-Orange', with civil and military authority. The central spot which he
chose as base for his administration was the farm Bloemfontein. The farmer Johannes
Brits was paid compensation and Major Warden had a house built and also a small fort
for his troops. It was the birth of the modern city of Bloemfontein. A new Governor was
appointed for the Cape Colony in 1847, with additional powers over all British claims
in southern Africa. Sir Harry Smith visited Bloemfontein in 1848 and on 3 February
declared the whole region between the Orange and Vaal Rivers to be British territory, as

the Orange River Sovereignty.?

1 Also known as Trans-Gariep, from the Khoi name of the great river, Gariep.

2 'These historical details are from two undated booklets: Bloemfontein, issued by the Department of the
Town Clerk, Bloemfontein; and 7he Enchanting Province, published by the O.ES. Provincial Administration.
Both were collected by the author when visiting Bloemfontein in May 1985. See also Barlow, Life & Times of
President Brand, p.18-20
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At the time, the first Bishop of Cape Town, Robert Gray, was on the high seas. He had
been consecrated in Westminster Abbey on St Peter’s Day in 1847, under Letters Patent
from Queen Victoria which appointed him to be Bishop of the Cape of Good Hope and
its Dependencies.? After a voyage lasting two months, he landed in Cape Town on Sunday
20 February, 1848. The Governor’s declaration on the 3™ of that month had suddenly

added a vast new area to his responsibilities.

“With a diocese measuring hundreds of miles and only animal transport available, Bishop
Gray'’s resolve ‘to visit every nook and corner’ of it was a brave thing.”* His first Visitation,
from August to December 1848, took him eastwards towards Grahamstown, returning to
Cape Town by an inland route, and covered some three thousand miles. In 1849 he went
to the island of St Helena, part of his diocese, and later that year made another Visitation
in the southern Cape. On Easter Monday 1850 he set out on his third Visitation: “perhaps
the most important ever made by a bishop of the Church of England. It is a record of the
very beginning of the vast missionary work which is now being carried on by the Church
in Kaffraria, Natal, the Free State, and Eastern Province.” He travelled through Graaft
Reinet, Richmond and Colesberg, and crossed into the Orange River Sovereignty, where

his first visits were to Philippolis and Bethany.

On 3 May, a deputation of both military personnel and civilians met Bishop Gray outside
Bloemfontein and escorted him into the town. Crisp states that the inhabitants were
almost exclusively English, and that they had previously appealed to the Bishop for a
clergyman. On his arrival they were able to tell him that they had already raised £200
towards the costs. Major Warden and the Bishop selected sites for a church, parsonage,
burial ground, and school. On Sunday 5 May, 1850, Bishop Gray conducted the first
Anglican Services to be held in Bloemfontein. In the morning there was a special Service
for the troops and he consecrated a military cemetery for them. A marathon Service was
held in the afternoon in the Government Schoolroom, constructed in 1849 under Major
Warden.® Three children were baptised, one couple was married, four candidates (whom
he had prepared in the days since his arrival) were confirmed, and the Holy Communion

was celebrated, with ten communicants: “the building being crowded inside and out

Lewis & Edwards, p.31, give the wording of the Letters Patent
Lewis & Edwards, p.37
Lewis & Edwards, p.52

AN N W

Now known as the First Raadsaal, this building was used as a school, a church, and a council chamber. The first
two Presidents of the Orange Free State Republic were inaugurated here. It is Bloemfontein’s oldest surviving
building and is a national monument and a branch of the National Museum.
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throughout the whole services, which lasted three hours.” The Bishop promised to try to

send them a clergyman.

Gray was in the Sovereignty for altogether two weeks. He visited the chief at Thaba Nchu
and a French missionary station at Maquatling, before going to Winburg and Harrismith,
from where he travelled with great difficulty over the Drakensberg Mountains and into
Natal. At Maritzburg he ordained as Deacon William Steabler, one of the party of
mission workers who had travelled with him from England, and instructed him to go to
Bloemfontein to begin his ministry there. Steabler reached Bloemfontein in July 1850.
After visiting many settlements and conducting numerous Services, Bishop Gray arrived
home in Cape Town on Christmas Eve, exhausted but thankful to God after his nine

month journey.®

The site chosen for the church in Bloemfontein was “cleared by defaulters of the
45 Regiment, whoalso, the followingyear, gave one day’s pay towards the Building Fund.”
The site was level and ready when Archdeacon Merriman walked up from Grahamstown
for the laying of the foundation stone. He found Church matters on the whole to be
“proceeding very satisfactorily” There were only ten communicants at a celebration on
Sunday, but the English population “were zealously determined on pushing forward the
building of a new church; and the following day [Monday 25 November, 1850] I had the
great pleasure of assisting in laying the foundation-stone of a church, to be dedicated to
St Andrew.”"® The stone was laid by Major Warden, the British Resident.

Nathaniel Merriman, a friend of Bishop Gray, had sailed out from England in
August 1848, and after his arrival was appointed Archdeacon for the eastern half of the
Diocese, to be based at Grahamstown. Undeterred by lack of funds, he would load a tent,
some provisions and clothes, on to a pack horse, take a servant with him, and then walk to
wherever he needed to go. Hospitality would be sought at farmhouses, but was not always

given. Bishop Gray commented,

Crisp, p.3; see also Lewis & Edwards, p.54
The Visitation is reported in Lewis & Edwards, p.52-63; also Brooke, Robert Gray, p. 52-56
Aidan H. Cross, A Place of Rare Power

10 Varley & Matthews (Eds), 7he Cape Journals of Archdeacon N.J. Merriman, p.137. Lewis & Edwards, p.242,
give an edited version of this entry from his journal, which reads that he laid the foundation stone. They state
in their Preface that they have “sometimes condensed” quotations (p.x), but we may note also that they were
working from the first (unauthorised) published edition of some of the journals, 7he Kaffir, the Hottentot and
the Frontier Farmer. Crisp, p.5, states that Major Warden laid the stone. The stone has been damaged in the
passing of time and the remaining part of the inscription that is still legible gives no clue as to who laid it.
See Alan C. Brown, 150 Years of Service to God, p.38
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If my dear friend the archdeacon while performing his pedestrian visitations
is sometimes shown the door, and refused a morsel of meat, and told as a
favour he may lie in the outhouse, it is, I believe, in consequence of suspicion
of him, not from any desire to be inhospitable. They cannot believe that a
predikant would walk, so they take him for an imposter, a discharged or
disgraced soldier, or a convict. It is vain to tell them that our Lord and

Master walked; they know that predikants dor’# walk."!

Archdeacon Merriman visited Bloemfontein again in October 1852 and related one such

experience during his journey:

I had wound up my long week’s walk from Cradock by wandering through
the Veldt, having lost my way for a good part of Saturday night, and scarcely
gaining admittance at last to a Boer’s house as the moon was setting. I must
say, in vindication of his hospitality, that as soon as he was waked up from his
lair, to which he had retired under the influence of a glass too much, he was
very kind, staggering himself into the field with a sickle to cut my horse some
green forage, and insisting on his wife making me a couch. She had been up
like a notable housewife, after all the family were gone to bed, washing her
house over with South African paint (i.e. cow dung) for the ensuing Sunday;
and very angry the poor body was at my unseasonable arrival, and did her best
to drive me from the door. But it was too serious a matter, as I had left my tent
and clothes behind with a wagon that I accidentally found that afternoon at
the Stormberg Spruit, to spend the remainder of a cold night in the Veldt,
very thinly clad by reason of the dog having torn my walking clothes. So I laid
aside my shyness and persisted in seeking admittance, till the Boer came to

my relief against the wrath of his vrow."?

On this visit, the Archdeacon stayed ten days with Mr Steabler, and on the second Sunday
had fifteen communicants. Because Steabler was still in Deacon’s orders, it was the first
celebration since the Archdeacon’s previous visit. He found the church unfinished,
roofless for want of timber: wars with tribes in the eastern Cape made the cost of carriage

from Port Elizabeth too high.

11 Quoted by Lewis & Edwards, p.53

12 BDA, The Kaffir, the Hottentot, and the Frontier Farmer, p.190-191. Also, Varley & Matthew (Eds.),
Cape Journals of Archdeacon N.J. Merriman, p.197-8

X1 X



PRELUDE

The Government in London decided to abandon the Sovereignty, and on
23 February 1854 the Bloemfontein Convention was signed, by which the United
Kingdom recognised the Orange Free State as an independent republic. The British
troops and administrators left, and so did Mr Steabler. The Free State was again without
an Anglican clergyman. To provide some ministry for the English population who
remained, and with the help of the new Governor of the Cape, Sir George Grey, it was
arranged for another Deacon, the Revd Mark Every, to take up residence. He was there
from August 1855 until May 1858."

In anticipation of their withdrawal, the British Government had excluded the Sovereignty
when they passed the legislation necessary to divide the Diocese of Cape Town in 1853
into the three Dioceses of Cape Town, Grahamstown and Natal. With the lowering of
the Union Jack, the territory no longer fell within any Anglican jurisdiction. Although
many of the English had left, there were still enough there to write to Bishop Gray in
Cape Town, appealing for him to send clergy to the Free State, and promising their
support. Gray concluded that the best solution, and the only one which would provide
the necessary stability, was to appoint a Bishop for the Free State, who could lead a new

mission into the country.

There was considerable opposition among Bishops of the Church of England to the idea
of consecrating missionary Bishops who would have no defined Diocese under British
law: it had never been done before and some questioned whether they had the authority
to do so. The case was argued over more than two years. After the Universities of Oxford
and Cambridge formed their Mission to Central Africa, opposition fell away, and Bishop
Wilberforce of Oxford obtained consent from Convocation for the consecration of a
Bishop to lead that project. A precedent had been set. Bishop Mackenzie took office
in January 1861, but died in Central Africa little over a year later. In order to arrange
for the appointment of a successor, Bishop Gray went to England in 1862 and took
the opportunity to obtain agreement from the Convocation of Canterbury for a new
bishopric to open up missionary work north of the Orange River. The Society for the

Propagation of the Gospel promised a grant for the Bishop’s support.

Edward Twells, Incumbent of St John’s, Hammersmith, was selected for the new See,
and on the Feast of the Presentation, 2 February, 1863, was consecrated in Westminster

Abbey to be Bishop of the Orange Free State Mission.'*

13 Crisp, p.5-6
14 Lewis & Edwards, p.77-80; 393-394; Crisp, p.7; Brooke, Robert Gray, p.84-85. He was a younger brother of

Henry Twells, author of “At even, ere the sun was set” and other hymns.
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CHAPTER 1

i

WHO WILL GO FOR US?

It was on Wednesday 16 September, 1863, that Bishop Edward Twells arrived in his
Diocese. Until that day, all that he knew about the territory and the tasks that lay ahead
of him was what he had been told by Bishop Gray of Cape Town, and by Archdeacon
Merriman, whom he had met at Grahamstown during a break in the journey from the
coast. Twells was to be responsible for ministering to British settlers scattered over wide
distances on isolated farms and in small towns, and for beginning missionary work among
the indigenous tribes. His southern boundary was the Orange River and to the east of the
mountains lay the Diocese of Natal, but there was no defined boundary in the west or to

the north. Parts of the region were still unexplored by Europeans.

Accompanied by three priests, the wife of one of them, and two school masters with their
wives, the Bishop had left England on 7 July, on board the Union Line’s “Cambrian’.
Arriving in Cape Town on 14 August, they stayed for two weeks at Bishopscourt before
re-embarking for the voyage to Port Elizabeth, where they arrived on 31 August. Here
the party split into two: most of the group were to travel inland on bullock waggons,
but the Bishop and the Revd A. Field used the quicker post-carts for their journey so
that they could make some stops ez route to Bloemfontein. First came Grahamstown, to

visit the Archdeacon. After crossing the Orange River, Bishop Twells went to Smithfield
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which “had from the first taken great interest in the establishment of the Diocese.”
On the following Sunday he conducted his first Services there. Mr Orpen, the “mainstay
of the Church” at Springfield, a few days later took the Bishop into Basutoland to
meet King Moshesh, who had written to Bishop Gray requesting English missionaries.
On 2 October, eight months after his consecration, Bishop Twells reached the capital of

the Orange Free State, Bloemfontein.

After the rest of the mission team arrived in the Free State on 21 October, the Bishop
assigned them to posts in the south of the country: Bloemfontein, Fauresmith, Smithfield
and Philippolis. The schoolmasters, Clegg in Bloemfontein and Bell in Smithfield,
assisted by their wives, worked with great success. It appears that the clergy had more
difficulty settling; there were as yet no church buildings and they were working alone in
small towns many miles apart. One left in 1864 and another the following year, leaving
the Bishop with only one priest on his staff, the Revd C. Clulee. “My English letters
bring me the news that no clergyman will come to help us,” wrote Bishop Twells in his
journal.? The Bishop had to leave a visiting clergyman to take care of Bloemfontein when
he set off on his first visitation in June 1864. That three-month journey took him to
the more sparsely populated north, Winburg, Kroonstad, Bethlehem and Harrismith,
before crossing into the Transvaal to visit English settlers at Potchefstroom, Pretoria and
Rustenburg. It became his practice to make an annual visit to the small congregations in the
Transvaal. Back in Bloemfontein, building work was resumed on the incomplete church,
with the intention that it should form the chancel of a future cathedral. The Cathedral of
St Andrew and St Michael was consecrated by Bishop Twells on St Andrew’s Day, 1866,
and the following day he was formally enthroned by Archdeacon Merriman.?

Twells was “a missionary with fresh and original ideas,’* and the unwillingness of English
clergy to go out to help in his pioneering work led his thoughts in a direction that was to
give the Diocese its distinctive place in Anglican history. After discussing his plans with
Mr Clulee, early in 1866 he wrote:

We have been singularly unsuccessful in attracting men to our Mission.

We have offered in vain good stipends, endeavoured to create comfortable

1 Cirisp, p.10. For details of the Bishop’s arrival see Crisp, p.9-11, and Lewis & Edwards, p.393-4
Quoted by Lewis & Edwards, p.397. On the distribution of staff, see Lewis & Edwards p.396 and Cirisp, p.11

Crisp, p.14; Cross, A Place of Rare Power, and Brown, 150 Years of Service to God, p.8-9, probably follow Crisp.
The Church Times, quoting the Bloemfontein Gazette, gives the date of the consecration as 29 November and
provides a detailed description of the Service. President Brand attended. “The congregation was exceedingly
numerous.” (CT, 26 January, 1867)

4 Hinchliff, The Anglican Church in South Africa, p.80
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conditions, and to make the work easy. Well, let us now tempt men by
new allurements. Let us put before them the hard life of a missionary
brotherhood. This may attract those who are able to devote their whole
lives to our Lord, and who will not be attracted by settled income and

easy living®

Taking as his model the common Religious Life of St Augustine and his clergy at Hippo,
which gave rise to the Order of Augustinian Canons, he sketched the basic outlines of
the community he envisaged. The Brethren would live by a common Rule of prayer,
study and work, under the direction of a Superior, and would share a life of poverty in
which they were provided with the basic necessities of food, clothing and shelter. They
would have to be prepared to do manual work as necessary. They would be trained for
missionary work and could then be sent out to conduct an itinerant ministry to the small
scattered congregations of the Free State and Transvaal. In his own travels around the
Diocese, the Bishop had become aware that “a mere imitation of the home parochial
system is unsuitable.”® The brotherhood would provide stability and a home to which the

missionaries could return for rest, refreshment and mutual support.

It was a bold move. Although the first Sisterhoods in the Church of England had
been established some twenty years previously, the few attempts to form a stable male
community had foundered. The Society of St John the Evangelist at Cowley, always
counted as the first successful foundation of a men’s community, was still in the process of
gestation when Bishop Twells publicised his ideas.” Canon Henry Beckett, an experienced
priest in his fifty-first year of life and a long-standing friend of the Bishop, volunteered to
join the new Brotherhood and was asked to become its first Superior. He set about raising

funds in Britain and recruiting younger men to join him.

Accompanied by six men as the founding nucleus of the Brotherhood, Canon Beckett
sailed from England on Ascension Day, 30 May, 1867, and landed at Port Elizabeth on
12 July. Bishop Twells, on his way to England to attend the first Lambeth Conference,
was able to spend a few hours with them the following day. After six weeks on board
ship, the group had the long and hard journey to the interior ahead of them. They
left Port Elizabeth by ox waggon on 30 July and soon afterwards one very promising

member deserted the company. When they reached Bloemfontein on 6 September,

5  Bloemfontein Occasional Paper II, quoted in Lewis & Edwards, p.401
6 Quoted by Lewis & Edwards, p.401. See also Crisp, p.15-16; Hinchliff, p.140

7 Fr Richard Meux Benson and two companions made their Professions at Cowley on 27 December, 1866.
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it was considered unwise for them to go at once to the farms the Bishop had bought for
them at Modderpoort, because of a new border war with the Basutos. A temporary home
was rented on the farm Springfield, nine miles from Bloemfontein. There “two others
were obliged to be sent home soon after their arrival ... because of their unwillingness
or inability to comply with simple rules”® The three remaining with Canon Beckett

persevered. He wrote,

These trials have strengthened the purpose of the others who seem to bend
their whole powers to the work before them. One is diligently learning the
native language and is going to live at Thabanchu because of the facilities
it gives for that purpose; another is a pattern to all in faith, meekness,

humility, and steadiness of purpose.’

The following May, Canon Beckett moved the whole community to Thaba Nchu, where
they set about building a church, which was consecrated in 1868. In April 1869 they were

at last able to take up residence at Modderpoort as the Society of St Augustine.'’

Bishop Twells arrived in England on 22 August. Although his main purpose was to
attend the Conference of Bishops, he took the opportunity provided by being in Britain
to encourage more support for his mission. Just one week after his arrival, the Orange
Free State Mission Association was formally inaugurated. First among those admitted
as Associates by the Bishop on 29 August, 1867, was his Commissary, the Revd James
Cowan, of St John’s Parsonage, Hammersmith, his successor as Vicar of the parish. Next
on the roll is the Revd Sir Henry Baker, the well-known hymnologist'!, who is listed
as Corresponding Secretary for the Leominster District. William Twells, of Soho Hill
near Birmingham, is named as General Secretary and Treasurer. During nearly six months
in Britain, Twells travelled widely, speaking about the Mission and enrolling Associates.
Number 95 on the list is Henrietta Stockdale of Bole Vicarage, Gainsborough, of whom
we shall hear more in subsequent chapters. The Associates committed themselves to pray
daily for the work of the Mission and to give or collect money for its support. To keep
them informed about the progress of its work, a %arterly Paper would be published:
the first issue appeared in February 1868. Two hundred and ninety-seven people had

Quarterly Paper no,2, May 1868, quoted by Schoeman, 7he Free State Mission, p.19
Quoted by Lewis & Edwards, p.403

10 See Crisp, p.16-17; Lewis & Edwards, p.401-404; Schoeman, The Free State Mission, p.19-21. For more about
the SSA, see chapter 20 below, Cave, Cows and Contemplation: Thirty Years at Modderpoort'.

11 Among his many hymns are “The King of Love my shepherd is’, ‘Lord, thy word abideth’,
and ‘O praise ye the Lord.’
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been admitted by the time Bishop Twells sailed for South Africa on 11 February 1868.'
Travelling with the Bishop on that voyage were five young laymen, destined for work in

the Diocese.

We noted that two schoolmasters were among the five missionaries accompanying
Bishop Twells when he first went to the Free State. Education was from the beginning
an important part of the Mission’s work. In 1867, when the bishop left for England, the
diocese was running schools in Bloemfontein, Smithfield and Fauresmith. There was no

adequate schooling for girls, and soon after his return from England, the Bishop wrote:

Since my return I have felt more than ever the want of a good boarding-
school for girls. We have none in the country, and girls are sent from here
to the school kept by Roman Catholic Nuns in Graham’s Town, where
a cheap and good education is given. Several laymen have urged on me
the necessity of bringing out some members of a Church of England
Sisterhood to undertake such a work. It could only be done effectively by

such a religious society.

When I was in England several ladies expressed their willingness to come
out to help the Mission; and I heartily wish such a body could be organised,
not only to carry on work such as I here mention, but also to help in the
education of girls in our native missions. Without trained Sisters living
under rule we cannot hope to do much with the native women. I should
like half-a-dozen Sisters trained for our work in one of the English houses,
and coming out here under a Superior, as an offshoot or branch of that
English house. It would be much better than beginning a Sisterhood for

ourselves, separate from others ... unfortunately, we have no spare funds."

Havingalready founded a Brotherhood as a means of promoting the Church’s missionary

work, Bishop Twells now sowed the seed which would bring a Sisterhood to share in

the task.

It was not to happen during his tenure. The episcopate of Bishop Twells was brought
to a sudden end in July 1869. “Twells’ personal history, like that of Colenso, ends on a

note of tragedy,” wrote Peter Hinchliff; “the loneliness and spiritual strain of directing his

12 A register of the 297 Associates admitted during Bishop Twells stay is in the SMS archive.

13 Quarterly Paper 4, November 1868, quoted by Schoeman, 7he Free State Mission, p.18,19,
and Lewis & Edwards, p.405
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remote and strenuous diocese was too much for him to bear.” Lewis and Edwards wrote
with understanding: “his love for the uncared-for of Christ’s flock made him unsparing
of trouble to shepherd them; but his life of prayer failed.” On 12 July 1869 a warrant
for his arrest was issued by the Free State Government, on charges of pederasty. He was
absent on a visitation tour to the Transvaal at the time, and escaped hurriedly, crossing
the border into Natal, from where he wrote a letter of resignation to the Metropolitan.'
“As well as from the character of Bishop Twells as from sundry suspicious circumstances,
we imagine that the charge is the result of a very foul conspiracy against the Bishop,”

aletter from the Cape informed the Church Times. A subsequent issue added,

The fact that the Bishop of the Free State took an active part in the Colenso
matter is enough to have secured for him plenty of enemies of the most
unscrupulous kind, and there seems no doubt that the very worst has been
made of what may turn out to have been merely an act of indiscretion after
all. ... Our latest Free State news says that ‘though the criminal charge is not
borne out, it is better for the Bishop and for us that he should not return’

What the truth is we cannot conjecture.”

The announcement of his resignation in the %arterly Paper gave no details, but suggested

indirectly that the Association should be wound up.

The Bishop’s Commissary believes that the Associates are now released
from the obligations into which they entered; although their prayers and
help are still greatly needed not only for Canon Beckett and the other
Missionaries, but also for Archdeacon Merriman who has been sent ... to

take temporary charge.'¢

It would appear that the Commissary himself resigned: Crisp noted thatin 1869 Sir Henry
Baker succeeded Mr Cowan as Commissary. Having been appointed Vicar-General
of the Diocese, the Archdeacon arrived in Bloemfontein on 4 August and stayed more

than one month, “to encourage Mr Croghan and Canon Beckett in the difficult task of

14 Hinchliff, 7he Anglican Church in South Africa, p.80; Lewis & Edwards, p.406; Schoeman,
The Free State Mission, p.22

15 CT, September 10, 1869 (p.341), and October 15, 1869 (p.397). Bishop Twells had been an assessor with
Bishop Gray when Bishop Colenso of Natal was convicted of heresy and formally deposed. In June and
July 1867, while on his way to London, Twells gave episcopal ministry to some congregations in Natal,
despite the protests of Colenso, whose right to remain as Bishop had been upheld by the Privy Council.

16 Quarterly Paper 8, October 1869, quoted in Schoeman, 7he Free State Mission, p.22
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strengthening the things which remained, and of making such provision for the future as

straitened and saddened circumstances permitted.”"”

Merriman had once, “with characteristic pungency, said that he sometimes wondered how
the devil dared to be so audacious.”"® At the first Provincial Synod, held in Cape Town
in January 1870, Bishop Gray declared the See vacant. It was at this Synod that the title
“Diocese of Bloemfontein” was used for the first time. Gray planned to make a visitation
to the Free State in July, but that had to be abandoned when Mrs Gray was taken very ill
and needed to go to London for medical treatment. Instead of the Bishop heading inland
for Bloemfontein, in July they sailed from Cape Town bound for Southampton. While in
Britain he offered the Bishopric to William West Jones, who declined it. That opened the
way for the position to be offered to the thirty-one year old Allan Becher Webb, a former
Fellow and Tutor of University College, Oxford, and Vice-Principal of Cuddesdon
College from 1864 to 1867 under Edward King, later Bishop of Lincoln. In order that
Webb could make his oath of canonical obedience to Bishop Gray as Metropolitan of
South Africa, it was arranged that the consecration should take place in Scotland, where
English Canon Law did not apply. On St Andrew’s Day, 1870, Bishop Gray presided
in Inverness Cathedral, assisted by the Primus of Scotland and three other Bishops.
The new Bishop Webb reached Bloemfontein on 28 July, 1871, and was enthroned in the
Cathedral two days later. “The life and vigour which his coming among us would bring
were foreseen from the time the glad news of his acceptance of the Bishopric reached us,”

wrote William Crisp."”

From the time of his appointment Webb realised the value of the Mission Association
founded by his predecessor. Far from allowing it to fade or be wound up, he used the
months between his consecration and his departure from England to strengthen and
expand it. Local branches were formed at centres across the United Kingdom and new
members enrolled to replace those who had left or died: membership rose to three hundred
and ninety-three. He appointed as his Commissary the Revd P.G. Medd, “an Oxford man
who could put his hand on possible young clergy, and he secured a committee of forty-

five leading Churchmen with a well-known London man, Henry Wagner, as Treasurer.”*

In aletter written on 3 August, 1871, only one week after his arrival, we have what may be

regarded as Bishop Webb’s first impressions.

17 Cirisp, p.17 & 19. The Revd D Croghan had arrived in February 1867 and was Priest-Vicar of the Cathedral.
18 Quoted by Brooke, Robert Gray, p.128

19 Cirisp, p.19-23; Lewis & Edwards, p.91 & p.408; Brooke, Robert Gray, p.135-136

20 Lewis & Edwards, p.409; Crisp, p.24
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The need of another Priest and two or three Deacons, as well as other
helpers, is most urgent; you will not forget it in your prayers. Another great
want is woman’s help. I did not know till I got here, how very much Sisters
are wanted, and how directly and fully they would be appreciated. Two or

three Sisters to teach and visit, and nurse, would be an inestimable boon.

There is work too, among the half-caste women, in a section of the town
which ladies alone can purify by visiting and care. They are wholly without
religion, and are exposed to great temptations without any counteracting
influence. But of all the needs which Sisters can supply, the most pressing

is education.?!

Despite the apparent clarity of those words, it is not clear from the sources that Bishop

Webb was thinking initially of a formal religious community of Sisters.

The first idea was that some thoroughly experienced, middle-aged ladies
should come out from England, and open schools in the various towns and
villages of the Diocese. ... the difficulty has always been to find properly
qualified persons, able and willing to go in this fashion, two and two,

or separately.”

In an address given in 1883, he said,

When 1 first went to Bloemfontein, I did not start with the idea of a
Sisterhood. I had no pre-conceived plan of working with ‘Sisters, when
I was called to the Diocese. I had had a little experience on the subject in
England, and I was not at all sure that a Sisterhood would be the thing

needed, in South Africa.?

This is borne out by words spoken by the Bishop in his Charge to the First Diocesan
Synod, which he convened to meet in the Cathedral on the Feast of the Epiphany, 1872.
Six priests, two deacons and seven lay members attended. After speaking of the need for
more clergy, and proposing to admit suitable men to the minor offices of Sub-deacons,

Catechists and Readers, as a possible step towards a permanent Diaconate, he continued:

21 Quoted by Schoeman, 7he Free State Mission, p.30

22 Webb, address given perhaps in 1878 “Woman’s Work in South Africa”, published in Sisterhood Life and
Women’s Work in the Mission-Field of the Church, p.19

23 Address “Sisterhood Life”, in volume noted above. Quotation from page 30
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It is not for the labours of men only, but also of women, wise, devoted,
and well-trained, that there is great scope in our Church here — for such as
will be ready to serve the Lord without distraction in prayer, meditation,
nursing, visiting, and teaching, as Deaconesses or Sisters of Mercy. I have
made application to our friends at home, and some I trust the Lord may
grant to our prayers. Their presence and influence in our midst would,

I am quite sure, be beneficial to our Society.**

Deaconesses could fit the bill.

The idea of a Sisterhood, of the advantage of which I was only very gradually
convinced, was seriously entertained in 1872; when a lady began work, as
well as she could, single-handed, residing at Bishop’s Lodge. And then we
were led, step by step, to the founding of a Community of women, upon
those great principles of the common life which, on the whole, have stood
the test of 1400 years experience, and were first written on African soil, by

the great African Bishop, S. Augustine.

It was felt that a Community was absolutely needed, to give stability and

fixity to work undertaken so far away ...

But how was such a Community to be established? The readiest way
seemed to be to apply to some English Sisterhood: but even the largest
English Sisterhood could not then spare a band of Sisters, to live seven
thousand miles away from the mother-house; and — though the experiment
has been made in other Dioceses, not unsuccessfully — I, for my part, could
never venture to undertake the responsibility of having only a branch and
affiliated house, governed and guided practically by an extra-diocesan and

even extra-provincial authority.

It was plain that our Sisterhood must stand upon its own foundation, with
a constitution based upon the ancient principles of the same great Rule, but
suited to the peculiar needs of the country; getting its first existence from
the Mother-Church, but living its own life, ruled by its own Diocesan, and

organically one with the corporate life of the Church around.”

24 BDA, A Charge delivered to the Clergy and Lay Representatives at the opening of the First Diocesan Synod, p.19,20
(printed by White, Barlow, and Co., Bloemfontein, 1872)

25 Webb, “Woman’s Work in South Africa”, p.20
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We are given a hint here that Bishop Webb had tried to get Sisters sent out from an English
Community before he decided that the best course was to create a new Sisterhood.
“T have made application to our friends at home,” he said in his 1872 Synodical Charge
and, in his 1878 address, “Even the largest English Sisterhood could not then spare a
band of Sisters.” Bishop Gray of Cape Town had tried for some years to persuade an
established Community to send Sisters to the Cape, but with no success. In 1868 he had
taken a group of eight women from England to form St George’s Sisters in Cape Town.
They had a Rule of Life but took no vows and were free to leave at any time they chose.
In 1870, during his visit to Britain for his wife’s medical consultations, the same visit
during which Bishop Webb was consecrated, Gray had again approached some English
Communities, asking them to send Sisters to train and form the St George’s Sisters into a

formal Community. Again, the answers were negative. He wrote:

Butler cannot help us, nor East Grinstead, nor Clewer, nor All Saints.*®

Gray’s successor, Bishop West Jones, renewed the appeal, and six All Saints’ Sisters arrived

early in 1876 to take over the works started by the St George’s Sisters.”

Archdeacon Croghan (he had been appointed Archdeacon by Bishop Webb in 1872)
and his wife left for England early in February 1873. They were to be away for over one
year. The Quarterly Paper gave a report of his preaching at the Anniversary Services of the
Mission, held on 29 April. “He has come over mainly to procure the means to supply the
most urgent need of the Church in South Africa, namely, ‘Superior Female Education in
connection with the Church. It is desired to establish a Sisterhood for Educational and
Mission purposes in union with the Cathedral at Bloemfontein ...”** There were other
needs that he was attending to also, and some are mentioned in a letter he wrote for
publication before leaving the country: recruiting more clergy, raising funds, and seeking

an experienced priest to take over from Canon Beckett as Superior of the Brotherhood.”

In July 1873 members of the Association were able to read for the first time of the
“Proposed Mission Sisterhood of St Michael & All Angels, Bloemfontein.” Over six pages
the article set out the needs that were to be supplied (“1** — Education; 2™ - Nursing;
3 — Mission Work among Native Women”); the reasons why this could be done properly

only by a Sisterhood (... the love of Christ. No weaker motive will supply the requisite

26 Quoted by Lewis & Edwards, p.91. See also their p.106-109 re St George’s Sisters

27 Lewis & Edwards, p.138; Mumm, A/l Saints Sisters of the Poor, p.xiv, p.15, f.n.55; Mayhew, All Saints, p.153
28 QPOFSM, no.21, July 1873

29 QPOFSM, no.23, January 1874
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strength of purpose”); the need to raise funds of between two and three thousand Pounds
(“of this sum about £400 are now in hand”); arrangements setting out the relationship to
the Cathedral and Bishop, and requirements for joining; followed by some preliminary
rules framed by the Bishop for the life of the Sisters. Most of the article was re-printed in

the subsequent issue of the Quarterly.*

From those “arrangements and rules” it is interesting that although Communities were
not able to send anyone, Bishop Webb thought that individual Siszers may be attracted
to the new venture. “The services of professed sisters, probationers, and associates will
be thankfully accepted.” They should be prepared to work in obedience to the rules of
the new Community for three years, after which “Sisters already professed may then
make their decision whether they will permanently attach themselves to the community.”
How this appeal over the heads of established Communities was received by them,
we cannot know, but we may note that, apart from Sister Emma, not one of the early

members of CSM&AA had been professed in another Community.

In addition to appealing for professed Sisters, probationers and associates from other
Communities, and for probationers to St Michael’s, there is an invitation for other women
to come forward as Associates. These would “not offer themselves for the religious life,
but engage to live and work with the community, in obedience to the rules, for three
years.” As we shall see, the Associates were to play an extremely important role in the
early life of St Michael’s: without them many of the works successfully accomplished
would have been impossible for the Community to undertake. Their passages to and from
Bloemfontein were paid, but for the term of their service they received no payment and

lived as the Sisters did, sharing their home and food.

One of Archdeacon Croghan’s tasks while in Britain was to interview candidates
and to send those considered suitable for admission as probationers or Associates to
“receive such training in a religious house as may help to fit them for community life.
The Rev. the Mother Superior of Clewer has, with great kindness, opened her house to
such ladies as the Archdeacon may recommend. It is needless to point out the immense
advantage of such training.”*' Those who would never fit in would be able to withdraw
before travelling to the Free State. The Community of St John the Baptist, Clewer, could

not spare a band of Sisters to send overseas, but they were very willing to do everythin
p y y g ything

30 QPOFSM, no.21, July 1873, and no.22, October 1873
31 QPOFSM no.21, July 1873
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they could to enable the success of the new Community. One of those the Archdeacon

sent for training at Clewer was Henrietta Stockdale.

Bishop Webb had clearly been in correspondence with the heads of various communities,
secking their help. William Crisp’s account tells us that “on reaching England the
Archdeacon had put the needs of the Diocese before the Rev. Thomas Chamberlain, of
S. Thomas, Oxford, and the Community at Osney House, of which Mr Chamberlain was
Warden, had given Sister Emma.”** That may be so, but there must have been an exchange
of letters between Bishop Webb and Fr Chamberlain before that time. An Oxford man,
Webb most probably knew Fr Chamberlain, who had been Vicar of S. Thomas’s since
1842, where he had brought the Sisterhood into being to meet the needs of women’s
work within his parish.*® Without that personal acquaintance, it is difficult to see why
one of the smaller Communities should have been willing to offer a Sister, when the
larger Communities had failed to do so. An obituary of Sister Emma recorded that
when Fr Chamberlain showed Bishop Webb’s letter to the Superior at St Thomas’s, her
immediate reaction was, “Sister Emma would go in a moment.”** Born in Plymouth, the
daughter of a Naval officer, Sister Emma had been professed in St Thomas’s Sisterhood
in January 1863, and had served in their branch house in Liverpool as well as in their
St Anne’s School in Oxford.”® When all the arrangements had been made, the Superior

wrote to Bishop Webb, “We are giving to South Africa one of our very best.”*

The agreement between Fr Chamberlain and Bishop Webb was of a loan for five years.

We lent you Sister Emma originally on the understanding that she was to
try to get together a Sisterhood under your Direction, of which, if all things

went on favourably, she was to be eventually the Superior — but that she

32 Cirisp, Chapter IV, p.31

33 'The Sisterhood of St Thomas the Martyr, Oxford, originated in a group of devout ladies who by 1847 had
gathered around the Revd Thomas Chamberlain at St Thomas’s Church, where they devoted themselves to works
of mercy and charity. Formally constituted as a Community in 1851, they were one of the first six Sisterhoods
that came into existence in the Church of England between 1845 and 1851. The first Rule and Constitution
was drawn up in 1859. Vocations had begun to decline by the time Canon Chamberlain died in 1892, and in
1936 the Community was affiliated to the Community of St Mary the Virgin, Wantage, although continuing
its separate existence until 1958, when the three remaining Sisters transferred to Wantage. See Anson, 7he Call
of the Cloister, pages 285-288; Allan T. Cameron, The Religious Communities of the Church of England, p.40-41;

also csmvonline.org.uk/history
34 SMS archive. Unfortunately the newspaper cutting does not give the name of the newspaper.

35 Peter Anson, The Call of the Cloister, p.285f, describing their various works, does not mention the
Liverpool House, where they ran St Margaret’s Orphanage. It is mentioned in Susan Mumm (Ed):
All Saints Sisters of the Poor, p.34

36 Quoted in Lewis & Edwards, p.418
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was to be at liberty to return to us, if she desired, & that if the effort failed,

she would, as a matter of duty, resume her place among us.?”

The January 1874 issue of the Quarterly Paper appeared late, partly so that it could include
a farewell letter from the Archdeacon, who was preparing to return to South Africa.
He wrote that his visit to Britain had been cheered by the great sympathy and kindness

with which he had been met everywhere. He continued,

I am thankful to be able to tell you that one of the objects of my visit may
be said to be successfully accomplished, and we can look forward with hope
to the future establishment of a Sisterhood in Bloemfontein. Two ladies,
Miss Young and Miss Peltre are already on the spot. The Sisterhood of
St Thomas, Osney House, Oxford, has offered us the services of one of
their community, Sister Emma, who will be the first Superior, and with
two Lady Associates — Miss Stockdale and Miss Sibley, will (D.V.) sail with
me in February. Two other Ladies, a trained Schoolmistress and a Serving

Sister will, it is hoped, follow shortly.

We cannot express too strongly our thankfulness for so much efhicient help,
and especially we feel a deep obligation to the Sisterhood of St Thomas’s
for their timely and generous aid. All who are thus throwing in their lot
with us devote themselves to a life of labour and self-denial, looking for no

earthly reward.®

Archdeacon and Mrs Croghan, accompanied by Sister Emma and five others”, sailed

from Southampton on board the s.s. Roman on 5 March, 1874.

37 HPRA, Wits., AB2644/80. Letter from Fr Chamberlain to Bishop Webb, January 10, 1879
38 QPOFSM, no.23, January 1874, p.2

39 Miss Stockdale, Miss Sibley, Miss Grimes, Miss Newland and M. Blackwell; QPOFSM no.24, April 1874;
Loch & Stockdale, Sister Henrietta, p.21
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CHAPTER 2

i

AFAR OFF UPON THE SEA'

We left Southampton at 2 p.m. on March 5%, and after a short and favourable
passage, reached Plymouth at 3 a.m. the next morning. After takingin a few
more passengers and some mails, we left again about twelve. We spent most
of the next day in our berths. I got up and lay on the deck for about two
hours in the afternoon. On Sunday morning most of us were at breakfast;

we had then quite passed through the Bay of Biscay.?

Before Sister Emma and her travelling companions embarked on the s.s. “Roman’,
Archdeacon Croghan conducted a Farewell Service in the village church of Rownhams,

about four miles from Southampton, where the Vicar, the Revd EE. Wilson, was “an old

and deeply attached friend of Bishop Webb”.

It was not the first time that this small country parish has had the honour of
bidding God-speed to those connected with this Mission. When the bishop
first left England, ... he preached his last sermon in Rownhams Church, and
made his parting Communion there on St Mark’s Day 1871.%

1 Title of an article written and revised by Bishop Webb, QPBM no. 31, January 1876
2 QPOFSM no.27, January 1875, p.6, Extracts from Sister Emma’s Journal
3 QPBM no.31, January 1876
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They were leaving their home country at the call of God, and wanted to ask his blessing

for their journey and their future work.

In the early years, missionary workers nearly always travelled in groups led by one
of the senior clergy or by someone who was already experienced in the mission field.
This practice had the advantages that the team got to know one another during the sea
voyage; anyone who may be lonely or suffering trepidation at what they were setting out
to do could take courage from being with others committed to the same venture; and the
days on board gave an opportunity to prepare for their new work. It was a long voyage and

the time need not be wasted.

When Bishop Robert Gray first sailed for Cape Town on Monday, 20 December, 1847,
on board the ship “Persia’; the passage occupied two months. He was accompanied by
his wife and four children, with two priests and several laymen who were to work in the
new Diocese. They made up a substantial proportion of the fifteen men, five women and
sixteen children on the passenger list. The ship made a call at Madeira, laying there over
the last day of 1847 and New Year’s Day 1848. Bishop Gray went ashore to try to fulfil
a commission from the Bishop of London to resolve a dispute in the small Church of
England congregation on the island. Many of them accompanied the bishop to the beach
when it was time for him to re-embark. On Sunday 20 February the “Persia” anchored in

Table Bay and Bishop Gray and his party landed by boat.*

That voyage was made ten years before the British Government awarded the first Cape
mail contract to the Union Steamship Company, specifying a passage time not exceeding
forty-two days from Plymouth to Cape Town. A new contract reducing the time to
thirty-eight days came into force four months before Bishop Twells sailed from Plymouth
on board the “Cambrian”on 7 July, 1863, in the company of a small mission team. During
the voyage the Bishop “made a great study of Dutch,” successfully enough to be able,
on his arrival in the Free State, to lead a Coloured congregation at Smithfield in saying
the Creed and Lord’s Prayer.’

Lessons in Dutch were part of the daily programme that Bishop Gray set out for the eight
independent ladies who accompanied him on his return from England in October 1868.
They were to be the nucleus of the St George’s Sisters, and the days on board provided
an opportunity to introduce them to an orderly and disciplined way of life. “The routine

arranged for every day of the voyage gives some idea of the solemnity with which the

4 Brooke, Robert Gray, p.17-26; Lewis & Edwards, p.34,35

5 Details of the contract passage times are from Peter Newall, Union-Castle Line: a Fleer History

(London, Carmania Press, 1999); Crisp, p.9
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whole thing was carried out.” Apart from the language lessons, there was a pattern of daily
devotions, of Bible reading and of study. “There are some a little against any rules,” the

Bishop noted wryly. The voyage was a time of getting to know one another.®

Bishop Webb’s first voyage to the Cape, accompanied by his wife, two children, his two
sisters, and five other workers, was extended by three weeks when the “Celt” was sent
to anchor in quarantine at Saldanha Bay because of some cases of smallpox among the
passengers. Having left England on 25 April, 1871, it was towards the end of June when

the party arrived in Cape Town.”

No such problems attended Sister Emma’s voyage, as she recorded it in her journal. Having
crossed the Bay of Biscay, the “Roman” was sailing past the north west coast of Spain
on their first Sunday at sea. “We longed to go on shore and go to church somewhere,’
she wrote, “ but there was no church to be seen.” Instead, they had Services on board:
Mattins at 10.30 a.m. with a sermon, and Evensong with another sermon at 7 p.m. In the
morning most of the crew and fore-cabin passengers were present, but no crew attended
the evening Service and only some of the passengers. “Miss Blackwell played the piano in
the morning, and Miss Stockdale in the evening; we sang the canticles and two hymns.”
For each of the next three Sundays on board they had a celebration of the Eucharist at
7 a.m. in the Ladies” Saloon, Mattins at 10.30 a.m. and Evensong at 7 p.m. “The singing
[at Mattins] does not go well somehow;” Sister Emma commented on the 22" March.
“We all sing, but others don’t join, one reason is the unfortunate shape of the cabin,
I think; so long and narrow.” The following Sunday both Mattins and Evensong were “nice
bright” services, with better attendances and better singing. Every day during the week
they held a short Mattins in the saloon at 10.30, and an evening service at 7 o’clock in the
fore-cabin®, where the passengers included a number of Cornish miners, all Methodists.
The miners were heading for Griqualand West, where diamonds had been discovered five

years previously. One passenger gave “a very interesting account” of the Diamond Fields.

Having no mails for Madeira, the ship bypassed the island and, a day or so later, passed
through the Canary Islands. Off West Africa they sighted a vessel bound for England
which the Captain stopped in order to send mails home. Sister Emma described being
given a tour of the ship by the Captain: “we saw the cow, sheep, pigs, and poultry.”
Reading this in the Twenty-First Century reminds us that in the days before refrigeration

ships carried livestock to provide meat, cows for a supply of fresh milk, and poultry for

6 Brooke, Robert Gray, p.9-10, 124-125; Lewis & Edwards, p.107
7 Brooke, Robert Gray, p.139; Crisp, p.23

8  Fore-cabin was the second class accommodation. The Mission team were Saloon passengers, or first class.
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eggs. The Captain had quite a sense of humour: “he is very funny,” remarked Sister Emma.
He enjoyed spinning a yarn for his lady passengers. “We crossed the Line this morningat
9.45; we saw nothing different from the rest of the ocean, however, for the Captain says
that the Americans sent out a ship with an India-rubber bottom, to go all along the Line,

and rub it out!!”

Sister Emma described her life on board as “very idle”, but she seems to have kept busy.

She wrote,

There are some nice little children on board, and I have three of them for
a Bible Class every morning. I teach them hymns and tell them stories,
&ec. ... Tomorrow I am going to the other deck, to give a Bible Class to the
children of the fore-cabin passengers. I made the acquaintance of one of
the mothers today. ... We say most of our offices on deck, back on the stern;
but when, as this morning, some one will not see that we have books in our
hands, and wish to be alone, we go down to the ladies’ saloon and say them
there. ... Every day, at two, the Archdeacon is kind enough to give some
of us a lecture or lesson on the Epistle to the Romans; it is very deep and
interesting. And I read aloud for an hour every day. ... I go to the other part
of the ship and teach the little children in the evenings, after vespers, and
take the little ones from this side with me. We generally have a little general
talk on astronomy and geography first, and then Bible Class, and then we
sing hymns which I have taught them, and infant school songs. Last night
I had them on the fore-castle, and a Cornish man came close and listened to

the singing, and said, “We do sing that tune down along with we’

Four days before arrival in Cape Town she noted that they had “got nearly to the end of

the history of Joseph, besides an occasional lesson on the Creed, &c.”

They were glad to reach Cape Town on the Monday in Holy Week, and went ashore to
visit the St George’s Sisters and to attend some Services at the “very ugly” Cathedral’
On Easter Eve the ship sailed for the coastal passage to Algoa Bay, and almost immediately

“began to rock and tumble about much more than we had ever done before.” The morning

9 Archdeacon Merriman thought little of the building when he visited on Friday 17 November, 1848,
writing in his journal: “as the interior of the building — to say nothing of its Grecian exterior — is fitted up
in anything but Cathedral fashion, being filled with large high pews, and no chancel-like arrangements, it
is to be hoped that ere long a real Cathedral will rise in place of it.” (Varley & Matthews, 7he Cape Journals
of Archdeacon N.J. Merriman, p.2.) On 22 November, 1901, the foundation stone was laid for the present
Cathedral designed by Sir Herbert Baker.
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of Easter Day was fine and the vessel was steady, so they were able to have their celebration
of the Eucharist at 7 a.m. and “Mattins with bright Easter hymns at 10.30. And I can
safely say I never spent a happier Easter day, altogether it was so bright and beautiful”

By Evensong the ship was encountering a heavy swell.

It was really quite difficult not to laugh sometimes, to see the Archdeacon
in his surplice swaying to and fro, and scarcely able to keep himself from
falling. We sang the Easter hymn, holding fast to the bar running around
the saloon, and there was a running accompaniment of occasional smashes

of crockery in the pantry, and things tumbling about in the cabins.

Before 8.30 the next morning the ship anchored in Algoa Bay, where they were to

disembark for the journey inland.

There are no docks here, so vessels are obliged to anchor a long way out;
when we went ashore there was a stiff breeze blowing off the land, so we
had to tack, and got almost drenched and blinded with the spray. It was

great fun."

At the end of the year after Sister Emma’s voyage, Bishop Webb, who had been in the
United Kingdom to recruit more personnel and to raise funds, sailed from Southampton
on board the steamship “Danube’; accompanied by a large party of nine lady workers and
four clergy. The group met at Rownhams Church on Christmas Eve for a Service at 6.30
p-m., and returned there on Christmas morning for the 8 o’clock celebration of Holy
Communion. Then it was time to join the ship, which sailed later in the day. One of the

lady workers described a typical day on board, where the hours were put to good use.

She tells us that they rose carly, when the crew were still busy washing the decks, and
would try to find a corner where they could read. Breakfast was served at 9 a.m., and “then
I go off to the Steerage children (2™ Class)” with a scrapbook given her by Mrs Webb,
to tell them stories and answer their questions. At 10.30 a.m. the Bishop, clergy and all
the missionaries gathered for Mattins: “we sing it all and have a hymn.” After that they
would read or write and work at learning Dutch until it was time for luncheon at 12.30.
At 3 o’clock in the afternoon Bishop Webb held a little class for some of them, and “reads
“Wilberforce on the Incarnation, which we enjoy extremely.” At 4 o'clock there was tea or

oranges, and Dinner at 6. At 7.30 p.m. they gathered in the Second Class part of the ship

10 QPOFSM, no.27, January 1875, Extracts from Sister Emma’s Journal, p.6-13
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for Evensong. There was “quite a congregation; much larger than in the morning. There
is a large party of Wesleyans going out with us, and several young men, who look so good
and reverent that one cannot but respect them. We have a hymn again at this Service:
sung straight from their hearts! One of our clergy, Mr Maude, takes great interest in them,
and is trying to help them learn Dutch.” Mr Maude was also conducting a Bible Class
among the Second Class passengers, while the Bishop gathered a good congregation for
his readings of the Book of Daniel, and had started a Bible Class on Acts."

The “Danube” arrived in Cape Town on 18 January 1876, where the Bishop disembarked
in order to attend the Episcopal Synod and a Provincial Synod a few days later.
The remainder of the party stayed on board for the two day voyage to Port Elizabeth,

where Sister Emma met them for the journey to Bloemfontein.

Mrs Webb stayed a few months longer in the United Kingdom and her departure was
scheduled for 5 May, 1876, “in order that the party may include the Rev. JW. Barrow
of Philippolis, and his bride.” The Mission’s recruitment was going well: there were two
theological students and a further group of lady workers to travel with her. Her two
children “and her own two servants” completed the party.'? In the absence of information,
we can only speculate whether this group had such a fully organised daily routine as those

who travelled with the Bishop and Archdeacon.

11 QPBM, no.31, January 1876
12 QPBM, no.32, April 1876
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St Michael’s Home as the Chapel neared completion in 1877. The double-storied building on the right
was completed in 1876, providing a refectory and kitchens on the ground floor, with a dormitory above.
The two low buildings in the centre are the original farmhouse and the extension added in 1874.

St George's Cottage Hospital, constructed in 1878, with Sister Frances.
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CHAPTER 3

i

A JOURNEY UNATTENDED
BY AN ACCIDENT IS AN
ACCIDENT

Bloemfontein is situated 4,568 feet above sea level, and the distance from Port Elizabeth,
following the route used by Archdeacon Croghan’s party, is 469 miles along the modern
roads. In the 1870s, the roads were rough tracks across unfenced countryside and there
were no bridges to cross the rivers. A few of the larger rivers had been supplied with ponts,
flat-bottomed vessels which were hauled from one bank to the other with ropes, but in all
other places travellers headed for the drifts or fords, often having to descend steep river
banks to reach them. “The roads at that time were alone serious matters to encounter, and

the drifts or fords by which the rivers were crossed were each one a new danger.”!

The most common form of transport was the ox waggon. When the Dutch settlers
left the Cape and moved inland, their families travelled in high canvas-covered
waggons. One of the original Voortrekker waggons is preserved in the Wagon Museum
in Bloemfontein, which houses also an example of the flat-bed waggons used for the
transport of heavy goods. Eighteen or twenty feet long and six feet wide, these were

constructed of wood and had large metal-rimmed wheels, the rear pair of which were

1 Crisp, p.23
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approximately five feet in diameter. Loads of up to 8,000 lbs could be carried, subject
to the number of oxen used, most often between six and eight pairs. From the wooden
shaft on the front of the waggon, known as the dissel/boom, a long chain connected the
yoked pairs of oxen. Travel was slow, moving at walking pace, with the front pair being
led by an African wvoorloper. The driver, seated on the waggon, controlled the whole
team. After three or four hours on the rough tracks, the oxen had to be unyoked, rested
and allowed to graze before continuing for a second session. Failure to observe these
breaks could result in oxen collapsing and dying. At drifts, if the rivers were running
high, the oxen would frequently have to swim across, and in difficult places it was
sometimes necessary to unload waggons or to connect them to a second span of oxen.

Given these conditions, progress of ten miles a day was considered satisfactory.

When Canon Beckett and his party arrived, “wagons were hard to procure by reason of
the drought; carriers being unwilling to expose their oxen to the risks of a road scant of
both grass and water.” They left Port Elizabeth on 30 July, 1867, and, after a “long and
toilsome progress” but with “little inconvenience and with no mishap worth speaking of”,
reached Bloemfontein on 6 September.> Among their heavy luggage was an organ which

they had brought out from England for the Cathedral.?
Bishop Webb, on his first arrival, disembarked at Cape Town and he and his party

travelled by mule waggon the long route through to the Free State. It was a frightful
journey. They were seriously delayed by snow in the Karoo: “we should have died if it had
not been for a colonist who rode out to us with two bottles of wine.”* Twelve miles from
Bloemfontein the waggon stuck fast in the mud, and Canon Beckett led a relief party to

rescue them with fresh horses and mules.

Nothing in their past experience could have prepared the 37 year old Sister Emma and
the English ladies with her for the rigours of the journey that lay ahead of them after
disembarking from the ss “Roman”. In her journal, “one sees the struggle between the
‘respectability” of a Victorian maiden lady who was also a nun, on the one hand, and the
indomitable pioneering spirit of a heroine, on the other.”® They were to travel to the Free

State by horse-drawn coach, making an early start.
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Lewis & Edwards, p.409
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A JOURNEY UNATTENDED BY AN ACCIDENT IS AN ACCIDENT

We left Port Elizabeth on Monday the 13, starting in the dark, in the coach
or cart called after its owners, Cobb & Co. This conveyance is something
like a stage coach, only longer and wider, with three seats, holding nine
persons. The place to get in at, is only about four inches higher and not
wider than a railway carriage window; most of our luggage was put up
behind, outside, but we had many little bags and lots of rugs and umbrellas
inside. The coach is slung on wide bands of bullock hide, so the motion is
delightfully easy; but we were very much crushed. We started very well with
six horses, but just after daylight we had a tremendous jolt, which shook us
all off our seats and down again, with a bump ‘enough to put one’s bones

out of joint, we all exclaimed; and twice since we have had similar ones.

Sister Emma described the countryside they passed through, the wild-flowers she saw,
the meals they took at stops along the way (the “usual fare” seemed to be mutton chops,
eggs and bacon, tea and coffee), the accommodation at overnight stops, but also some
of the unforeseeable difficulties. After a stop at Grahamstown the two front horses did
not want to start, they “jumped and backed,” and had to be dragged and pulled until at
last they got going. Sometimes fresh horses were not available at the rest stops, making it

necessary for the coach to proceed slowly and halt often to give tired horses a rest.

At Dagga-Boer’s-Neck, where we stayed a night, there was a good hotel; but
when we wanted to proceed in the morning we heard that the horses could
not be found. They had been let loose in the veldt overnight, because forage

is so scarce, and were not forthcoming. So we went out to see the sun rise.

At the end of one afternoon they came to a river where an ox waggon had stuck fast in the
middle of the drift. There were several others waiting to cross, so the coach turned back to
find an inn where the passengers could spend the night. The innkeeper, “in wonderfully
educated English said he would do his best for us; but bad was the best, as far as the
food went. The bread was musty, mildewed and sour; we opened seven eggs which were
bad ..” At 5.30 in the morning, when everyone was ready to leave, the horses were lost
again. By the time they were found, the white driver was missing, so they set off with
an African driver “who had never been upcountry before, and did not know the way”
Fortunately, at a meal stop, they met a Cobb & Co coach returning from the Diamond
Fields: “we exchanged horses with them, and they gave us a driver who knew the way.”
After an overnight stop at Colesberg, they crossed the Orange River on a pont and

arrived at Philippolis on Sunday 19 April, two days late. Because the Cobb & Co coach
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was proceeding to Kimberley, Bishop Webb was to send a waggon to fetch the party
from Philippolis, but the letter telling him when to expect them had been “left behind
somewhere by the post-cart.” Three nights at Philippolis gave the travellers a rest, and
provided an opportunity to join in Services at the church where they met the priest,

Mr Barrow, “such a devoted, hard-working man.”

The journey was resumed on Wednesday but, being in the waggon sent by the Bishop,
there were no arrangements for changes of horses and frequent stops had to be made to
rest the animals. A day was spent at Fauresmith before going on to a German Lutheran
mission station called Bethany. “They were, and always are, the Archdeacon says, so kind
and friendly, and provided us with beds, tea, supper and breakfast, all for nothing, only

charging for forage for the horses.” Leaving there on Saturday, they

had to get out of the waggon several times that day; once, to cross a river
with very precipitous banks. Mrs. C. [Croghan] crossed with naked feet, -
the rest of us on stepping stones; but poor Miss S. [she could mean Sibley
or Stockdale] fell in and got very wet. Then there were also some miserable
boggy cut up places, where there were ruts two feet deep, dry at the top
and wet at the bottom. Sometimes our waggon would stick and sometimes
the horses ... would not move. ... On account of the many difficulties and
delays, it was dark ... When we went on again, we came to a bad place, and
had to get out again in the moonlight, and jump across some water, wetting

our feet.

There was nothing but a track to guide them, “and as our two drivers knew but little
or nothing of the country, they had to get out every now and then to find the road”
They arrived at last in Bloemfontein, at about 10 p.m.; “the town looked so pretty by
moonlight, and does also by daylight.” The Bishop and Mrs Webb welcomed them and
accommodated them that night in Bishop’s Lodge. The journey from Algoa Bay had

taken thirteen days.”

Two years after that introduction to the hazards of travel in the Free State, novice Sister
Henrietta would have expected some difficulties when she accompanied Bishop Webb
to Kimberley in April 1876. The Bishop was anxious to enquire into the need for nurses

on the Diamond Fields. They left Bloemfontein on Friday 31 March — “We were almost

7 Extracts from Sister Emma’s travel Journal were printed in QPOFSM, no.27, January 1875,
and no,28, April 1875.
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A JOURNEY UNATTENDED BY AN ACCIDENT IS AN ACCIDENT

afraid to go on, because of the exceeding badness of the roads.” That day they outspanned
twice to take their meals and to rest the horses. At the second stop, heavy rain started and

they had to beg shelter in a small shop.

It was late in the afternoon when the rain ceased, and we were able to go
on our way; brightly enough at first, but very heavily afterwards, as hour
after hour passed, and darkness came on, and our horses got more and more
tired. At last a bank of mud about three feet high, brought us to a stand-
still. No whipping, or shouting, or coaxing, was of any avail; no turning
back a little way, and coming at it again, deceived the horses. The Bishop
got out; very carefully, for fear of breaking the pole, and at once fell down in
the slimy, slippery mud; and then after another attempt at getting over the
bank I got out too. Nothing can describe the stickiness, and slipperiness.
At every step I was nearly down, until the Bishop, after many falls, got a
waterproof sheet to serve as an island for me. Then he took off his boots
and coat, and tried by pushing the wheel, to force the horses forward. The
driver jumped out and tried the other wheel; but of course two men could
not do much against four horses, even supposing they had been equally

determined, which they were not.

Then they all went away, and left me sitting on my waterproof sheet,
quite alone in my now moonlit world. In about a quarter of an hour, they

appeared again, on my side of the mudbank, having driven round it.

Ten minutes further on, they found a hotel where they were greeted warmly and shown
great kindness: “we were glad enough to get to our rooms.” When they left the next

morning, t