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“What shall I wish you at the opening of the new century and the new
year. I cannot do better than remind you of Our Lord’s own precept
on charity; “My little children, love one another, as I have loved you”.

Charity flows in full measure from the Sacred Heart of Jesus
and we would not be true Servants of the Sacred Heart if we do not
practise charity in our lives. True charity shows itself in action, and it is
this which inspires us to true love of our neighbour, even to the point
of sacrifice. Sometimes we find it hard to put up with the faults and
weaknesses of our sisters but we should remember that we, too, have
our faults which others have to put up with and God will be merciful to
us only in the measure with which we show mercy to our sisters.
Charity is the most important point in the common life. It will not be
enough to have deep piety, great faith, to be observant, active, faithful.
We must also be pleasant, kind, humble, avoid ill-humour . .. ..

In one word, let us show in our whole manner, that holy charity
which our founder has so strongly recommended and which should
distinguish each Servant of the Sacred Heart.”

Most of September and October 1900, Mother Winefride spent
in visiting the convents throughout the province. At the beginning of
the century, the Servants of the Sacred Heart were scattered over a wide
area which demanded tedious and lengthy journeyings by land and sea.
The Catholic Directory (1900) lists the following houses of the pro-
vince:—

Westminster: Hassett Road, Homerton

French Hospital, Shaftsbury Avenue
2 Church Row, Commercial Road
27 Bickerton Road, Highgate

684 High Road, Tottenham

Manor House, Chigwell

Liverpool: West Dingle

Northampton: Sudbury

Newport: Aberdare, Wales

Plymouth: Chideock, Lyme Regis

Southwark: Rotherhithe, Brighton

St. Andrew’s

Scotland: Liberton, Edinburgh

Argyll: Oban, Rothesay, Daliburgh
Galloway: Cumnock, Ayr (orphanage for boys)

From 1900 onwards, it appears that relations between the mother
house and the English province, particularly in Homerton, were on the
downward trend. It now seemed inevitable that only in separation could
the problems that had beset the province over a long period, finally be
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solved. The founder had decided to separate the congregation into
provinces in 1873. He did this, writes Father Frodl S.J., because he was
“fully aware of all the disadvantages which might result from the
diversity of nationalities. For this reason he resolved to establish as
many provinces as there were nationalities and to give to his congrega-
tion a business-like form of organization”. (Frodl; Life of Father Braun
Ch. VII p.87). Now in 1902 it seemed that the development of this
notion would result in each province becoming a separate congregation.
Nonetheless, events leading up to the separation, although not recorded
at the time, left behind painful and wounding hurts on both sides,
which only in God’s time were healed.

It does appear, however, that a meeting which took place in
Homerton of the provincial council, presided over by the superior
general, led to the final stage in the rift between Versailles and Homer-
ton. On October 27th 1901, following the meeting, Mother Winefride
made her last entry in the annals of the Servants of the Sacred Heart.
The result of the meeting showed that the names of two other sisters
proposed by the superior general, were added to the provincial bank
account. The name of another member of the provincial council was
added to the deeds of the Hillingdon property. Mother Winefride
said that such action would be against the express wishes of Cardinal
Vaughan.

In February of the following year, Mother Camille was once
again in Homerton. The following circular addressed to the sisters in the
English province, states the purpose of her visit. It is dated February
12th:

“I am here for the past eight days, called by the sisters — many of you
know the reason why.

I saw the cardinal today and after having expressed to him the
object of my visit — that some of the sisters in the province desire a
separation, while others will remain faithful to the mother house and to
the constitutions, I asked him to give me a line of conduct. His reply
was this:—

As there are religious who wish to remain faithful to the mother
house and to the constitutions, such as they are, and some who wish to
form a branch, let every sister in the whole province, send her name
separately to me, within a week, and independently of any superior
(even the major superiors) stating: I will remain attached to the mother
house and the constitutions such as they are, or, I will branch off, so
that in this way the liberty of each sister may be safeguarded.”

His Eminence said further that those who remain attached to
the mother house will continue to work in his diocese.
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1. Let it be understood that this must be done notwithstanding
anything that may have been done in the past and signed heretofore in
connection with this matter, and sent direct to:—
The Cardinal, Archbishop’s House,
Westminster — London S.W.
2.  Let it be understood what is meant by branching off — it means
taking a new title, a different habit and new constitutions.
3.  Let it be further understood that I do not, by these remarks
wish to influence anyone, but simply that she may know what she is
doing.
4. The local superiors will provide each sister with paper, envelope
and stamp. I recommend myself to your prayers and
remain my dear daughters,
Yours entirely devoted in the Sacred Heart,
Mére Camille.

Now that matters were out in the open and could be discussed,

there must have been a feeling of general relief in the province. Two
days after the circular was written, Mother Winefride ceased to act as
provincial of the Servants of the Sacred Heart. Mother Alexis was
named superior in her place. On February 28th, Mother Winefride,
accompanied by Sisters Amabilis Keogh and Laurence, had a meeting
with Cardinal Vaughan at his residence. The cardinal told them that the
separation from the mother house was now “an accomplished fact”.
That evening Mother Winefride wrote an account of the meeting:—
“I will not go into the causes which led up to it (the separation). Nor
will I relate any of the painful trials which we have gone through
especially since the beginning of the year in the provincial house. The
cardinal said that a provisional arrangement had been made whereby
His- Eminence wished us to go to Chigwell and make it our principal
house until matters were finally settled in Rome.

I asked His Eminence if we may take anything with us, as I
fear the sisters in Chigwell are not prepared to receive us. The reply
was, “No, Take the novices with you, where they can look out and
let them have their exercises and take care not to do anything that
would draw censure on yourself.” I thanked the cardinal and said,
“There is no chapel at Chigwell, only a small oratory,” and he said,
“You will get one.”

On March Sth Mother Winefride, accompanied by Sisters John
Baptist Madigan and Christina, made the last painful journey from
Homerton to Chigwell. They were warmly received by Mother Osmund
Keogh, superior, and the rest of the community, numbering nineteen
sisters.
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The outcome of the letters received by Cardinal Vaughan
following the circular from Mother Camille showed that:

97 professed sisters joined the group who chose separation.
. There were also eight novices and one postulant (Kate Murphy; Sister
Fidelis). Chigwell now had seventeen other houses affiliated to it.
Three houses, Homerton, the convent attached to the French Hospital
in Shaftesbury Avenue and the recent Brighton foundation, chose to
remain attached to the mother house in Versailles. Those immediately
affected by the separation were the sisters who taught in Mile End and
Stepney; they had lived in Homerton up till now and so they had to
move to Limehouse, already overcrowded — until a convent could be

found for them nearer to the schools.
March 28th 1902, Canon Surmont Edmund at that time

professor of dogmatic theology and canon law at St. Thomas’ Seminary,
Hammersmith, was appointed ecclesiastical superior to the sisters.
He had, for a short time, been curate in Stratford. A native of Belgium,
he was ordained for the English mission in 1869. In a letter to Mother
Winefride (May 20th 1902) he recalls how he came to know Father
Braun:—

“Many thanks for your kind letter. I knew, indeed, Father Braun very
well. We used to have a good talk together at night during the summer
that the first sisters came over from France and it is very strange,
indeed, that after some thirty years I should have to deal with the
difficulties in which his children find themselves.”

For the next three years, Canon Surmont proved himself to
be guide, counsellor and, at times, self-appointed administrator of the
“Chigwell” sisters. He wrote frequently to Mother Winefride and his
letters, preserved in the archives at Chigwell, show what a detailed
interest he took in all that pertained to the regulating of the future
congregation. Cardinal Vaughan had applied to Rome for the Decree
recognising the group as a separate congregation. As usual, the wait
was long and tedious. There was much to be done in the interlude.
In some houses, replacements had to be made to fill the vacancies
caused by the sisters who chose to remain attached to Versailles. There
were many practical affairs needing immediate attention. A number
of children and women of all ages were now under the care of the
sisters. Mother Winefride began with a modest bank account of £269.
The Servants of the Sacred Heart had always collected alms in the
eastern part of the archdiocese of Westminster. At the beginning of
April, the Chigwell sisters were allowed to collect in the West End
of London and the western suburbs. Sister Simplicienne, the oldest
sister in the Chigwell community, volunteered for this humble duty.
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The Servants of the Sacred Heart were anxious to retain possession of
the Hillingdon property, so recently purchased by their congregation,
but, after an inquiry, Canon Surmont declared that the Hillingdon and
the Chigwell properties were both recognised now as church properties.

On March 19th 1903, the long-awaited decree, recognising
the branch as a separate congregation, was received from Rome. There
was great rejoicing. Dated March Sth, the decree stated that the new
institute would be known as the congregation of the sisters of the
Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary. The next few weeks were a flurry of
excitement. Canon Surmont remained steadily at the centre of all
this. He chose the design for the ring, gave Mother Winefride the title
of Mother General, but he did allow her to help him decide on the
design for the habit. On the Feast of the Sacred Heart, 1903, the sisters
changed to the new habit. The happy occasion was tinged with sadness
when the news came that evening of the death of Cardinal Vaughan.
Always he had shown himself a true friend, especially in times of
difficulty, to the two congregations who looked to Father Braun as
their father and founder. Mother Winefride missed him greatly but no
doubt she was comforted to know that she now had another advocate
in heaven.

That she was a woman of faith is evident from the courage
shown by Mother Winefride throughout all these traumatic events.
It was in the same spirit of faith that she accepted the charge of the
orphanage for boys at North Hyde in Middlesex. On January 6th,
the late Cardinal had asked her to undertake this work but, as she
herself wrote, “we did not accept at the time”. The orphanage, founded
by Dr. Wiseman in 1847 when he was vicar apostolic, catered for,
at times, six hundred boys, many of them almost twenty years old.
There was a school, where the sisters taught, and a number of work-
shops — tailoring, joinery, boot-making as well as gardening, laundry;
and a brass band, well-known and remembered years afterwards. The
Sisters of Mercy were giving up the work because of other commit-
ments and Archbishop Bourne was anxious for another congregation to
carry on the work. The first superior was Mother Laurence Daly, who
was destined to spend many years in the exacting work which she grew
to love and where she came to be greatly respected and loved by sisters
and boys alike.

The first ceremony of profession and clothing was held in the
oratory at Chigwell on August 28th, 1903. Nineteen sisters made final
vows, seven made first profession and one postulant was received. The
opening of the novitiate on March 4th, 1904, was another step forward
for the new congregation. Two postulants were received: Miss Stewart,
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Sister Mary Gertrude, who always delighted in the fact that she led the
new generation, and Miss Sullivan, Sister Domenica. A few months
later, Mother Winefride had a well-earned rest with her family in
Monasterevan, Co. Kildare, Ireland.

Notes
Original letter in the Chigwell archives
Copy in the Chigwell archives
Sister of Mother Amabilis Keogh

Vicar General of the Archdiocese of Westminster from 1909 until
his death in 1932. Born in Belgium, ordained on May 22nd 1809.
Cardinal Bourne wrote of him: “He possessed a well-furnished
mind, wrote French, Latin and English with equal readiness; in all
matters concerned with theology and canon law his knowledge was
prompt and accurate. Of all his gifts, he gave without stint to the
service of God and the Church, and especially to the diocese of
Westminster”,

5. She was professed in Stratford the same day as Mother Francis
de Sales, January 29th, 1872.

Ll
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CHAPTER 10
Spreading our wings

Towards the end of the nineteenth century, there was a great
deal of interest in child psychology both in England and France. In
1880, a number of teachers in London complained that their class-
rooms “were crammed with a horde of difficult youngsters, urchins
who could not be taught, ruffians who could not be controlled.”
The Education Act of 1889 authorised local education authorities to
provide special schools for mentally defective children. Newly-developed
methods of testing intelligence, devised by the Psychologists Galton,
Binet and later Cyril Burt, were used to identify those children who
fitted into this category of special education. Once more, the Catholic
hierarchy looked to the religious orders to help them implement the
new educational policy.

It was in this specialized field that the Sisters of the Sacred
Hearts of Jesus and Mary were destined to make their strongest contri-
bution to Catholic education in England. Indeed, the Servants of the
Sacred Heart had already pioneered this type of education when in
1901 they accepted an invitation from Cardinal Vaughan to open a
school for mentally defective children. For this purpose, the Congrega-
tion purchased Pield Heath House, Hillingdon, Middlesex, and in July
1902 the school was approved by the Board of Guardians.

In June 1901, Dr. Alice Johnson addressed a meeting held in
Westminster Hall, under the presidency of the Bishop of Northampton.
The Universe, June 8th, 1901, reported that “in an earnest speech Dr.
Johnson called for a rectification of the present system of casting adrift
mentally defective scholars as soon as they had left school at sixteen.”
The meeting also expressed concern at the lack of legislation for the
control of such girls who were often ready targets for exploitation by
irresponsible members of the public. Later that year, the rescue home
at The Croft, Sudbury, Suffolk, which had been founded in 1885, was
registered as a home for mentally defective women over the age of
sixteen. This delightful house, with two acres of land adjoining, had
been presented to the Servants of the Sacred Heart by a Mr. Kelly, who,
in 1913, died in Chigwell convent following a long illness during which
he was nursed by the sisters.

It will be remembered that the first apostolate undertaken by
the Servants of the Sacred Heart in Grenelle, Paris, was the care and
protection of unemployed German girls. This work of rescue, as it came
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to be known in England, was foremost among the apostolates engaged
in by the Chigwell sisters. So far, the work was carried on in properties
which did not belong to the congregation. This situation imposed con-
siderable limitations on the day to day running of the homes. Mother
Winefride was anxious, therefore, to establish a rescue home which
would remain free of any legal agreement with a second party.

In October 1905, the Dowager Marchioness of Bute ‘wrote to
the superior general seeking her co-operation in establishing a rescue
home in Carlisle, on the Scottish border. Mother Winefride expressed
her interest in such a foundation, at the same time making it clear that
the congregation intended to purchase the necessary property, even if
this entailed payment by instalment. Lady Bute agreed to this condi-
tion. Mother Winefride next wrote to Bishop Collins of Hexham and
Newcastle asking permission to make a foundation in his diocese.
The bishop refused; subsequent correspondence between the bishop
and the superior general reveals that his lordship did not wish to become
in any way financially responsible for such a venture. Moreover, the
Bishop had written to Canon Surmont on receipt of Mother Winefride’s
letter, asking the Canon’s advice on the matter. The Canon’s reply
expressed surprise at the superior general’s desire to “spread her wings
so far’” when she was already committed to the same apostolate in the

Westminster Archdiocese. However, the refusal was not taken as final.
Canon Waterton, parish priest of Carlisle, strongly supported

the sisters. A lineal descendant of St. Thomas More and a nephew of
the famous naturalist, Charles Waterton, Canon George Waterton was a
man of considerable private means, ever ready to build up the church in
practical and spiritual ways. He was aware that at that time, there was a
suitable property on the market. Durran Hill House, just outside
Carlisle, had recently been willed by its deceased owner, Miss Mary
Ann Lowery, to Mr.P.C. Howard of nearby Corby Castle. Miss Lowery,
always a generous benefactor of the church, had left instructions that
her house be used “for religious purposes”. A distant heir-in-law, Mr.
R.B. Briscoe, contested her will in the High Court and was successful;
whereupon the new owner placed the house on the property market
and sailed for Canada.

Interesting correspondence concerning the Carlisle foundation
has been graciously presented to the Chigwell archives by Bishop Foley
of Lancaster. Below is a letter written to Canon Waterton by Mother
Ethelburga Ring at that time superior of the rescue home at Braehead,
Lochwinnock, Ayrshire. (1) It is dated December 8th, 1905.

Very Reverend & Dear Canon,

I told the superior of Liberton that for some unknown reason, Bishop
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Collins was reluctant to give us permission to open a home at Carlisle.

If you think it would be any use to send Archbishop’s Smith’s
letter (enclosed) may I trouble you to do so. If His Lordship would like
to write to His Grace confidentially, he can do so. We have the school
and hospital at Aberdare, South Wales. The sisters visit the industrial
school and hospital at Aberdare, also the poor and sick of the parish.
We are well known to Bishop Hedley. I sincerely hope, dear Canon, you
are feeling better today. You are very much in our poor prayers here.
I feel sure Our Blessed Lady will obtain all our requests today — if they
are pleasing to God. With best and most grateful wishes. . . ..

On receipt of this letter, Canon Waterton wrote to his bishop:—
My Dear Lord, what a nuisance you will consider me but I want to do
all I can on this feast of Our Lady Immaculate for the poor nuns who
are so anxious to work in this diocese. I shall consider it a great
personal favour if you would kindly give this matter your most careful
consideration. I feel sure you will forgive me for being so importunate
on a matter which is so important. A

Respectfully yours.... ..

Our Lady did obtain the request so ardently hoped and prayed
for. The bishop eventually relented and on March 6th, 1906, this
charming house, built in imitation manor style, re-opened as the
“House of Providence, Durran Hill, for rescue work or shelter for poor
unprotected girls, supported by laundry work. :

Principal: Sister Ethelburga, assisted by six sisters.”
(Kelly’s Direciories, 1907)

A few years later, when his health failed, Canon Waterton retired
to the convent where he was nursed by the sisters until his death
there on February 6th, 1911. Mother Ethelburga Ring is still remem-
bered by a few remaining girls still resident in Durran Hill Convent and
by the townspeople who recall her charity to the poor, the imprisoned
and the homeless.

Not surprisingly, all these proceedings took a heavy toll of the
health of the superior general. Mother Winefride became quite ill, but
later that month, March 1906, she was much heartened to learn that
the constitutions had received the approval of Cardinal Bourne. They
had been written by Canon Surmont with the valuable assistance of
Father Thaddeus Hermans OFM of the friary at Woodford, Essex. A
native of Belgium and a close friend of the cautious canon, Father
Thaddeus began the long and grace-filled association that exists to this
day between the Franciscan friars and the Chigwell sisters.

In May 1908, Mother Sylvester Halpin was named superior
general at the first chapter to be held in Chigwell Convent. A former
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provincial of the English province of the Servants of the Sacred Heart,
Mother Sylvester was at the time superior of the Scottish house at Oban.
Mother Winefride, the outgoing superior general, was appointed
superior of the house at Hillingdon. A month later, Cardinal Bourne
paid an official visit to Chigwell and expressed his gratitude to all the
sisters of the Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary who were engaged in
various apostolates throughout his archdiocese.

The decision to designate Chigwell as the mother house of the
congregation, was taken in October of that year. As a result, plans were
drawn up to build a new wing in the grounds of the Manor House,
large enough to accommodate the increasing number of boys in the
opthalmic school. This building was blessed on June 10th 1910, by
Canon Surmont, assisted once again by Father Thaddeus, OFM.

During the lifetime of Father Braun, providence placed in his
path at various times, a valuable friend and guide ready to assist him
in his works of mercy. Such a guide sometimes appeared in the guise
of a clerical canon. Similar canons reappear in the history of the
congregation. Among them must be included Canon T.P. O’Reilly,
parish priest of St. Alphonsus Church, Glasgow. He was also prominent
in civic affairs for many years. In July 1910, due to the untiring efforts
of Canon O’Reilly, the sisters were able to transfer their rescue home
from a sordid tenement in Gallowgate, to more spacious and airy
premises in the pleasant village of Barrhead. It was here in St. Mary’s
Home, formerly the residence of the Shanks family, that Canon
O’Reilly suffered the fatal heart attack from which he died a few days
later on May 10th, 1930. He is buried behind the high altar of the
convent chapel which he had helped to build through his endless fund-
raising activities and the constant encouragement he gave to the Barr-
head community.

On the feast of St. Augustine, August 28th, 1911, the long-
awaited opening of the convent chapel, Chigwell, took place. Cardinal
Bourne blessed the striking new edifice and celebrated the first Solemn
High Mass. The day was one of great rejoicing and marked the end of
many years of careful planning and quiet money-saving.

For some years, Archbishop Whiteside of Liverpool had been
asking Mother Sylvester to open a residential school for mentally
defective children in the archdiocese. In 1910, a number of properties
were viewed and on October 5th of that year, a property belonging to
the Garsides, at Ormskirk, Lancashire, was bought by the congregation
for a modest sum. A new wing was added soon afterwards and on
Easter Sunday 1912, Archbishop Whiteside performed the opening
ceremony of Pontville School. Forty boys from Pield Heath House
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in Hillingdon formed the nucleus of this latest special school to be
established in the congregation.

Despite the difficulties imposed by the war situation, four other
foundations were made in the period 1910—1918. Archbishop White-
side was delighted with the progress of the special school in Ormskirk,
which by now was having to accept girls. In 1915, he pleaded with
Mother Sylvester to open a second school for girls only. Hearing of a
suitable property for sale, the superior general travelled north to
view the house. But the taxi-man took her by mistake to what turned
out to be a property of even more generous proportions. Situated at
the end of a winding, wooded avenue and bordering the village of
Woolton, Allerton Priory was built on a splendid site, with a fine view
of the Mersey and the Welsh hills. Mother Sylvester spent six weeks in
Liverpool helping to prepare for the opening of the school in
September. Fifteen girls from the school in Ormskirk were the first
pupils.

The same year, (1915) a permanent home was bought to replace
the rented accommodation in Woodford Bridge. Bigod’s Hall, Dunmow,
in Essex, was purchased from a Mr. Fowler and the boys moved from
Thurlby House shortly afterwards to enjoy and explore the sprawling
house with its 130 acres of land. Father Dominic Devas in his book
“Chigwell” (1929) describes. the Hall as being “the most inaccessible
spot in the world, a veritable oasis of muddy fields and even more
muddy lanes.” However, he clearly remembers today his 1929 visit to
Dunmow, though memories of more salubrius sites have by now
completely faded.

On November 20th, 1916, Mother Winefride Tyrell died in
Hillingdon where she had gone after laying down the burden of high
office which she had held, in Homerton and in Chigwell from 1899 to
1908. As Bridget Tyrell she received the habit of the Servants of the
Sacred Heart in the convent chapel, Homerton, on December 8th, 1878.
On January 8th, 1881, Sister Winefride Tyrell was professed alone in
Homerton. On August 22nd, 1895 she made her final profession,
along with thirty-five other sisters, in a ceremony attended by Mother
Sylvester Halpin, provincial of the English province. Appointed head-
teacher of Guardian Angels’ School in Mile End, she was elected pro-
vincial of the English province in 1899. Mother Helena McCarty (Old
Colwyn 1982) recalls how, when a postulant, she was one of the
many who lined the Chigwell Avenue on the sad day when the remains
of the late Mother Winefride returned to rest overnight in the convent
chapel. The courage shown by Mother Winefride as she persevered in
her efforts to discern the will of God for herself and those under her
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care, points to her complete trust and confidence in the Sacred Heart.
A woman of integrity, single-minded, uncompromising, she was
deserving of the great confidence placed in her by the first Sisters of
the Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary. We look to her as co-foundress of
our Congregation.

The demand for residential places for severely mentally handi-
capped boys was so great, that a second home was established two years
later (1918) at Hillside, Buntingford, in Hertfordshire, not far from the
country retreat of the Archbishop of Westminster. It was no uncommon
sight to see Cardinal Bourne arrive at the door of St. Francis’ on a
summer’s evening, accompanied by his secretary, Mgr. Elwes. Shortly
afterwards, Mgr. would bid a hasty retreat from the parlour and say to
the sister on duty in the boys’ washroom, “You go and talk to his
Eminence and let me get on with the washing of the feet”.

Needless to say the numbers of women uprooted and disturbed
by the events and effects of war increased tremendously between the
years 1914—1918. Another rescue home was urgently needed in the
London area. The Bishop of Southwark this time made the request for
a home in his diocese. In 1918, “The Cedars™, a fine house standing
at the top of Belmont Hill in Lewisham, S.E. London was purchased
and very soon the work of rescue was under way. Belmont Hill is
situated between the genteel village of Blackheath and the swarming
suburb of Lewisham. There was plenty of laundry work available to
help support the home and at the same time give employment to the
girls and women.

The proclamation of the Irish Free State took place in 1922.
Immediately the government set about organizing various governmental
departments to deal with the affairs of the new state. One of the urgent
social problems facing the newly-formed Department of Health was the
plight of the unmarried mother and her baby. (3) In 1889, the only
society existing in Ireland to help these mothers was a Protestant
proselytizing society. An unmarried mother could find refuge in one of
their homes but her baby was at once taken from her and reared in the
Protestant faith, either in one of the orphanages owned by the society,
or in the home of a Protestant family. The mother was then free to
return to her place of work. Many were employed as domestic servants
in the homes of the Protestant land-owners. They received board and
lodging in return for their services but they had no wage. Therefore,
they were seldom in a position to improve their lot.

In the early part of the twentieth century, the Catholic Women’s
Aid Society was founded by a Mrs. Neville of Cork, in collaboration
with the Sisters of Mercy in St. Finbarr’s Hospital, Cork. Accompanied
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by one of the sisters, Mrs. Neville trudged around the countryside in
search of a Catholic family willing to employ a homeless mother and at -
the same time give a home to her baby. These “boarded out children”
were paid for by the County Council (a shilling a week) but they had
no legal status. They were “Nobody’s Children”. Mrs. Neville was a
relative of a Mr. Sugrue who was very much involved in the Highgate
mother and baby home, then under the care of the Chigwell sisters.
Having heard of this praiseworthy work of mercy, Mrs. Neville was very
keen to invite the sisters to Cork to open a similar home. With this in
mind, Mr. Sugrue approached Cardinal Bourne and the Cardinal
graciously offered to purchase a large property at Blackrock, Cork,
which was up for sale. Overlooking the River Lee, in a secluded site,
it was ideally suited for this purpose. The estate included 210 acres of
land besides a number of farm buildings.

On February 1st, 1922, the Sacred Heart Home was opened,
the first of its kind in all Ireland. The Department of Health invited
the sisters to accept the Cork Workhouse children, whose condition was
pitiable and who had, until then, little hope of receiving any regular
form of infant training, much less affection. Two years later, the Bishop
of Cork proposed that expectant mothers should also be admitted and,
to accommodate them, the extensive stable premises were adapted for
use as a maternity unit. From the beginning, the well-cultivated farm
was the main source of income for both community and girls.
Vegetables and fruit were grown, cows pastured for milking purposes
and butter and cheese were also made. But there can be no doubt that
the production of so much food demanded continual manual work and
we can only admire those sisters and their charges who laboured
together in harmony to support both themselves and their young
infants and children over a long number of years and under very trying
conditions.

In 1927, Mother Sylvester’s long term of office (1908—1927)
came to an end. At the general chapter, presided over by Bishop
Doubleday of Brentwood, Mother Laurence Daly, superior of St.
Mary’s School, North Hyde, was elected superior general. The election
took place on September 22nd and four days later the new superior
general accompanied by her assistant, Mother Antonia Philipps, was
received by Cardinal Gasquet (4) Cardinal Protector, at his residence in
Dorking. During Mother Laurence’s term of office, the period of
expansion continued and it is said that she opened a new house for each
year she held office. In the next few years, extensions were added to
the houses at Chigwell, Lewisham and Highgate. This last named, in
Bickerton Road, had been sold in 1908 when the home was transferred
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Dominic Devas OFM, (5) from the Woodford Friary, was invited to
write a short history of the congregation and on October 28th of the
same year, with amazing rapidity, the first copy of “Chigwell” was
received by Mother Laurence.

The apostolate of teaching in parish schools was one of the
first to be adopted by the Servants of the Sacred Heart in England,
Scotland and Wales. Father Braun had not intended to include teaching
in the works of the congregation. Nevertheless, he had said from the
beginning, “Your duty is to do works not done by others” and in those
early days, as indeed for a long time afterwards, hundreds of religious
gave wholehearted attention and direction to this traditional apostolate
in the church. On one occasion, the founder wrote to his sisters, “What
then must be the attitude to adopt towards the children entrusted to
our care? Are we not the guardians of their tender youth? We share the
awful responsibility of each guardian angel. God has committed them
to you as to the angels, that you may help them to the feet of Jesus.
You must answer for these priceless jewels — a thousand times more
precious than all the perishable goods of earth — a treasure which Jesus
purchased at the price of his most precious blood.”

As the work of expansion continued, a number of sisters were

sent each year to train in the various Catholic training colleges now
sprouting up in several areas to meet the ever-growing needs of the
Catholic school population. In 1929, the parish priest of Southall in
Middlesex asked Mother Laurence for some sisters to teach in the
school which he had just started in his parish of St. Anselm. Two
sisters were allotted to him and they joined the community in nearby
North Hyde. Sister Mary Carmel O’Brien (Hambledon 1982) who
taught in St. Anselm’s from 1941—1964, wrote a brief account of her
years there; the following is a short extract:—
“Father Buckle, our parish priest, was a man burning with zeal. He
built a new primary school, and people who knew him said that he
often wrote a hundred begging letters a day in order to get funds to
pay for the building. Southall was said to be, after World War II, the
largest food-producer in England. Father Buckle was a great liturgist.
Even in those early days, Compline was sung every Sunday. The
children were keen to learn in school and there were never any
behaviour problems. It was not unusual to have a hundred children to
prepare for first Holy Communion.”

The Dowager Lady Bute was a constant benefactor of the church,
all her life. She was extremely interested in various forms of social
service which up to the time of her death in 1932 were still largely
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voluntary. Nevertheless, the Marchioness was an exacting lady. To
please Her Ladyship onerous tasks were taken on as in the case of
Sister Colette Coffey, headmistress in the Rothesay school for many
years. Sister Theodora Carroll (Homerton 1982) recalls how, to mark
the occasion of the visit of Lady Bute to the school, Sister Colette
decided to robe the girls in tartan kilts. So she bought a roll of tartan
but failed to check if it was of Bute pattern. When Her Ladyship
walked through the guard of honour composed of kilted schoolgirls,
she flounced into the school angrily because the tartan was the one
worn by the greatest rival clan the Butes ever had to contend with.

Notes

(1) The home at Lochwinnock closed when Durran Hill opened in
1906.

(2) The community and school transferred to St. Patrick’s School,
Hayling Island in 1972. The Sons of Divine Providence bought
the property.

(3) For this information I am indebted to Sister Hildegarde McNulty.
Sacred Heart Convent, Cork (1982).

(4) Cardinal Gasquet O.S.B., born London 1846, died Rome 1929,
ordained at Downside 1874. Having resigned as prior in 1885
because of ill-health, he turned to historical research and
produced many notable historical volumes. Member of the
Congregation of Religious. Buried at Downside.

(5) Father Dominic Devas died in 1982.
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CHAPTER 11
Works of Mercy

The apostolate of nursing, especially nursing the poor in their

homes was always close to the heart of the founder. 1869 he wrote
to the sisters in the infant congregation:—
“Never forget that you are the servants of the sick. In them you give
for Jesus Christ, not only prayer and advice but also your offerings,
your nightly vigils, your unceasing and skilful care.” As yet there were
few public hospitals in England and Wales where the poor could be
nursed. In 1912, Mother Helen Murphy, accompanied by a second year
novice, Sister Clare Sadlier, went to Cardiff in search of a property
which would serve as a small hospital for the sick miners and their
families living in the Welsh capital. To begin their service of nursing,
they rented two adjoining houses in Glenrhondda Street. They had
scant equipment or assistance but plenty of good will. The community
was increased and the hospital became known all around the narrow,
dull streets of that area as a haven of care and hope.

One of the early casualties of World War 1 was the second son
of the Dowager Lady Bute. Lord Ninian Edward Stuart, whose birth
in 1883 had been marked by the establishment of the Lady Bute
hospital in Cumnock, was killed in France while on active service.
His grieving mother wished to build a hospital to his memory and she
confided her hopes to Mother Sylvester. In 1918 the sisters moved
from Glenrhondda Street to a large house at 18 Cathedral Road,
donated by the Bute family. Such was the beginning of the Lord Ninian
Hospital which was to become a byword among the people of Cardiff
and beyond.

At Christmas time in 1928 a rag-and-bone man, a Mr. Murray,
willed a legacy to Mother Arsene Murphy, matron of the Lord Ninian
Hospital. Mother Arsene instantly called in the builders to add a much-
needed wing to the existing hospital. (1) The Murray Wing came into
existence almost overnight. But the matron failed to inform the Bute
trustees of this legacy and, as it would be impossible to demolish the
wing, Her Ladyship dismissed the community. She then called on
Archbishop Mostyn of Cardiff to inform him of the situation and to
ask his permission to invite another congregation to staff the Lord
Ninian. The Archbishop refused to do as she wished. “My daughters
have done no wrong and no other sisters will come”, he declared.
Mother Arsene and her community had already left. They closed the
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shutters, took the stretcher poles (relics of Glenrthondda Street) and
made their way to their friend, Professor Strachan. The professor, who
had just moved to a larger home, also in Cathedral Road, offered the
sisters his empty house at 20 Windsor Road. A famous man in the
medical world, he appreciated the services of the sisters and realised
that Cardiff’s loss would be greater than Lady Bute’s anger. In the end,
the dowager realised that she had acted precipitately. After consultation
with Mother Laurence, the sisters returned on condition that the lease
was handed over to them — as it happened the lease did not change
hands for many years to come.

The Education Act of 1907 empowered local authorities to
appoint school medical officers and to provide “open-air schools for
children who by reason of impaired health need a change of environ-
ment or cannot, without risk to their health or educational develop-
ment, be educated under the normal regime of ordinary school”.
The first open-air school opened at Forest Hill in South East London
in 1908. This Education Act only became fully operational in 1918
when the provision of similar schools for Catholic children now became
a necessity. In 1926, the Bishop of Portsmouth invited Mother
Laurence to open a school for delicate children in his diocese. “Chateau
Blanc”, a fine house on the sea-front in Hayling Island, was bought
from Lady Peat and the school opened in January 1927, as St. Patrick’s
Open-Air School. (2)

The following year, on July 25th, the Chigwell school for boys
suffering from opthalmic diseases was adapted so as to admit boys of
delicate health. Most of them came from the London boroughs. The
school reopened as St. John’s open-air school and some months later
several acres of land adjoining the convent were bought so as to provide
more outdoor space. The education authorities looked to these new
residential schools for delicate children to provide *“an ordered life in
pleasant surroundings, with rest periods and abundance of fresh air and
good food”.

A fire broke out in St. Patrick’s open-air school very early on the
morning of August 9th, 1929. The tragic event received national press
coverage and aroused the sympathy of the nation. Next day “The Daily
Mirror” reported the tragedy:— One of seven heroic nuns lost her life in
a fire which destroyed a wing of St.Patrick’s Convent, Hayling Island,
near Portsmouth, yesterday. After helping to save fifty-eight conva-
lescent children, inmates from London elementary schools, the acting
Reverend Mother, Sister Celestine Harrington, was trapped in an upper
room. Her charred body was found by firemen. It is thought she was
going to the altar to save the Blessed Sacrament when overcome by
fumes.
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All the nuns fought desperately against clouds of smoke in their
efforts to reach the children on the second floor who, unaware of the
tragedy, gleefully watched the flames from the garden.

Another heroine in the rescue work was a sister who first
discovered the fire and mobilised the other sisters in saving the children.
She declined to give her name. “I did no more than any of the other
sisters”, she said.

“At 1.30 I heard a sound of crackling in my bedroom on the
second floor. I ran to the window and saw the glow of flames under-
neath. I then called the other sisters. There were seven of us. Sister
Celestine was with us. We immediately aroused the children, who were
sleeping in a dozen different dormitories. Their ages ranged from six
to fourteen. In about ten minutes we had all the children in the garden.

We missed Sister Celestine immediately after we had counted
the children. We went back into the building, as far as the flames
would let us and called. Her death was a dreadful blow to us after we

had saved the children.”

The publicity given to the work of the sisters in Hayling,
exemplified in the way they risked their lives to protect these poor
children, made a lasting and immediate impression on an American-
born lady living in Surrey, Mrs. Ada Weguelin. The immediate effect of
her concern is best recalled in the following letter addressed to the
sisters in the congregation on September 1st, by the superior general:—
“It is needless to go into details about the death of dear Sister Celestine.
I am sure you have heard all about it. The press gave such wide-spread
advertisement to the fact, that now it is known all over the world. The
letters of condolence and help were numerous. Sister Celestine must
have had hundreds of Masses. It was astonishing the number of priests
and communities who wrote and said, they had Mass offered for her
soul. Over £1,300 has already been subscribed. It is clear that Almighty
God had some wise end in sending us this cross, received on the very
eve of my feast day.

Two days after the event a lady called to Hayling to offer her
sympathy. She gave £100. On the following day she wired for me to
go to see her. Mother Assistant and I called and to our utter astonish-
ment she offered us, as a free gift, her house, with a beautifully
furnished little chapel and sixty acres of land. The offer seems to us
like a fairy-tale but I think it will be realised. I went to see the Bishop
of Southwark and he gave his permission to accept it and use it as an
open-air school for boys. I am telling you all this so that you may give
it a very special intention in your prayers. . ... »

On October 30th 1929, the first Mass was said in Mervel Hill
House, Hambledon. Again Mother Laurence sent out a circular letter
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in which she described that memorable day of opening:—

On the day of our arrival, we were met and welcomed by Fr.

Edmund OFM. (The Friary, Chilworth). The house was then blessed
by Father Edmund. The following moming we had Mass and Bene-
diction. During Benediction, Father Edmund read out, in the presence
of the Blessed Sacrament, Mrs. Weguelin’s offer of her property to God
and our acceptance of the same. The following is a copy:—
“I, Mrs. Ada Weguelin, late Mrs. Watney, out of love for Jesus Christ
and in order to protect his interests, do willingly give my house and
lands at Mervel Hill to the congregation of the Sisters of the Sacred
Hearts of Jesus and Mary. It is my wish that the property be known in
future as Mount Olivet. I most sincerely pray that our Lord may bless
and continue to bless the sisters and children who shall dwell in this
house. May this home be for all time a source of light and grace,
not only for the sisters and children, but also for the people of the
surrounding country.  And from the very depth of my heart, I pray
that this my gift may result in the greater glory of God and the salva-
tion of innumerable souls. Amen.”

I, Sister Laurence Daly, superior general of the congregation
of the Sisters of the Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary, do in the name
of Jesus Christ our saviour and our king, accept with heartfelt gratitude,
on my own behalf and on behalf of my congregation, the magnificent
gift of the house and lands of Mervel Hill from Mrs. Ada Weguelin, late
Mrs. Claude Watney. In deference to her wishes I desire that this
property be known in future as Mount Olivet. May Jesus Christ, our
saviour and our king bless our benefactress with his choicest blessings.
May he strengthen her during her life and when the time comes, may he
grant her a holy and happy death. May he receive her into his home in
heaven there to reward her for her good works, but especially for this
beautiful gift of Mount Olivet, as a home for his spouses and the
children so dear to his heart.

And in token of deep gratitude I promise that the sisters and
children who dwell here will always remember in their prayers the
generous donor of Mount Olivet. May Our Lord Jesus Christ bless us all
this morning and may this blessing strengthen us during life and unite
us all in the bonds of charity. May this blessing console us all at the
hour of death and be our joy and glory for all eternity, Amen.

We were all very touched by the ceremony and felt that God
would surely bless such a beginning. I knelt beside Mrs. Weguelin during
the High Mass and at the Offertory I quietly presented to her your
spiritual bouquet (from all the sisters in the congregation). She was
greatly pleased and appreciated the offering very much.
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Mrs. Weguelin has spared no expense to make the house con-
ventual. She has had the names of the saints carved on all the doors (of
the sisters’ rooms) with a little red cross above them and a beautiful
large crucifix was given to the sisters’ refectory.

It has been suggested that we should have a retreat next year
for the superiors and I hope to have it — at St. Dominic’s School,
Mount Olivet.

I am, dear Mothers and Sisters,

Yours devotedly in the Sacred Hearts,
Sister M. Laurence

The Convent opened to receive pupils on November 4th, 1929,
and the first pupils arrived on January 13th, 1930. The first boys came
from the London borough of East Ham. The Invalid Children’s Associa-
tion contributed 15/- weekly towards their maintenance, while the
local authority fees came to 29/-. The first Christmas Mrs. Weguelin
came down to present the boys with gifts; each boy received a Harrod’s
Christmas stocking and a compendium of toys. Srs. Cornelia Martin and
Murita O’Leary (Hambledon 1982) remember how in the first days
after the arrival of the sisters in November 1929, many visitors — local
authority personnel, sisters, and interested parties — came to see this
fairy-tale house with its fairy-tale story, but the sisters often wondered
how they would manage to make their small supply of food stretch so
as to feed them all. After bequeathing her country home, this generous
lady retired to her London home in Cornwallis Terrace. In her last
illness she was nursed by Sisters Louise, R.I.P. and Redempta Pilkington
(Herne Bay 1982). She is buried in the Dominican convent in Chingford,
Essex, alongside her half-sister who was a Dominican nun. Mrs.
Weguelin, who was received into the church by Cardinal Vaughan, was
herself a Dominican tertiary and had close associations with the
Franciscan Friars at the nearby Chilworth friary.

On September 8th, 1932, the new teaching block at St. Dominic’s
School was opened by Bishop Amigo of Southwark. The same day the
hundredth boy was admitted to the school, just three years after its
official opening.

Notes

(1) For this information I am indebted to Sister Patrick Moriarty,
Sacred Heart Convent, Cardiff, 1982.

(2) Convent closed 1980. Premises now occupied by the Choir
School of QOur Lady and St. John, for St. John’s Cathedral,
Portsmouth.
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CHAPTER 12
Beneath the Southern Cross

The history of the Australian mission founded by the English
Province of the Servants of the Sacred Heart in 1909 has not been
recorded. Perhaps now is the time to attempt to piece together its
various strands. Little mention of the mission is to be found in the
annals of the Servants of the Sacred Heart recorded in Homerton and
now preserved in the Mother House of the Sisters of the Sacred Hearts
of Jesus and Mary. Only a few, terse statements, concerning the closing
period of the mission, are to be found in Chigwell annals. The personal
experience and long-lasting memories of the few remaining sisters who
still recall the hushed tones which were used when speaking of this
early mission, deserve a place in this brief account.

Dean Hennessey, parish priest of the flourishing mission at
Young, New South Wales, Australia, was a native of Co. Tipperary,
Ireland. In his parish of St. Mary’s, he had already built a convent
grammar school which was staffed by the Presentation Sisters. This
enterprise was followed by a boys’ grammar school where the De La
Salle Brothers taught. Towards the end of 1908, having failed to obtain
a community of sisters willing to staff the new hospital he proposed
to establish, the undaunted Dean sailed for England, hoping to find
there a religious order willing to found a mission in Australia.

On January 20th, 1909, Dean Hennessey called on the provincial
of the Servants of the Sacred Heart at Homerton. He may well have
visited beforehand the French Hospital in Shaftesbury Avenue, which
had been staffed by the sisters since 1878. The hospital was held in
high esteem particularly in Catholic circles throughout London. Mother
Imelda, provincial of the English province, agreed to establish a mission
in Australia. It was decided that eight sisters would leave for the distant
continent as soon as possible. All expenses were to be paid by the Dean.
On November 29th, the missionaries sailed from Tilbury. Sister
Mechtilde O’Connor (cousin of Sister Irene Shannon, Hambledon 1982)
was named superior. In September 1907 she had been elected assistant
superior at Homerton where she was also a member of the provincial
council. On January 14th, 1910, four of the party disembarked at
Melboumne. From there they travelled by rail to the little town of
Wombat where they were to open a boarding school for girls. The
convent was already built, ready for occupation, and within a few
weeks the new school was open to receive the first of the maximum
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number of eighty girls.

Meanwhile, the rest of the group sailed on to Sydney. Accom-
panying Sister Mechtilde were Sisters Victor, Helen and Walburga.
Following their arrival in Sydney, the small community remained for a
week at Lewisham Hospital, staffed by the sisters of the Little Com-
pany of Mary. They finally came to Young, a small but thriving town
250 miles south of Sydney. Sheep farming was the main occupa-
tion of the people of the district, though many families cultivated small
farms. A picturesque town, surrounded by wooded hills, Young in the
beginning of the century, was somewhat of a gem with the prospect
of greater achievements, many of them due to the foresight of their
remarkable pastor.

The first hospital was set up in a small cottage, No. 4 Campbell
Street, Young. Two of the sisters nursed the sick in their own homes,
as space for resident patients was limited. Then on November 20th,
1910, the foundation stone of the Sacred Heart Hospital was laid by
Dr. Gallagher, Bishop of the diocese of Goulbourne.

That the occasion was a happy one may be gleaned from the

entry the bishop made in his diary later that day:— “Laid foundation
stone of the Sacred Heart Hospital at Young under the happiest
auspices. Large congregation, ideal weather, Catholic enthusiasm,
spontaneous and generous donations. Contract: £4,000. (20.11.10).”
Less than a year later on November 12th, 1911, Dr. Gallagher was once
again in Young to bless and open the completed hospital. Sister Marie
de Lourdes Carr, (Chigwell 1982) whose hometown is Young, recalls
this memorable event:—
“The blessing and official opening were the event of the year. The
hospital, claimed to be the finest in the country, boasted a most up-to-
date theatre and other specialised facilities. It was an imposing structure
of red brick built almost on the pinnacle of one of the many hills which
surround the picturesque town and it commanded an almost unlimited
view of the undulating countryside.”

In January 1911, with the permission of the Bishop of Goul-
bourne, Dean Hennessey wrote to the provincial of the Servants of the
Sacred Heart asking that the Australian province be granted autonomous
status. Such a request was in accordance with the wishes of the
Australian hierarchy who, because of the remoteness of their country
and the difficulty in communicating with mother houses in Europe,
advocated the early establishment of an Australian province for all
missionaries in the country. However, in accordance with the Consti-
tutions of the Servants of the Sacred Heart, only the Holy See could
grant such a permission. Mother Camille, superior general in Versailles,
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informed Dean Hennessey of this ruling.

A month later, in February 1911, at a general chapter held in
Versailles it was agreed to grant autonomy to the remaining houses of
the English province in England, with the exception of the French
hospital in London and the convalescent home in Brighton. The con-
vents at Homerton and Chislehurst (1) were now autonomous. Similar
status was granted to Young with its daughter-house, Wombat.

"Following the decision of the Chapter of 1911, and on the
advice of Canon Surmont, vicar for religious in the archdiocese of
Westminster, Homerton and Chislehurst agreed to an amalgamation -
with the sisters of the Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary, Chigwell.
A decree of the Sacred Congregation of Religious, dated January 22nd,
1913, gave approval to the proposed amalgamation. The happy reunion
took place at the convent in Homerton on the feast of Qur Lady of
Lourdes, February 11th, 1913. Mother Sylvester, now Superior General,
returned to the convent where she had once been known and loved as
the provincial of the Servants of the Sacred Heart. There to welcome
her was the small community of sisters from Chislehurst, Kent. This
foundation, made in January, 1910, was due to the generosity of Mr.
Kelly who made a gift of Horbrook House for use as a convalescent
home. Eventually news of the amalgamation reached the sisters in
Australia though not through official channels. By now a number of
Australian girls had entered the Young convent.

Early in 1912, Mother Mechtilde, accompanied by Sister Antonia,
set sail for Ireland to recruit postulants for the Australian mission. This
is how Mother Sophia Cumberton (R.LP.) remembered her meeting
with the two sisters from Young:—

“The Irish Sisters of Charity in Harolds Cross, Dublin, used to foster
vocations among girls in their Children of Mary sodality. They encour-
aged these girls to attend evening classes held at the Sacred Heart
Convent in Leeson Street. Mother Spinola and Mother O’Brien (Sacred
Heart Sisters) both helped many girls to find their vocation. One day
two Servants of the Sacred Heart visited Leeson Street and asked if any
of the girls present would be willing to volunteer for their mission in
Australia. I was eager to become a nun but my father would not allow
me to join the Sisters of St. Joseph of Cluny in Africa. He did, however,
give me permission to go to Australia with these Servants of the Sacred
Heart. With six others I sailed from Liverpool on March 3rd, 1912. It
was three weeks before we sighted land. We docked at Capetown for
refuelling and then set sail for another two weeks when we disembarked
at Albany, Australia. We sailed for Melbourne and finally to Sydney.
Here we boarded a train for the all-night journey to Young. We arrived
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at the convent on April 28th, 1912. On May 30th we received the
postulant’s cap and on November 1st of that year, we received the
habit”.

Two professed sisters from Homerton joined Mother Mechtilde
and her party at Liverpool on the return voyage. They were Sisters
Mary Kieran and Mary of Mount Carmel. In 1913 an extension was
added to the Sacred Heart Hospital in Young. Already it was being well
spoken of for many miles around. Sadly, the community at Wombat
greatly lacked harmony. In 1914 the sisters were withdrawn and joined
the community at Young. They were replaced by the Sisters of St.
Joseph.

Early in July 1914, an outbreak of war in Europe now seemed
imminent. With no definite line of conduct coming from either
Versailles or Chigwell, Mgr. Keating (2) advised those of the sisters who
wished to return to England to leave before war was actually declared.
Twelve sisters took his advice — Sisters Angela, Mary Victor, Adrian,
Agnes, Bridget, Mary Kieran, Mary of Mt. Carmel. The novices who
accompanied them are remembered in Chigwell as Sisters Leontia,
Sophia, Eusebia, Maura, Lucilla, Margaret Mary.

The weary travellers, confused and dismayed, arrived on August
20th, 1914, at the Convent in Chigwell, which they had never before
visited. The annual Chigwell retreat was in progress and the returned
novices were sent to nearby Thurlby House in Woodford Bridge until
the retreat ended. The professed sisters, except Sister Angela, who
decided to return to Versailles, changed their habits and adopted the
rule and constitutions of the Chigwell sisters. The seven novices also
decided to enter this new congregation. One, Sister Teresa Martin,
was not admitted because of poor health. She died later in Harold’s
Cross Hospital, Dublin. On February 2nd 1915, having made a second
postulancy, these six admirable young women, embarked on a second
novitiate, having received the habit from the Dean of Dixonwood,
assisted by Canon Surmont, in the convent chapel, Chigwell.

Sister Marie de Lourdes remembers this sudden departure of
the sisters from Young “as a most closely guarded secret. It seemed
to happen so suddenly. Without any warning, so it appeared to me,
late one afternoon the sisters filed out of the hospital, not looking
to the left or right, got into the waiting cars and were whisked away
into the dusk.”

Now there remained in the convent at Young only four of the
original group together with the eight professed sisters who had joined
the congregation in Australia. In 1915, despite the war that was raging
in Europe, Mother Mechtilde embarked on an arduous voyage to
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Europe. She was determined to put her case before the Holy Father,
in person. Her hope was not in vain because Pope Benedict XV granted
her a private audience. Having listened to her earnest appeal for permis-
sion to establish a canonical novitiate in Australia, the Holy Father
spoke these words: -

“May God Bless the work you are doing in this far-away land. We
grant you permission to receive postulants and profess novices.” So
ended in five minutes what others have waited five years to hear.

Shortly after Mother Mechtilde returned to Young, a second
extension was added to the Sacred Heart Hospital. It now became a
recognised training hospital for nurses, with accommodation for eighty
beds. An out-patients’ department was the next addition. A new chapel
was built and the existing one was converted into a ward for male
patients.

As yet, no provision was made in the area for the care of the
aged. In 1918 a large two-storey building came on the property-market.
Included in the sale was a well-stocked orchard and five acres of land.
The owner had stipulated that the property was not to be sold to a
Catholic party. So imagine his dismay when he learned that he had been
hoodwinked; the property was bought by a third party, acting on behalf
of Dean Hennessey. Moreover, the house was considered to be ideally
suitable for use as a novitiate and the necessary renovations were made.
Immediately, Sister Augustine was appointed novice mistress. Born in
Western Australia, she had been professed only two years before.

At the same time, plans were drawn up to erect a purpose-
built home for old people on the land adjoining the novitiate. On
December 8th, 1920, Archbishop Cattaneo, Apostolic Nuncio in
Australia, paid his first visit to Young. He blessed the novitiate and laid
the foundation stone of the new home. Mount St. Joseph’s came to
be the pride and joy of the citizens of Young and many people even
beyond the state of New South Wales, expressed the hope that one
day they would end their days in this peaceful haven so admirably
run. by the Servants of the Sacred Heart.

Between the years 1912 and 1920 eight young Australian women
had entered the novitiate in Young, which since 1915 had papal

~approval. On November 21st 1921, Miss Hilda Hoffman, bomn in
Rochester, South Australia, was received as a postulant. Within a short
time, she was distressed to discover that there was a great lack of
harmony within the community and a concerted attempt by a small
group, including the assistant superior, to displace the superior. On
December 6th, Dean Hennessey paid an official visit to the convent and
ordered Mother Mechtilde to leave. No further explanation was given
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but most of the community understood what was behind this order.
Mother Mechtilde took refuge in Mount St. Joseph’s where she was
joined the following morning by the majority of her community,
except for three sisters, the only remaining members of the original
community who had founded the Australian mission in 1909. On
December 8th, the ousted community attended Mass in the parish
church but, to their amazement, the Dean refused to administer Holy
Communion to them. The previous day he had removed the Blessed
Sacrament from the chapel in Mount St. Joseph’s.

A message came from Dean Hennessey on this evening of the
feast of Our Lady stating that the nine sisters, together with the
postulant, must find alternative accommodation within two days.
In desperation, seven of the sisters returned to their families scattered
throughout the country, feigning an unexpected holiday. Mother
Mechtilde and Miss Hoffman went to stay with friends in Sydney.
A few days later this undaunted postulant requested an interview with
the Nuncio, Archbishop Cattaneo. Her request was immediately granted
and with the forthrightness of those who serve the cause of righteous-
ness, Miss Hoffman related to the Archbishop the startling events she
had witnessed in recent weeks. His Grace listened attentively express-
ing his utter amazement when the complete story was unfolded to
him. He promised to do all he could to help. On December 28th Miss
Hoffman was summoned to the nuncio’s residence. Mother Mechtilde
could not be persuaded to present her case in person, even though
she was aware that the nuncio believed in her. It was arranged that the
community should reunite and go to Cootamundra where Dean
O’Shaughnessy was prepared to leave his home for use as a temporary
hospital and convent for the displaced sisters. When the sisters arrived,
this kindly parish priest of Cootamundra had already vacated his fine
residence. He went to stay temporarily with his curate, the future
Cardinal Gilroy.

Meanwhile in the Sacred Heart Hospital, Young, only the three
sisters who had instigated the dismissal of the superior, now remained.
Two years later there was ample evidence to show that they were now
openly behaving in a manner totally against the spirit of the religious
life. The three sisters were dismissed by the disillusioned Dean, where-
upon they decided to return to England and seek admittance to the
Chigwell community. They arrived in Chigwell on June 14th 1923 and
. were neither asked for nor ventured to give the real reason for their
sudden return. Indeed, all three were warmly welcomed in a manner
quite different from the formal welcome accorded to the sisters who
returned in 1914. Shortly afterwards, one of these sisters, who for
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some years had acted as deputy matron in the Sacred Heart Hospital,
sought a dispensation from her vows. This request was granted. Four
years later a second member of the group was expelled from the
congregation.

Between 1921 and 1925, Mother Mechtilde and her community
carried on their service of nursing in Cootamundra. On June 8th 1923,
the feast of the Sacred Heart, Miss Hilda Hoffman received the habit of
the Servants of the Sacred Heart from Dean O’Shaughnessy. Later that
year a member of the community, Sister Mary Ursula, contracted
tuberculosis and died soon afterwards. She is buried in the parish
cemetery at Cootamundra.

Following the departure from Young of the remaining Servants
of the Sacred Heart, the Sisters of Mercy were invited to take charge
of the Sacred Heart Hospital. In 1925, it was evident that the com-
munity at Cootamundra could not continue to carry on in isolation.
Archbishop Cattaneo, aware that the remaining eight members of the
community, excepting Mother Mechtilde, were Australian-born, granted
permission for any sister who wished, to join the Sisters of Mercy;
one sister accepted this offer.

Finally, on March 25th, 1925, the Archbishop arrived in Coota-
mundra to make final arrangements for the future of the community,
all of whom had made final profession, excepting Sister Mary Patrick
Hoffman. Three sisters chose to join the Sisters of St. Joseph (founded
by the Australian Sister Mary McKillop). (3) They were Sisters Mary
Augustine, M. Joseph, and M. Magdalen; Sister Mary Gerard went to the
Dominican sisters; Sister M. Jerome chose the Mercy sisters and Sister
Mary Dorothea joined the Little Company of Mary. Mother Mechtilde
chose to remain with the Servants of the Sacred Heart. Sister Mary
Patrick decided to accompany her to England as, by that time, Mother
Mechtilde’s health was failing fast.

A few days later both sisters travelled to Sydney where they
were warmly welcomed by Mr. Bernard Hoffman, brother of Sister
Mary Patrick. Mr. and Mrs. Hoffman made all necessary arrangements
for the long voyage to England. They even provided Mother Mechtilde
with a cane chaise-longue which they knew would prove very useful as
the ship passed through the tropics. On the morning of May 23, 1925,
Archbishop Cattaneo invited both sisters to attend Mass in the private
oratory of his Sydney residence. Afterwards they had breakfast with
this fatherly Italian prelate who had always shown genuine concern
for their well-being.

After breakfast Archbishop Cattaneo took both sisters into his
garden and bidding them kneel at the foot of the statue of St. Thérése
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of Lisieux, which formed the centrepiece of the well-laid garden, he
spoke these words as he blessed them:—

“She will take care of you.” It was the day of the canonization of St.
Thérése in Rome.

The voyage home was long and hazardous. The ship ran into a
monsoon while crossing the Indian Ocean and the ship’s doctor feared
that Mother Mechtilde would not survive the tropics. There was no
priest on board ship. On July 25th, 1925, the vessel docked at
Southampton. Somehow Sister Mechtilde managed to complete the
journey by boat train to Waterloo. Sister Francis Borgia met them there
and brought Mother Mechtilde to Etloe House in Leyton. Both these
sisters had known each other well in the early days at Homerton.
The superior in Leyton, Mother Malachy, gave the worn-out missionary
every attention and loving care. Mother Mechtilde had hoped to travel
on to the French Hospital in Shaftesbury Avenue but her request was
refused. This was the only remaining convent of the Servants of the
Sacred Heart in London. Shortly afterwards, Mother Mechtilde, who
was eager to see her family again, made the journey to Ireland, probably
accompanied by Mother Malachy. She stayed with her two brothers
at the family home in Strokestown, Co. Roscommon. A few weeks
later, this dying sister was removed to a nursing home in Dublin where
she died soon afterwards. She is buried in Glasnevin Cemetery, Dublin.

Sister Mary Patrick did not accompany Mother Mechtilde to
Leyton as she would have wished. Instead she travelled on to Chigwell
where, in the absence of Mother Sylvester, superior general, she
received a warm welcome from Mother Cecilia, assistant general, and
Sister Celestine, who was to die so tragically in the fire in Hayling
three years later. On the return of Mother Sylvester, Sister Mary Patrick
was interviewed by Bishop Doubleday of Brentwood. After careful
questioning, the bishop acceded to her request to be admitted to the
novitiate in Chigwell. She exchanged the habit of the Servants of the
Sacred Heart for the postulant’s cap and began a second novitiate,
being professed on March 24, 1928. (4) We know and love her as Sister
Mary Patricia (Chigwell 1982).

Mother Mechtilde was born Annie O’Connor in February 1868
at Coonakilla Strokestown, Co. Roscommon. On January 29th, 1896,
she received the habit of the Servants of the Sacred Heart in the
convent chapel at Homerton, along with Sister Lucy Larkin. She was
professed on March 15th, 1898. A faithful servant of the Sacred Heart,
she deserves to be included among the legions of unsung holy women
whose lives may long be forgotten in this world but whose names
are “written in heaven”.
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So ended the outwardly flourishing Australian mission. Failure
to communicate, insufficient knowledge of what was happening in
either London or Paris, lack of awareness of the feelings of others,
hastened its demise. During a period of transition, each individual
needs to be thoroughly acquainted with the facts of the situation and
the proposed changes otherwise confusion reigns.

Sisters Patricia Hoffman and Marie de Lourdes Carr, both
Australian born, are a reminder to us today that the congregation
founded by Father Braun “solely to give glory to the Sacred Heart”.
was planted in their far-away country in the first decade of this century.

Notes

(1) The Convent, Chislehurst, Kent. Used as a temporary hospital
for wounded soldiers in 1914.

(2) Mgr. Keating, vicar general of the diocese of Goulbourne.
(3) Sister Mary McKillop also made the pilgrimage to Paray le Monial
from London, in September 1873.

(4) For much of this information I am indebted to Sister Patricia
Hoffman (Chigwell 1982)
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CHAPTER 13
Like to a Grain of Mustard Seed

Pethaps this is the place to pause and reflect briefly on the
growth of Catholicism during the first three decades of the twentieth
century. Catholics by now were better educated, more integrated with
society. No longer did they come either from the very rich or the very
poor levels of society. Many were now involved in civic affairs, serving
on parish committees and taking an active part in Church and school
building. The two main threats to Catholicism, and indeed to society
in general at this time, came from communism and a growing
materialism.

Throughout the first two decades of this century new housing
estates were sprouting up, some of them on the outskirts of the larger
towns and cities. In turn, smaller towns attracted large numbers of
families as industrialism spread further into the rural areas. In 1911,
Liverpool and Birmingham became metropolitan sees in addition to
Westminster; in 1917 the new diocese of Brentwood was created. The
tremendous increase in the Catholic population made corresponding
demands on those religious orders engaged in the Church’s traditional
apostolates of nursing, teaching and the rising number of corporal
works of mercy.

Mother Laurence did her utmost to respond to the many requests
which poured in from the hierarchy not only in England but in Wales,
Scotland and Ireland. Records show that in 1921 there were 254
professed sisters in the congregation spread throughout 28 convents.
Since 1903, several foundations had closed. These included:—

Hospital: Aberdare, Wales (1916)

Orp es: Ayr (1905) — Tottenham (1905)

Convalescent Home: Chislehurst (1920)

Rescue Homes: Lochwinnock, Limehouse (1905)

Schools: Chideock (1908) — Aberdare, Lyme Regis (1)
(1905) Oban (1910)

By the end of 1930, further closures took place:—
Orphanage: Rothesay (1930 — at the wish of Lady Bute)
Rescue Home: Liberton, Edinburgh (1930 — unhealthy con-

ditions of this diocesan property)

Industrial School: ~ North Hyde (1930 — closed by archdiocese of
Westminster)
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On July 25th 1928, Mother General, accompanied by Bishop
Doubleday of Brentwood, drove “around the new district of Dagenham
with a view to the congregation building a school there” (2) In January
1931, a small group of sisters went to live in a rented house in Gale
Street. Very soon they were involved in parish visiting, giving religious
instruction on Sunday afternoons and visiting the sick. This preparatory
mission work proved a solid base on which to found a Catholic school.
In February 1932, St. Peter’s School, Dagenham opened. The Sacred
Heart Convent, Goresbrook Road, Dagenham, the first purpose-built
convent in the congregation, was opened on October 29th, 1934.

At a Council meeting on May 10th 1929, the decision was taken
to build a new Catholic primary school in the Walthamstow area
of East London. This followed a request from the parish priest, Mgr.
O’Grady. St. Patrick’s School, Walthamstow (3) opened on January
7th 1930, and was blessed by the Bishop of Brentwood on January

14th.
At the request of the Bishop of Southwark, in 1928, a com-

munity of sisters went to take charge of the domestic arrangements at
St. Joseph’s Diocesan Seminary in Mark Cross, Sussex. This noble
contribution towards the education of clerical students was augmented
when in March 1930, the Archbishop of Liverpool requested the
Chigwell sisters to organize the domestic arrangements in the magnifi-
cent, newly-opened seminary at Upholland, Lancashire (4). The sisters
took up their duties on Holy Saturday that same year.

In 1929, the Department of Health invited Mother Laurence
to open a second mother and baby home in Ireland. Mother Antonia °
Philipps, assistant general, visited Ireland to inspect properties in
Limerick and Wexford but neither proved satisfactory. Father Alberic,
OCR of Mount St. Joseph’s Abbey, Roscrea, Co. Tipperary heard of the
proposed new foundation and of the search for a suitable property.
Just at that time, Count John O’Byrne whose estate lay close to the
abbey, confided to Father James that he might be forced to sell his
family home because of high running costs. Mother Antonia was invited
to Corvilla House and she decided at once that it was ideal for a mother
and baby home. Whereupon the estate which consisted of a large
Georgian house, four cottages and 600 acres of pasture and woodland
were acquired by the congregation. Within the grounds of Corvilla
House (renamed Sean Ross Abbey) lie the ruins of the medieval monas-
tery of St.Cronan. The first Mass was said in Sean Ross (5) on the feast
of the Sacred Heart, June 1931. The first admissions came from the
county home in Ennis, Co. Clare.
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A third home in Ireland was opened two years later, at the
request of the Local Government Board. Kinturk Manor, the former
home of the Pollard family, was bought by the congregation and the
first sisters arrived on August 19th 1934. The community received
a warm welcome from the local people while the parish priest sent his
own garden produce daily. In 1941, the Irish Hospitals’ Sweepstake
(founded by a Mr. Duggan of Dublin) gave a magnificent grant of
£15,000 for the building of a new nursery unit at Castle Pollard.

A stained glass window, inserted in the new chapel, built in
1936, bears the inscription, “If God is for us, who can be against
us”. The contemplation of this window must have helped to replace
the stark feeling of abandonment which filled the hearts of many
young mothers when they had to step aside temporarily from the
world and face their new situation in Sean Ross Abbey.

By 1935 there was need for a second hospital in Cardiff. Mother
Dympna came to the city in July 1935, to search for a suitable
property which would serve as a temporary hospital. “The Lindens”
was bought along with the plot of land adjoining the house. At the
request of Archbishop Mostyn of Cardiff, the congregation decided
to erect a purpose-built hospital on this vacant site. On September
15th 1938, St. Winifred’s Hospital was opened in the presence of
three bishops, the superior general, her assistant and Mother Arsene,
who, as a young sister, had known the founder. The building was
three-storeyed, with wards designed on each floor, which included a
sun balcony. A spacious administration block, an operating unit and
top-floor accommodation for nursing staff, were the main innovations
in the new hospital.

There was great rejoicing throughout the congregation when,
on March 3rd 1936, news came from Rome that the constitutions had
received papal approval. On April 20th a Solemn Mass of Thanksgiving
was celebrated by Bishop Doubleday in Chigwell convent chapel.
Sister Brenda Kent (Chigwell 1982) vividly remembers that festive
day of celebration. On March 25 1935, Archbishop Hinsley was trans-
lated to the See of Westminster. A Yorkshireman, he had spent some
years in Africa and, though a man of seventy when he came to
Westminster, he proceeded to visit every parish in his diocese. He was
greatly loved throughout the land, especially by the youth. He took a
keen interest in every area of Catholic life — moral welfare, music,
art, Catholic Action.

A third foundation was made in the Liverpool archdiocese in
1937. A heart hospital school, with accommodation for about thirty
children, was opened at Briars Hey, Rainhill, Lancashire (7). Very soon
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the community and children were “adopted’ by the people of Liverpool
and beyond. An air of joy and happiness pervaded the whole house
despite the fact that most of the pupils were bed-ridden for years.

The bishop of Edinburgh and St. Andrew’s received the gift of
a large house and 150 acres at Aberdour, Fifeshire. In February 1936
he offered it to Mother Laurence to be used as a holiday home for tired
mothers and their children, from Glasgow and Edinburgh. St. Teresa’s
was opened on the feast of the Sacred Heart that year in the presence
of its patron, Lady Margaret Kerr. Two years later part of the house
was occupied, at the bishop’s request, by a community of Poor Clare
nuns from Liberton, Edinburgh, awaiting allocation to other convents
as their own community was being disbanded. A year later, the military
authorities requisitioned the building following the outbreak of war.

Mid-way through the autumn of 1937, Mother Laurence, accom-
panied by her assistant, Mother Antonia Philipps and Mother Rosalie
Dunn, general secretary, set out on a pilgrimage which was to take them
to Rome, Genezzano, Florence and Paris. They left Chigwell on
October 18th. On their arrival in Rome, they were met by Father
Philip Langdon OSB (secretary to Cardinal Gasquet) and two sisters
of the Little Company of Mary. Bishop Doubleday visited them the
following day at the convent outside Rome where they were staying.
On November 13th, the privileged group were received in private
audience by the Holy Father Pius XI who greeted them in Italian
saying:— “From my heart I bless you all, and I bless all those beloved
children of the church whom you bear in mind and for whom you pray
during your pilgrimage to Rome”.

A short, but detailed journal of this pilgrimage was kept by

Mother Rosalie Dunn. The last page, though, was written by Mother
Laurence herself and here it is:—
“When making my arrangements for Rome, it occurred to me that on
my way back, while in Paris, I would like to visit the Mother House in
Versailles. I accordingly wrote to the Mother General, expressing a wish
to visit the tomb of our founder, the Reverend Victor Braun. She
replied at once that she would be very pleased to receive us and invited
us to luncheon.

We went by car to Versailles, a drive of about half-an-hour from
Paris. We were most affectionately received by the Reverend Mother
General, Mére Blandine, and her assistant. After a little time, she took
us to their beautiful chapel and I knelt down before the tomb of the
Founder. I prayed very much for you all, and asked him to obtain for
us an increasing love for our holy vocation and the grace to practise the
virtues he so earnestly desired to see in his children — the spirit of true
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humility, simplicity and zeal for souls, to strive ever more fervently to
spread devotion to the Sacred Heart of Jesus in a generous spirit of
reparation and love.

For nearly an hour, we remained, finding it hard to leave our
beloved father, whom I myself knew so well. His remains lie outside
the altar-rails in front of the tabernacle. A simple white marble cross
marks his grave.

The Reverend Mother General came for us and took us to every
part of the convent. We visited the sick sisters in the infirmary, saw the
cOumunity, refectory and various apartments.

Then we had a very nice lunch with Mother General, her assistant
and councillors. Conversation naturally centred round the memories
and virtues of our holy founder. As to his possible beatification, we
heard that the Austrian branch of his foundation had the matter well in
hand with the co-operation of Versailles.

I assured the Mother General of our enthusiasm in the cause,
and of our desire to share the expenses attached to it.

It was a very memorable visit. After it we felt we had nothing
further to detain us abroad and the next day we were delighted to be
back in our own dear mother house in Chigwell”.

The superior general of the Servants of the Sacred Heart returned
Mother Laurence’s visit the following year. On October 6th, Mother
Blandine and her assistant arrived in Chigwell where they were warmly
welcomed. On October 8th the entire congregation of the Chigwell
sisters was enrolled in the Guard of Honour of the Sacred Heart.

Despite the rapid expansion of the congregation in these pre-war
years, some requests could not be accepted. Among those were proposed
foundations in Carstairs, Scotland, Leeds, Sligo, Wexford, while the
provincial of the Irish Franciscans wanted a mission foundation in
China (1938). The last pre-war foundation was made in Old Colwyn,
N. Wales (1938). Bishop McGrath of Menevia, was eager to have the
Chigwell sisters in his diocese. Sr. Alberic O’Connor (Barrhead 1982)
one of the original community, well remembers the early days in North
Wales. “Mother Adrienne Harkin, Srs. Pauline Butler, Mary Joseph
Phelan (R.1.P), Eugene and I set out from Chigwell for Old Colwyn to
start a new foundation. The convent was already occupied by six
Augustinian sisters who used the house as a convalescent home. They
stayed six weeks with us. On our arrival, Rev. Canon Quinn (R.L.P.)
and his sister Daisy, who acted as his housekeeper, were in the front hall
to meet us together with some residents and parishioners. Sefton Hotel
(now St. Mary’s) and Red House (St. Monica’s) were bought later. One
was used as a guest house for ladies and the other as a holiday house for
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sisters in the northern convents. Mother Rosamunde McCarthy (Cork
1982) and Sister Petronilla Keenan (R.1.P.) were the first two sisters to
come on holiday.

On Saturdays, chairs had to be placed in the hall to accom-
modate the growing congregation at Sunday Mass. People seemed to be
everywhere as our small chapel was the only place between Llandulas
and Colwyn Bay where Sunday Mass was celebrated. Many Catholics
had lapsed because of no contact with priest or church. Mother
Columba Morris (R.L.P) joined the community and soon endeared
herself to the people of the area. Many came to her for guidance,
instruction and comfort”.

“Like to a grain of mustard seed” was the title chosen by Sisters

Mary Gertrude Stewart and Mary Ursula for their short history of the
congregation. The title was an apt one, because only such a seed could
have produced a tree with branches spreading so widely in such a short
space of time. On a signed personal photograph, dated May 25th 1939,
our Cardinal Protector, Cardinal Canali, wrote this short goodwill
message:—
“To the dear Institute of the Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary, with all
my heart I wish the choicest of God’s blessings™. The photograph forms
the frontispiece of the book. The joint producers referred to their
production as being “a labour of love”. Having chronicled the growth
of the congregation over thirty-six years, they concluded by reminding
their readers that “the aim of the congregation of the Sisters of the
Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary should be that of reparation to the
Sacred Heart of Jesus. Like that of St. Francis de Sales, its spirit is all
simplicity, charity and submission to the will of God, with unbounded
confidence in his divine providence”.
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Notes

St. Joseph’s Convent, Silver Street, Lyme Regis, founded 1890.
In 1897 the sisters had moved to this large house near the
church. They took in Lady boarders to “help pay the rent”.

Annals of The Sisters of the Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary,
Chigwell.
Sister Mary Gertrude Stewart was the first principal.

When the major seminary transferred to Ushaw College,
Yorkshire, in 1972, the sisters were withdrawn.

Convent closed 1970. Irish Department of Health bought the
property for use as a psychiatric hospital.

In 1964, The Heart hospital closed. School reopened to provide
residential education for 30 maladjusted girls. Closed 1969.
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CHAPTER 14
The Long Night of War

The summer days of 1939 were unusually warm and sunny but
they did not at all symbolize the state of a nation on the verge of war.
Even before the summer term ended, teachers were already embarking
on preparations for the evacuation which now seemed inevitable.
Sister Isidore Murphy R.L.P., Guardian Angels’ School, Mile End, put
in an early order with the machinists at St. Teresa’s, Lewisham, for a
few hundred arm-bands to be worn by her pupils for identification
purposes, when the day of departure came.

At last, in the beginning of September the order came for all
children in the London, Sheffield, Manchester, Liverpool, Birmingham,
Newcastle areas to evacuate with their teachers. Overnight this uproot-
ing took place; the emotional trauma experienced by both mothers and
children on that day of separation has never been sufficiently noted by
subsequent generations. The evacuation of children was followed by
adults in different types of residential institutions. Remote villages
in country areas found themselves packed to capacity; manor houses,
convents and presbyteries became “seats of learning” at a sudden
suggestion. Parish priests, accustomed to a Sunday Mass attendance of
a handful of people, now preached to record congregations.

The first six months were chaotic; lots of people hoped that the
war would be over quickly. There was a constant migration of peoples
resulting often in a premature return. Some city dwellers preferred the
noise of raids to the stillness of the countryside. Sister Gonzaga Norton
(Allerton Priory 1982) remembers hearing an old lady sitting patiently
on a remote country railway station waiting to catch the next train
back to London; “She couldn’t stand the ’orrible *ush”.

Those years of evacuation deserve to be recorded in greater
detail than the present brief history permits. However, personal
accounts from a few sisters will, it is hoped, suffice. The following
account is by Sister Monica Coates (Lewisham 1982)

“When news of the war was confirmed, September 3rd 1939,
the London schools were alerted and preparations were made to
evacuate them. The children were sent to remote country areas where
they would be safe.

Arrangements were made for Guardian Angels’ School, Mile
End, to take refuge in a little country village called Wellington, in
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Somerset. Accordingly, two sisters, Sister Damian Ronayne and I, with
secular staff and over a hundred children were put on a train at Mile
End station and waved off amid the tears of children and parents.
At this point, no one knew our destination, which was a source of great
worry to the parents. In due time, we arrived at Wellington and were
immediately taken to the Y.M.C.A. Hall. There we were given some
water to drink. We stayed there for some hours, after which the
children were collected by various people who offered to take them
into their homes for the duration of the war. Where possible, families
were kept together. Teachers were then billeted with a family ready to
accept one evacuee. Finally, we sisters were housed with a Mr. Toms
who lived in the High Street. Next day, the parents in London were
informed that their children were all well and safe”.

(Sister Leo Power, Dockenfield 1982)

“St. Teresa’s Convent, Lewisham, was, of course, a ready target
for enemy action because of its proximity to Greenwich. Two days
before war was declared, Mother Hilda Phelan, our superior, managed to
rent an 18th century farmhouse, with a large farm attached, close to the
village of Dockenfield, Farnham, in Surrey. Nestling in a fold of the
Surrey hills, Great Holt Farm was an ideal refuge but to most of our
gitls who were city lovers, it seemed a dead end.

" Early on the sunny September morning, September 2nd, two
coaches drove down Belmont Hill packed with twelve sisters, one-
hundred-and-thirty-two girls, as well as the minimum of bedding and
clothing. We arrived safely at Farnham, despite the sound of a siren,
but for the next hour the coaches searched in vain for the road to
Dockenfield. Eventually we arrived at the farm house which had been
owned by a Major Evans but was now unfurnished, just bare floor-
boards and a great open fire. The girls settled themselves for the night
on their mattresses and we were so weary, we slept soundly.

But if the inside of the house was empty, the reverse was true
of the outside. The orchards were laden with apples, pears, plums,
peaches even. The kitchen gardens were oozing with vegetables. As
there were about thirty cows, we had plenty of milk and soon we made
our own butter.

After about six months, the bedsteads were sent for. Then came
the sewing machines and we resumed making our orders for men’s
ties (Hope Bros.) and overalls. The girls settled into their usual routine,
looking forward to their return to Lewisham (which never took place).
As there was not enough accommodation in the house, Mother Hilda
rented a cottage in the village, where Sister Mary de Pazzi Curran and
I, together with about thirty girls, lived for the next four years.”
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Following the declaration of war, the general chapter due to
assemble later that month, was postponed indefinitely on the advice
of the Bishop of Brentwood. Each day brought news of yet more
evacuations. Two Dagenham sisters with their pupils were billeted in a
Lowestoft School, Suffolk. Having proved unsatisfactory they soon
moved to Southam, near Leamington Spa where they were comfortably
housed with the sisters of the Poor Child Jesus. For a time, the tutorial
system of teaching was used which involved much movement from
house to house.

Three sisters from St. Patrick’s School, Walthamstow, were
billeted with the Vaux family at Horrowden Hall, Northamptonshire.
The Homerton Sisters went to Bishop’s House, Northampton. The
student-teacher-sisters from Southampton went to Cheltenham. Three
sisters from St. Agnes’ Bow, were warmly received by the Nazareth
House sisters in Oxford. One sister went to Hithe, Oxford, where the
chaplain, Fr. Webb, S.J. came to be known as the “bishop of the
hopfields”.

By September 20th, 1939, shelters for use by the novices and
pupils of St. John’s School, were completed in the grounds of Chigwell
convent. Young children from Woodford Bridge were nightly housed
in one of the rooms of the convent. By the end of the year, several
rooms in St. Peter’s Convent Herne Bay, were made available to the
Catholic children of the resort.

Sister Damian Ronayne (Old Colwyn 1982) remembers these
days of evacuation:—

“OXFORD 1939—1940 Memories of Evacuation

In the autumn of 1939 when war broke out we were evacuated
from St. Agnes’ School, Bow. (Father Leonard, P.P., cousin of late Sr.
Celestine, assistant general, R.I.P. was on holiday, in France I think,
and could not get back). Father Hathaway, curate, took over and led
the whole school to Bromley-by-Bow Station. All carried gas masks and
arm bands with the number of the school. The children carried their
belongings in various bags and even pillow cases. Some of the latter
were so poor the items kept falling out on the way. Parents lined the
street (Devons Rd., I think) trying to keep back the tears as we walked
in silence. We boarded the train which had no corridor — small com-
partments with door each side. I had about 14 or 15 under-five babies
and an older girl to help me (Eileen Darnell), the schoolkeeper’s
daughter. My main concern — danger of doors being opened. We had no
idea where we were going. We passed sheep grazing in the fields. The
infants got so excited, never having seen a sheep in their lives. They
shouted, ‘“Look Sister, dogs!” Suddenly I saw several spires on the



95 —

horizon. I thought this must be Oxford, City of Spires, and sure enough
Oxford it was. We were met by a crowd of students who gallantly
carried all my darlings and their belongings. It was evening when we
ended up in a school to be sorted out. People arrived to take the
children. One said, “I’ll take a girl,” another two boys and so on.
It was night time and we were left with some children, not selected.
(Staff consisted of Sister Emmeline, Headmistress, Sister Columba
O’Brien, Mrs. McLoughlin, Miss Begg, Mrs. Hornfeck, Miss Lennehy,
Mrs. McCarthy and another teacher whose name I can’t remember
and two helpers, Mrs. Smith, who had a son a priest and another lady
who lived on Bow Road and me). Finally we were asked would we like
to go to Nazareth House or the Holy Child nuns who had a very select
girls’ school in Cherwell Edge. We opted for Nazareth House and arrived
there near midnight. The superior, Mother Angela, got out of bed to
welcome us and what a welcome! She put up the three nuns and some
of the teachers and children who had not been placed. Sister Jude
cooked us delicious omelettes. A young Franciscan priest was staying
there giving a Retreat — Rev. Agnellus Andrew! There were also some
Basque refugee children with their priest, Fr. Atoucha. The Nazareth
nuns had truly opened their doors to all. We stayed in Oxford for nine
months. The first few weeks — (providentially fine) I spent with my
little flock in Angel Meadow, sitting on the grass counting, and saying
nursery rhymes and eating apples given us by the passers by. We spent
the early part of the momings exploring and praying in the Capuchin
Church of SS Edmund and Frideswide, Iffley Road, corner of Jackdaw
Lane. We went round the beautiful mosaic Stations which the children
loved. The friars made us most welcome. Fr. Wulstan, Guardian, was a
Londoner and was very partial to his dear East London evacuee
children. He put on a special Mass for them every Sunday and he was
so proud because they could sing the Misse de Angelis and several Latin
motets. (Father Peter Peacock was studying to become a Doctor of
Music and was most helpful to us. Also Frs. Hubert, Eric and Martin
who heard the children’s Confessions on Saturdays and even offered us
the use of their hall.)

We got into the primary school in St. Clements, run by Holy
Child nuns, Srs. Honora and Teresa. All bells were forbidden during the
war and one of my infants blotted his copy book by ringing the big
school bell in the playground! When Sr. Emmeline came to reprimand
him he took refuge under my black apron! We often walked to
‘Mesopotamia’, a stretch of land between two rivers. The children loved
this spot — moor hens, grebes and dabchicks abounded in the water.
Albie (4 years) he who rang the bell, was especially fascinated by water
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and had to be kept in tight tow on these excursions. During the dinner-
break the children under the helpers’ supervision roamed other meadows
and one afternoon I met them returning clutching bunches of Holly-
hocks and other flowers which they were going to take to their ladies
(foster mothers). A very irate man arrived later to say they had ravaged
the Students’ botanical specimens.”

On March 30th, 1940, Mother Sylvester died at Hillingdon.

Mary Jane Halfpenny was born on August 23rd, 1853, in Lobinstown,
Co. Meath, Ireland. She was received with the Servants of the Sacred
Heart on January 8th, 1881, in the provincial chapel, Homerton and
professed on February 23rd, 1883, in the presence of Fr. S. Chauvain
S.M. and Mother Francis de Sales. At the general chapter held in
Versailles in 1893, Mother Sylvester was appointed provincial of the
English province. In 1908 at the first general chapter of the Sisters
of the Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary, she was appointed superior
general. In 1927, Cardinal Gasquet addressed the following letter to
the general chapter then assembled in Chigwell, in which he paid
tribute to the life and work of Mother Sylvester:—
“Our first duty is the expression of our unbounded gratitude to the
venerable Mother General whose devotion and services to the institute
are above all praise and possible recognition. Her reign will remain
historic in your annals, not only for the daily solicitude she so
generously exercised, but also for the fact that through difficult vicissi-
tudes she has led the congregation to a definite permanent and noble
status in the church of God as an independent Pontifical Institute
with its own approved constitutions with a clear, useful field of work
for God and the church before it”.

On June 11th, 1940, the sisters, children and staff of St. Patrick’s
School, Hayling Island made the long trek northwards to an idyllic
retreat in Bryn Bras Castle, Caernarvonshire, N. Wales.

On the feast of St. Augustine, August 28th, the usual ceremonies
of clothing and profession were held in Chigwell. Seven postulants were
received, six novices made profession and twelve sisters pronounced
their final vows, despite the uncertainty of war. Ten days later, the
congregation was suddenly jolted by the news that the newly built
convent at Rotherhithe (1937) was bumt to the ground. Disaster
struck on the evening of September 7th, 1940. Mercifully no one was
hurt. Mother Adelaide Devine R.L.P., superior at that time, has left a
detailed account of those fearful days and nights. Here is an extract:—
“We had left the refectory only about fifteen minutes when the sisters
heard bombs dropping. The raid lasted about half-an-hour. Tons of
incendiary bombs were dropped, but none fell on the convent. So
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terrible was the bombing that it shook the building to its foundations.
The walls were rocking to and fro and the sisters were forced to lie on
the floor to protect themselves from falling masonry. To add to this
terror, a cloud of thick smoke came through the convent windows and
doors, so that it was almost impossible to breathe or to see. It was said
that five hundred planes took part in this raid and that a smoke screen
was used. When the raid was over, we emerged from our shelter into the
yard. What a sight met our eyes! The whole of the surrounding build-
ings were on fire. Darkness spread all over the place and the wind blew
most fiercely. The day had dawned so beautifully but now all that had
changed and could only be compared to hell on earth.

Shortly after this, our parish priest, Father Cole, arrived at the
convent to take the Blessed Sacrament away from the convent chapel.
He had just returned when the skylight caught fire. The flames quickly
spread to the chapel and afterwards to the whole building. Twenty-
eight firemen lost their lives trying to control the fires in Rotherhithe
that night.”

The homeless group of twelve sisters and forty-four women,
many of them old took refuge, then, in a public shelter during a second
raid which lasted from 8.45 p.m. to 5 a.m. Early next morning they
made their way to St. Ann’s Convent in Whitechapel to hear Mass.
Father Cole offered a Mass of thanksgiving after having safely evacuated
2,000 of his people during the night. After breakfast with the sisters,
the weary party made a roundabout journey to Lewisham where they
were warmly received by the few remaining members of the community
there. Sister Valeria Morris (Chigwell 1982) and Sister Gonzaga Norton
(Allerton Priory 1982) were both members of that stricken community
on that fateful night. Sister Gonzaga had made her final profession in
Chigwell, just ten days before.

As the bombings continued, several convents were damaged but
no one was injured, thanks be to God. Hillingdon, Homerton,
Lewisham and Cardiff were most affected. Homerton parish church was
destroyed (March 1941) and St. Patrick’s School, Walthamstow, was
badly damaged, (March 19th 1941).

Nothing preserves the flavour of personal experience more than
the letter form. These extracts from letters written to Sister Mary
Gertrude Stewart, during the evacuation period, are a valuable source
of information and comment:—

(from Sister Francis Borgia Doyle, c¢/o Mr. Toms, 45 High Street,
Wellington, Somerset. 11.10.40)

..... Here it is very peaceful. The town is packed with soldiers and
people, nearly all from Mile End, Bow and Bethnal Green. Last Tuesday
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night we heard a German ’plane overhead but some distance off. Then
there was a crash and sure enough it was a bomb. Next day we heard
that a factory had been hit a little way off. I wonder when life will
resume its normal course once more? ‘

P.S. I was so glad of the Sacred Heart badge — not one holy picture in
this house but the old gent is very good.

(Mr. Toms was stone deaf, an Anglican and a bachelor; he made violin
strings — for Kreissler and Menuhin.)

(from Sister Gertrude Bryant, Hillside, Buntingford, Herts. 21.9°40)
Thank you for your letter. Did Lady Vaux get her crusade leaflets and
the two pairs of socks? Now for the tragic news which brought me
here. Last Sunday, the raid was terrific and after weeks of sleepless
nights, I felt I could not sleep another night in Homerton . . . .. Mother
General and Mother Antonia came along in the car and took Mothers
Alban, Edith, Genevieve and Gabriel to Chigwell. Laura and Dympna
went to Hambledon, Francis Borgia and Charles to Hillingdon, Sisters
Anna and Mary of the Angels and self here. None are left. Whether they
are still there I don’t know. Twelve Catholic churches about London
(Hackney and Clapham among the number) were damaged. Mother
Mary de Pazzi Potter is at Gainsboro’ Road registering children for
evacuation, and very likely will go herself again. Sister Mary of Dolours
is at the People’s Palace on twelve hour shifts feeding the homeless, etc.
Mile End church and school have been damaged. Sister Emmeline goes
to Bow every day. I expect she will go on evacuation soon again. You
should have seen the tragic look on the faces of our Polish and Belgian
refugees. That is what let me down more than anything else . . ...

(from Sister Regina McDermott, 2 Grove Terrace, Llanharan, Glamorgan
29.12240)
. ... I came here on June 18th — it is a beautiful place — a mining
vﬂlage fifteen miles west of Cardiff. I am billeted with an elderly
couple and I have a Catholic teacher with me, a Mrs. Clarke from
Wapping. We have no church but we have a priest with us — a curate
from Homerton. He is billeted with the local doctor who hails from
Scotland.

Father says Mass on Sundays in a hall belonging to an Italian
and on weekdays in the waiting room of the surgery.

I have the infants in the Methodist vestry hall — all alone. I am
very well off in my billet. The man has an allotment with all kinds of
vegetables. We have lots of hens. We do not want for anything. Every-
one says I am looking well and I feel it. I wonder when it will all end.
People seem very optimistic about the spring . ... .

(from Sister Irene Shannon, c¢/o Round House, Hethe, Bicester, Oxon.
9.341)
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I missed your kind letter but I know you must be over-powered with-
out a sister to help you. Sister Cyprian and I keep well. It is a great
boon to have sister so devoted to the little ones. Their room in the
presbytery is very cosy. We have had a terrible lot of sickness among
the children for the past six weeks. Measles (with complications),
bronchitis, very bad eczema, and influenza.

Lady Bicester gave me some nice pieces of stuff for coats and
khaki cuttings for trousers. She is a great friend. Our numbers are
going down, only 50 now and 44 from Walthamstow . ....

(from Sister Mary de Pazzi Brassil, Gainsboro’ Road L.C.C. School,

East London. 20.3.41)
Just see me — in imagination — occupying the ‘staff-room’ of the above
for a whole afternoon by myself — not because I am headmistress and
therefore a lady of leisure — but because the children can only attend
“double shifts”. ... .. It seems that now Mr. Adolf knows where we
are, he is going to visit us more often.

I wonder am I supposed to finish my teaching career in this
. blessed spot? The church! too sad for words — the walls have withstood
the explosion very well but no roof left — organ destroyed. .. ...

From 1941 to 1943 the bombing of London and other major
cities continued with unrelenting regularity. Early in January 1941
St. Winifride’s Cardiff, was bombed but the hospital was mercifully
spared. By now food and bus queues were familiar sights in towns and
cities. Daily conversation included mention of such war-time accessories
as gas-masks, clothing coupons, ration books, black-outs — all of which
helped to bind the nation together in the face of greater calamities.

At the beginning of January 1941, Mother Laurence succumbed
to a severe attack of influenza. On January 18th, a letter arrived from
the Sacred Congregation of Religious extending her term of office for
another six years. On February 12th a bad fire broke out in Etloe
House, Leyton (1) but no one was injured. It was obvious now that the
evacuation of St. Teresa’s Lewisham would have to be prolonged for
an indefinite period. So when the house and farm at Great Holt,
Dockenfield came on the property market, the congregation decided to
buy them both, together with the three cottages which formed part of
the estate.

A particularly heavy bombing raid was carried out near Chigwell
on April 7th followed by a similar one on the 20th. Mother Laurence’s
health from then on deteriorated rapidly. Worn out by anxiety and
fatigue over the cares of the congregation, besides concern for the
sisters and all those under their care, she accepted calmly that death
was not far away. On the evening of April 26th, the feast of Our Lady
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of Good Counsel, the dying superior general asked to meet the com-
munity in her sick room, for the last time. In a clear and audible
voice she spoke this farewell message:—

My Dear Sisters,

I am very pleased to see you here tonight. There is no need, I
am sure, for me to recommend myself to your prayers. I look upon
this illness not as a cross but as his holy and divine will. May the most
just, most high and most amiable will of God be done, praised and
eternally exalted in all things . . . .. Troubles do not matter..... let
them never keep you away from God. When you come to die, you see
things in a very different light. I have not many more days or hours to
live. God has given me a long life and I shall have a lot to account for,
but He is all mercy and love.

It has been said that I have done great work for God, but one’s
motive may not always have been pure. I have tried to do all for love
of God and the good of our congregation — all for God’s honour and
glory, nothing for self-glorification. DO ALL FOR LOVE ..... My
favourite prayer has been: “My God I love you. I love you the best
of all my friends. I want to love you the best of all my friends. I am
sorry for any offence I have committed against you”. I love Him ... ..

The “Chigwell Nuns™ have always had a wonderful reputation
for their good spirit. I have always found great loyalty in the Chigwell
community. I know you all and I love you. I humbly beg your pardon
for any disedification or dissatisfaction I may have given you.

Accept as your superior whoever God places over you. Help
her in every possible way. I have been fortunate in having loyal and
devoted friends ever near me; they have made things so easy for me
that I have not felt the burden.

Be loyal to your community. Whenever you hear anyone speaking
ill of it, have no respect for them or for what they say. If there is any
trouble in the community do not discuss it among yourselves, but go
straight to your superior; she is the only one that can set matters
right. If my prayers have any power in heaven, Chigwell will not be
forgotten spiritually or temporally.

I am grateful to God for having been able to speak these few
words to you tonight.”

Two days later, Mother Laurence Daly died. Her funeral took
place on May 1st. Solemn Requiem Mass was celebrated in the convent
chapel by Bishop Doubleday of Brentwood. Forty priests, besides a
large number of sisters, attended despite the hazardous conditions of
war-time travel. Mother Laurence was born Mary Daly in Skeyne, Co.
Westmeath on July 31st 1863. She entered the novitiate of the Servants
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of the Sacred Heart in France, at the age of fifteen and was professed
on August 15th 1884 in the convent chapel, Homerton. Appointed first
superior at St.Mary’s School, North Hyde, she was greatly loved by her
community and by the boys of the school. The stained glass window
erected in the convent chapel at North Hyde on the occasion of the
twenty-fifth anniversary of the arrival of the sisters there, was a personal
gift to Mother Laurence from present and past pupils of the school as a
token of their lasting appreciation of the years she spent in their midst.
A woman of warm personality, an able administrator, possessed of a
lively faith, she guided the congregation through a period of wide
expansion, and always with that simplicity which Father Braun wished
to see in his spiritual daughters. Her loss was keenly felt throughout
the congregation and among the many friends who knew and loved this
remarkable religious.

On the evening of the funeral of Mother Laurence, Bishop
Doubleday addressed the assembled superiors and councillors. According
to paragraph 235 of the Constitutions *“the first councillor governs the
congregation in the capacity of vicar. Her duty is to assemble a general
election as soon as possible”. Mother Antonia Philipps now assumed
this office.

Despite the prevalence of war, a number of Irish girls were
asking to be admitted to the novitiate. Mother Vicar and the council
decided to open a house in Ireland where such girls could be admitted
as aspirants to the religious life, before making the journey to war-torn
London. Sister Gerard Majella Dooher (Turlock U.S.A. 1982) was
appointed as sister in charge of this new venture, based in the Sacred
Heart Convent, Cork, Ireland.

A few years before her death, Mother Laurence had received
a letter from the Under Secretary of State asking if the congregation
would co-operate in the education and training of girls aged between
fifteen and eighteen who had appeared before the juvenile courts.
New schools were now being established following the publication of
the Children and Young Person’s Act of 1933. These schools were
intended to replace the reformatory and industrial schools. They were
to be strictly denominational and each had to be approved by the
Secretary of State. Hence the term approved school. Before coming to
a decision on the matter, the late superior general had written to
Cardinal Hinsley for his advice and the Cardinal replied urging the con-
gregation to accept this worthwhile apostolate. On March 25th 1942,
the first Mass was offered in St.Laurence’s School, Frant (2) a charming
village on the Kent/Sussex border. At first the local residents resented
this intrusion of young delinquents into their peaceful village but the
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community and girls soon became accepted because of their helpful
contribution to the voluntary services in the village.

For some time the bishops of Lancaster and Hexham and New-
castle had been petitioning the congregation to establish a mother and
baby home in the far north of England. In 1942, Bishop McCormack
was offered Lemmington Hall as a free gift from its owner. The bishop
immediately wrote to Mother Antonia suggesting that the congregation
accept the house for use as a mother and baby home. In June of that
year, Mother Antonia visited Lemmington Hall but she realised
immediately that due to the remoteness of its location, the Hall would
be most unsuitable for the proposed work. However, while still in the
area, Mother Antonia visited another property which was for sale near
Kendal, in the well-known scenic English Lake District. Brettargh Holt
(3) had been built as a family residence by the Brettarghs of Little
Woolton, Liverpool, members of an old Catholic Lancashire family.
Mother Antonia decided that this property, then used as a hotel, would
be a suitable site for the proposed mother and baby home. It was a fine
stone building, furnished, and with twenty acres of land so an immediate
purchase was arranged. On December 8th 1943, the first Mass was
offered in this latest foundation, despite the fact that war still raged.

Meanwhile, the bishop of Hexham and Newcastle, anxious to
accept the magnificent gift of Sir Stephen Aitchison, expressed a wish
that the Hall might serve as a residential home for mentally handi-
capped women — an apostolate also urgently needed in the northern
counties of England. Mother Antonia agreed to accept this proposal,
whereupon the Aitchison family offered Lemmington Hall as a free
gift to the congregation for use as a home for mentally handicapped

women.
Situated overlooking the beautiful Vale of Whittingham, Lem-

mington Hall contains a medieval Pele tower now exquisitely converted
into a chapel. The house, built in the eighteenth century, was bought in
1912 by Sir Stephen Aitchison, who owned the chain of Willson
grocery stores in the north of England. Sir Stephen rebuilt the house,
~ which had lain in ruins for some years, and lived there with his family

until his death in 1942. His son, who lived at nearby Coupland Castle,
wished the Hall to be handed over to a Catholic charity and this wish
was achieved when on April 14th, 1945, the Aitchison family trans-
ferred the property by deed of gift to the congregation of the Sisters of
the Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary. The work of converting the Hall
was entrusted to Mr. Burke of Newcastle. The results are a remarkable
and lasting memorial to the excellency of his workmanship and to those
who assisted him. On November 12th, 1947, Bishop McCormack
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blessed and re-opened Lemmington Hall. Shortly afterwards the first
girls were admitted.

Notes
(1) Convent closed 1982. Sold to Laing Homes Ltd., 1982.

(2) Closed 1973. Greenwich Social Services bought the property for
use as a Community School for girls.

(3) Convent closed 1969.
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CHAPTER 15
Step out in Faith

The war ended in 1945; May 8th was declared VE day — victory
in Europe. Six years of world war, many of them concentrated on
Britain, severely affected family, school and parish life. The large scale
evacuation of children, followed by the departure of fathers, sons and
brothers to the war zones changed overnight the familiar pattern of
family life. Those left at home battled courageously with the land and
machines to produce the large quantities of food and munitions in
constant demand on the home and the battle fronts.

The return to normal life in 1945 was painful and unpredictable.
Great numbers of houses, churches and schools had been wiped out by
the blitz; hundreds of others were badly damaged. A general cloud of
gloom hung over the weary population caught up in the psychological
and economic aftermath of war. The surprise severity of the long winter
of 1947 made life appear harsher than ever.

On the other hand, the immediate effects of peace brought a
tremendous sense of relief to the whole nation. It found an echo in all
the houses of the congregation. On May 11th, 1945, the novices re-
turned to Chigwell from Old Colwyn, their evacuation haven since the
previous year. A few months before, on February 11th, the ceremonies
of clothing and profession had been held in the small convent chapel
there. On May 16th, the boys of St. John’s School, Chigwell, returned
from Herne Bay. One by one the London school children and their
teachers made their way back to scenes of devastation which must have
appeared in striking contrast to their peaceful country billets.

Immediately after the war, Mother Antonia convoked the first
general chapter to be assembled since 1933. The delegates met on
September 9th, 1945, and not surprisingly Mother Antonia was elected
superior general. She had already guided the congregation wisely and
bravely since the death of Mother Laurence. Ahead of her lay a
daunting challenge of reorganization and rebuilding. New initiatives
were necessary to lead the congregation into the changed society of
post-war England.

At the request of the new superior general, the Bishop of
Lancaster sought and received permission from the Sacred Congrega-
tion of Religious in Rome for sisters to train and practise as midwives
and the necessary decree was received in Chigwell in June 1947. The
orphanage in Homerton had been badly damaged during the blitz and
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in 1948 the children moved to St. Teresa’s, Lewisham, which had been
left vacant following the transfer of the community and girls to
Dockenfield. The Assumptionist Fathers asked for and received a sister
to take charge of their proposed new primary school in Bethnal Green.
In July 1949, Braxted Park, near Cranleigh, in Surrey, was bought to
replace Bigod’s Hall, Dunmow. St. Joseph’s School, Cranleigh, opened
there on July 29th, 1950.

During the war years, all civilian building projects were under
way in several houses of the congregation. On August 15th 1950,
the new chapel in St. Winifrid’s, Cardiff, was consecrated. In October
a much needed accommodation block was completed in St. Teresa’s,
Dockenfield. In June of that year the Lady Bute Hospital, Cumnock,
was closed. Some of the hospital equipment went to Mount Carmel,
Leeds, the private maternity hospital opened in 1953 at the request
of Bishop Heenan of Leeds. The Cumnock property was bought by the
congregation from the Bute Trustees and some of the wards were used
to provide classroom accommodation for St. John’s School, Cumnock,
run by the sisters.

In 1951, Mother Antonia was elected superior general for a
second term of office. In the six years that had elapsed she had been
determined to build a chapel in an area where it was much needed.
This was to be the congregation’s visible thanksgiving to God for his
marvellous protection during the years of war. Old Colwyn was chosen
as the site for the proposed new church. However, the Main Churches’
Committee in the area repeatedly refused planning permission. In 1951,
Bishop Petit of Menevia wrote to Mother Antonia suggesting that a
primary school in Pembroke Dock, South Wales, was urgently needed
and would she now consider erecting a school in thanksgiving as there
seemed no prospect of the church being built. The general council
agreed to this suggestion and on the same day as the decision was taken
to build the school, planning permission was granted for the church.

On February 6th, 1952, King George VI died peacefully in his
sleep. The second Elizabethan age opened with the accession of the
young queen to the Throne. In September, Our Lady of the Assump-
tion School, Bethnal Green, was opened and that same month a group
of sisters began teaching in the annexe of St. Anthony’s School,
Hainault, Essex. A new foundation was made in the Brentwood diocese
in September 1952. St. Andrew’s Convent, Loughton, was opened at the
request of Bishop Beck who was anxious that the sisters who had been
teaching the children of the new Debden estate in St. Anthony’s
Annexe, Chingford, since 1950, should also reside in the parish.

One of the new towns to spring up in the 1950’s, was Harlow
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New Town, in Essex. It was planned as a dormitory town for people
working in the Industrial Estate, many of whom worked in the
Standard Telephone Plant. Most of the new residents came from
Leicester and Liverpool.

Although the housing estate was still in the early stages of
building in 1953, Bishop Beck of Brentwood was particularly keen to
have a community of sisters living among the people. And so, at his
request, Mother Antonia sent three sisters to live in one of the newly-
built council houses, 112 Churchfields.

By Easter 1956, St. Alban’s Catholic Primary School was opened
and four sisters joined the community to teach in the school. Sister
John Vianney (Harlow 1982) recalls her first days in the New Town.
“Most of our time was spent either catechizing in the local authority
school or helping to organize various activities in the community
centres. At the outset, I was a sort of museum piece in the school but I
was warmly welcomed by the staff and given a classroom where I took
a series of catechist-classes daily. The first Sunday Mass was celebrated
in Tony Dell’s Primary School by Father Burgess, C.R.L.C. The congre-
gation numbered twelve people. It was in the Moab House in the Star,
then a small shopping centre, that the first group of communicants
made their first Holy Communion on December 8th, 1953. Among
them was Michael Turner, now Fr. Michael Turner, C.R.I.C. and a
parish priest in Milton Keynes. During the Marian Year 1954, we
produced “The Three Children of Fatima™ at the Harlow Community
Centre. We subsequently played to full houses in Epping, Slough,
Frinton-on-Sea and in Kilburn, N. London. Right from the beginning,
we felt we were close to the people who did all they could to help us in
every endeavour we undertook.”

As far back as 1949, the Southwark Schools’ Commission had
asked Mother Antonia for a site on which to build a secondary school.
Four temporary classrooms were built in the grounds of the convent on
Belmont Hill. On September 25th, 1954, the foundation stone of St.
Theresa’s Secondary School for girls, was laid by Archbishop Cowderoy
of Southwark. On June 23rd, 1955, the school was officially opened.

The second part of the twentieth century ushered in a period of
wide expansion in religious life. Alongside this growth in the number of
vocations to the priesthood and the religious life, came a period of
stability. It seemed that, after the disruption of war, there came a great
calm. It was an age of deep conviction in religious life. Religious
observance was carefully regulated and practised. Secular society en-
joyed a growing material prosperity. The number of vocations to the
religious life increased. This influx of vocations added to the further
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upbuilding of religious houses and institutions. There seemed no
shortage of young and eager religious ready to face life’s challenges.
Led by the wise guidance of the Holy Spirit, many religious congrega-
tions now widened their apostolic horizons to distant lands in Africa,
America and Asia where, “the fields were already white with the
harvest.”

The birth and development of our missions in America and
Africa are an important landmark in the history of our congregation. As
such, they deserve to be given a much fuller treatment than the present
brief history permits. However, this is how the Missionary era began:

The Golden Jubilee of the Congregation was celebrated in
Chigwell on March 5th, 1953. A special Mass of thanksgiving was
offered in the convent chapel by the Apostolic Delegate, Archbishop
Griffin, assisted by Bishop Beck of Brentwood and a large number of
clergy. Twelve days later, on St. Patrick’s Day, March 17th, Mother
Antonia received a letter from Father O’Shea, pastor of St. Anthony’s
parish, Atwater, California, asking for a small group of sisters to teach
in his parish school. Mother Antonia also received a letter from Bishop
Willinger of Fresno, giving his warm approval to the proposed new
foundation. The council met shortly afterwards to discuss this new
venture. Following the receipt of letters of commendation from our
cardinal protector, Cardinal Canali, and the apostolic delegate, Arch-
bishop Griffin, Mother Antonia decided that this new missionary
request, coming in the centenary year, must be seen as a moment of
special grace in the life of the Congregation. She immediately wrote a
circular letter asking for volunteers for the new mission in California
and by March 25th, thirty-one sisters had volunteered. Mother Antonia
then decided to visit California before committing herself any further.

On May 17th 1953, Mother Antonia accompanied by Mother
Adrienne, left Heathrow Airport for San Francisco, travelling thence
to Atwater. They returned to Chigwell on June 9th and on June 30th
the first missionaries were named. Mother Leontia Collins, superior
of the Chigwell community, offered to lead the first missionary com-
munity in the New World. Even before the first sisters had left England,
the Archbishop of San Francisco wrote on July 29th appealing for a
community of sisters to teach in the parish school in Turlock, California.
This foundation was accepted for the following year, 1954. On Sep-
tember 5th, 1953, the five pioneer sisters sailed from Liverpool. They
were:— Mother Leontia Collins, Sisters Gerard Majella Dooher, Oliver
Kinane, Mary Dominic Stordy and Anne Savage. Shortly afterwards
Mother Antonia wrote a circular letter giving details of the departure of
the pioneer community. She began thus:—
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“I do not think I told you about the departure of the Pioneer Sisters
for California. The last preparations were completed on the 3rd Sep-
tember and the sisters waited anxiously in Chigwell for their departure.
His Lordship Bishop Beck very kindly came on the evening of the 3rd
to spend the night and to impart to them his blessing. He spoke very
encouragingly to the Sisters and said that although they might feel
some excitement or perhaps a little anxiety they had no need to fear.
They were carrying out Our Lord’s instructions to teach all nations and
they had been chosen to carry the Chigwell spirit and tradition abroad.
The sisters then approached the altar rails and received individually His
Lordship’s blessing. He also gave them the Pope’s blessing. The
following morning the Bishop said Holy Mass for the sisters’ intentions.

On the moming of the Sth, after an early Mass, the professed
Sisters, Novices and Postulants assembled at the front door to wave a
last goodbye (farewells having been said the previous evening in the
Community). The sisters very bravely got into the two cars accompanied
by Rev. Mother General and Mother Bernadette, and started off
immediately for Euston where the special boat train left for Liverpool.
After a tedious six hours’ journey the sisters arrived at the dock at 2
p.m. where Mother Hilda and Mother Edith, Rev. Father Declan, C.P.
and Rev. Father Francis, O.F.M. Conv. waited with Sister M. Dominic’s
relatives. Customs were quickly got through. Special permits had been
secured for Rev. Mother General and the remainder of the party to be
allowed on the boat between 2 and 2.30, but it was 2.40 before they
got there. However, after a little persuading of the officials, Mother
General and the others were allowed on. They had only time for a
flying visit to the sisters’ quarters which appeared to be very comfort-
able, and had some photographs taken, then had to hurry off. The
gangway was quickly pulled back and as the clock chimed three, the
“Media” quickly turned round and sailed down the Mersey. The sisters
remained on deck waving until we could no longer see them and the
two priests continued blessing them until we left the Dockside.”

During the voyage out, Sister Anne Savage kept a daily journal
which was despatched at intervals to Chigwell and subsequently
circulated to the waiting communities. The following extract describes
the tremendous excitement as the sisters finally came to California,
more than three weeks after their departure from Chigwell:

“We went through tunnels cut through the sheer face of the mountain.
One time we went through the mountain, 4,000 feet below the mountain
and lasting for ten minutes. Do you know I have no fear of going in the
air now after the heights and depths! If you could have seen the colours
of the rocks, the fantastic shapes, spires, towers, pillars cut out by the



-109 -

weather and the wonderful rock plants and flowers. It was very late
before we could tear ourselves away to go for dinner and then the whole
time we were looking out at new thrills and beauties. The lovely
canyons we passed through, the beautiful rivers, men fishing: beautiful
shacks, tiny villages high up in the mountains miles from anywhere.
For anyone coming out, although the journey is somewhat of a night-
mare, it would be a pity to miss the train journey from Chicago to
Stockton.

That evening we went through Utah, strange, mysterious country.
I sat up in the Observation car while the others were down in the
roomettes. It was weird travelling through hundreds of miles of desert,
not seeing any sign of human life, no bird, no tree, only huge rocks,
sand, and here and there a dry grey scrub. There seemed to be a deathly
silence about everything. Many a time I thought we were coming to
some distant city with castles and turrets like a picture in Arabian
Nights. When we drew near it was only to discover the ‘city’ was rock
cut out in castle shapes by the elements.

That night I was determined to get up for a glimpse of Salt Lake
City but alas! I slept through it. Mother and the remainder of the
community saw it. The following morning we were in Nevada — still
rather desert-like but more dry grass. Then at least we began to come
to fields and vegetation, cattle, towns, villages, farms.

October 7th, 1953, we came to California! We had been right
through the States, we had seen sights more lovely than any picture
but the most breath-taking of all was the Feather River Canyon,
California. The sheer beauty of the mountains, river, spruce and fir,
the glorious colours of sky and river and trees and the clear, beautiful
air and the sunshine! Oh, those who are coming next year, D.V. must
see it. It would be missed by plane.

The excitement that day was intense as we were drawing near
our destination. If you had seen us practising our arrival, etc. On one
thing we were all agreed — if Father O’Shea were not on the platform
to meet us it would be a very bad sign, the convent would not be ready,
he had changed his mind about wanting us and so on. We then decided
what part of the Feather River Canyon we should return to and two of
us were — well we had all plans set. We were then travelling through
miles of vineyards, peach orchards and tomato farms. The announcer
called for attention — All passengers alighting at Stockton to be ready
to alight in five minutes. Out into the corridor we went and it was a
study to look at the expressions during the last few minutes. The train
drew up, our porter got down and put out a stool for us to step on
(it’s a great drop from the train to the ground — no platform) and we
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had arrived. A long way up the station a group began to race towards
us, Sr. Gerard Majella’s brother, her two sisters and their husbands and
— Father Scanlan. What a welcome we had! But — no Father O’Shea!
Of all things, he was in retreat and although he implored permission
to come and meet us the Bishop was adamant. Perhaps he knew Father
O’Shea would not return! Then another crowd came slowly along — a
deputation of parishioners to welcome us. They all wanted to take a
sister in their car. Eventually Mother went with Father Scanlan, Sister
Gerard’s sister Nancy and husband and her brother; Sr. M. Dominic
with one group of parishioners, Sr. Oliver with more parishioners and
Sister Gerard Majella and I with Alice and her husband. We were a little
behind the others but slipped out of Stockton by a short cut and got
ahead of all — to our delight. It was fascinating to see the Spanish-
Mexican looking towns, the palm trees, almond and peach orchards,
cactus and semi-tropical plants and flowers as we sped along.

Guess our feelings as we passed through Turlock (lovely place)
and then through Merced (about which we had heard so much) and
then Atwater! It is lovely — white houses, palm trees, beautiful avenues,
stores, oh, so many new and strange things. We passed St. Anthony’s
and then the Convent! It is a Spanish style completely surrounded at
present by sand, sand, sand! The door was opened and we were
welcomed by another group of parishioners. Then we went through our
new home. A big dinner was prepared with all sorts of Californian
dishes and ending with the cutting of the cake — “Welcome”.

Other foundations followed in quick succession: El Cerrito
(1955), Watsonville (1959), Livingston (1962), Sacramento (1963),
Oakland (1970). On September 23rd, 1955, Cardinal Canali requested
and received permission from the Sacred Congregation of Religious
in Rome for the establishment of a novitiate in California. After much
searching, a suitable property was acquired near Watsonville and shortly
afterwards in 1960 the first four postulants were admitted. In 1969 the
California Region was established. Sister Gerard Majella Dooher was
named regional superior.

On October 13th, 1973, celebrations were held in St. Anthony’s
Convent, Atwater, to mark the twentieth anniversary of the arrival of

- the first sisters in Atwater. The celebration began on Saturday evening
with a “Happy Hour” at 7.00 p.m. Mrs. James Boyce was the reception-
ist and presented each sister with a corsage and name tag as she entered
the hall. This was a time to visit with old friends, meet new ones, and
mingle with and greet former students many of whom were present,
and a goodly number of these were accompanied by their husbands
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and/or wives. Many former graduates, and parents of past pupils who
could not attend, either wrote or ’phoned their regrets and good wishes.
Among those it gave us great pleasure to hear from were Mr. and Mrs.
Chuck Redell of Grand Isle, Louisiana; Brother Teddy Rohrer, S.J.
of Los Angeles; and Mrs. Al Battaglia (the former Terry Boland) of
Cedar Grove, New Jersey, all members of the first senior class of the
school. In the afternoon several parents and friends who were unable
to see the sisters previously came to give their good wishes, pictures
were taken and goodbyes were said. As Edith McDonald and Adeline
Klien said as they said goodbye, it was a great rehearsal for the silver
anniversary in five years time!

An interesting circumstance came to light as we talked on the
’phone with Chuck Redell. A new parish priest had just been appointed
to his parish, none other than Father Henry Lenz, M.S. who had
worked for many years with our sisters in Dagenham! Small world!
Of course all the sisters in California were present. About three hundred
parishioners attended the dinner.

The delicious dinner of barbecued chicken was prepared by Mr.
and Mrs. Joseph Trindade, Mrs. Evelyn Rebeiro, Mrs. Joseph McDonald
and Mrs. Klein assisted by members of the Catholic Daughters of
America organization. On the stage backdrop was a painting of an
almost deserted Stockton Station with a solitary train on the tracks
from which had apparently just alighted five long-gowned sisters.
A large truck stood nearby, piled high with trunks. This painting was
the work of Mrs. Nord and her daughter Barbara, a former St. Anthony
graduate. Pictures were taken of the scene and I hope they come out.
They should bring back some “hot” memories to Sr. Mary Kinane and
Sr. Anne. For dessert we had cake and one of the cakes was a large
replica of the school, American flag and all!

Mr. Joseph McDonald acted as master of ceremonies and at the
end of dinner gave a resume of the events which led to the opening of
the school and a brief history of its beginnings. Sr. Gerard spoke for
the sisters. Father Peterson, Merced, spoke on the meaning of Catholic
Education and noted that none of the speakers had mentioned buildings
but people in the development of the school. He stressed that it was the
personal links, not great buildings, that formed the binding force of the
Church, and pointed out that it was evident from the gathering there
that this had certainly been the case where St. Anthony’s Church
community had been concerned. Monsignor Rechenmacher, Pastor of
St. Anthony’s thanked all present for coming to honour the sisters for
the great work they had done and were doing in the parish, and, refer-
ring to the short time he had been in St. Anthony’s, emphasised his
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gratitude for having inherited such a parish. Father John — with an
impossible name — a former assistant at St. Anthony’s, gave the blessing.
The evening concluded with a half hour of community singing accom-
panied by Sister Eleanor O’Brien and Sister Bernadette Ward with
guitars.

All the sisters stayed overnight in one or other of the Valley
convents and at 10 am. on Sunday morning a Mass of Thanksgiving
was celebrated by Monsignor Recherimacher. The church was crowded
and almost everyone present received Holy Communion. Those of us
who remembered the early days in St. Anthony’s when only a handful
of the small congregation in the old parish church received Communion,
couldn’t help thinking that here was the greatest tribute to the work of
the sisters in the parish. Sr. Gemma conducted the children’s choir, and -
several of the sisters, including Sr. Winifred Stordy who started the first
children’s choir in St. Anthony’s, helped with the music. The concluding
hymn Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord, seemed

_ a fitting and joyous ending. ’

In 1952 the Vicar Apostolic of Northern Rhodesia was Bishop
van der Biesen W.F., who while on a visit to his friend, Father Murphy,
a curate in Homerton parish, spoke of his longing to have a community
of missionary sisters who would staff the hospital he proposed to attach
to one of the mission stations in his area. “You should go across to the
convent”, Fr. Murphy advised. He did so and the superior there, Mother
Josephine Sculley, advised him in turn to go into Chigwell. “Whatever
chance you have about getting nursing sisters,” she said, “You have no
chance at all about teaching sisters”. This was fair comment as, about
that time, St. Teresa’s Secondary school was being built in Lewisham
and a number of sisters would be needed to staff it. Bishop van der
Biesen made his way to Chigwell and laid his hopes before Mother
Antonia, who listened attentively.

Over a year later on Dec. 1st, 1953, the Bishop made a second
visit to Chigwell and again repeated his request. Mother Antonia agreed
to send six sisters to Chilonga within the next two years when the
hospital and convent would be ready for occupation. She decided to
visit Northern Rhodesia, taking as her companion, Mother Adrienne
Harkin, assistant general. They arrived in Lusaka on Sept. 8th, 1954,
where they were met by a delighted Bishop van der Biesen. He drove
them to Chilonga mission where they visited the site of the new
hospital.

In the depth of the winter of 1955, the first two missionary
sisters in Africa, Srs. Kieran Marie Pilkington and Mary of the Sacred
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Heart McManus, left Chigwell on the first stage of the long journey
which was to end in the heart of the Rhodesian Bush. Sr.Kieran Marie
remembers the day thus: “My most lasting memory of that cold wintry
morning Feb. 9th, 1955, is of the long row of white veiled novices
standing in the snow-covered avenue, waving and smiling at us as we
drove off on the first lap of our journey by car to Waterloo. The ever
faithful Henry was at the wheel as we took our last backward look at
Chigwell. It was 8.30 in the morning and at 9.30 we boarded the train
for Southampton where our ship, the Athlone Castle, had docked and
was waiting to receive its first passengers.”

Sister Mary of the Sacred Heart kept a daily journal of the
voyage out and of the first days spent on African soil. Here is an extract
written on February 27th 1956:— “So once more on the train we
settled down to await the end of our journey — Lusaka. We passed
many more poverty-stricken huts and villages. Some of the huts were
made up of about six stout branches of trees standing upright in a circle
over which was spread a roof of grass. Better huts were a bit stouter
being made of mud walls and grass roofs. Some of the huts had a sort
of blanket hanging down the centre from the roof dividing the humble
dwelling into two compartments. Sometimes we saw hens and chickens
running in and out of the huts. Occasionally we saw some starved-
looking cows and sheep. There were a great number of goats, though,
and they always seemed fairly well-nourished. The bush is now very
thick indeed. God knows what could be lurking there! We passed miles
and miles of it but very few streams or pools. About three in the after-
noon we arrived at a little station named Menze. Just as the train drew
in, the rain started. This was our first tropical rain shower. It was so
heavy we thought the train would be flattened to the ground. Needless
to say, we thanked God we were inside under shelter. The Africans
walked about, unconcerned, in their bare feet, seemingly not noticing
anything. One or two had an old coat or hat on but their bare feet
squelched water or mud. At 10.40 we could see the bright coloured
lights of Lusaka in the distance and it was exactly 10.45 p.m. when we
arrived at Lusaka. The bottom step of the train was three feet from the
ground — no built up platform here. There were very few people about
and Sister Kieran Marie was just on the point of asking a porter if any-
one had left a message for us, when the bishop came up to us. He was
wearing a light blue jacket so that was why we had not recognized him
earlier. He gave us a very hearty welcome to Africa and as we passed
our cases, counting them one by one until we came to number six, the
bishop said to me, “It looks as if you’ve come to stay, sister.”’

Sister Kieran Marie, reminiscing on those pioneer days, twenty-
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five years later, remembers “the outstanding kindness, the hallmark of
the true missionary spirit, which Fr. Flynn OFM Conv. gave us right
from the beginning. The Franciscan Missionaries of Mary, whose
motherhouse is at Guildford, in Surrey, gave us invaluable advice.
Among them especially was Sister Jean Mary, now superior general of
her congregation.

When we arrived at Chilonga the convent was still in the building
process. The scaffolding was made from tree branches. As we turned
into the drive, in the car driven by the bishop, suddenly little tight
curly black heads popped over the long grass, smiling shyly at us. The
White Fathers of the mission now welcomed us and there was a march-
past by the children of the mission school.

Chilonga was the first mission established by the White Fathers
in Northern Rhodesia. The missionaries chose a site close to flowing
water and here the water flowed down from the mountains which are
quite close to the back of the mission, near to the Great North Road
which was little more then than a dirt track built by prisoners of war in
World War II. All around was red scrubland which seemed to engulf
every part of you — hair, habit; it seemed to cling forever. There were
few trees about. There was no twilight. Darkness enshrouded us at 6
p-m. The mission comprised the fathers’ house, a mission school and a
clinic run by one of the White Fathers.

The weather was very hot except in June and July when the
nights were particularly cold. From November to December we had
the wet season but from May until November we never saw rain. At
Christmas time all nature was in full bloom — green leaves abounded.
Orange trees were plentiful and other fruits such as lemons, grapefruit,
bananas, were commonplace. Bread was homemade, butter was some-
thing of the past. Every three months the Fathers went to the Copper
Belt to buy stores. A shopping expedition took one week, two days to
arrive, two days to return.

On September 26th 1956, we went to live in Chilonga. (Before
this, the two sisters lived in a small house belonging to the White
Sisters at the Chilabula mission). The Administration block in the
hospital was completed so we went to live there. We had no proper
kitchen as yet — a wood stove standing at one end of the ward was
used for cooking. At the opposite end of the ward we set up a laundry.
The first Mass was said in our temporary chapel — a small room — on
October 11th 1956, feast of the Motherhood of Our Lady.

The first department in the hospital to open, was the outpatients’.
Our first patient was a lorry driver. “How do you feel?”’ asked the
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doctor. “I feel something walking round inside me head”, came the
reply. “How long has it been there?”, the doctor asked. “Seven years”,
came the reply.

In 1957, we came in contact with our first cases of smallpox.
Every child in the village, under two years of age, died. A father came
on his bicycle carrying in his arms his sick child but when we examined
him, he had already died. If a villager died, next day the house and
everything in it, down to the last blanket, was burned.

I shall always remember the extreme courtesy of the Zambian
people, their delightful sense of humour and their lightheartedness.”

Twenty-five years later, Sister Oliver, Superior General, accom-
panied by her assistant, Sister Mary Laura Ryan, attended the festivities
which marked the silver jubilee of the opening of the mission hospital
in Chilonga. The following extract from the article “Zambian Cele-
bration” (Keeping in Touch: Spring 1982) is written by Sister Cyril,
regional superior. It is a colourful eye-witness account of that memor-
able and happy occasion. “OCTOBER 9th, 1981. SILVER JUBILEE
DAY was here at last! How often during the past few months we heard
the refrain, “Oh keep that, it might come in handy for the jubilee™.
Now, at last all was ready. With deep gratitude to God and to our con-
gregation, to our pioneer sisters, to those present and to those unable
to be present, to all who had given of themselves during the past twenty-
five years, we stood before the open-air altar. This Eucharist was being
offered to Almighty God with such heart felt gratitude for his goodness
and mercy bestowed upon the apostolate at Chilonga.

The scene was truly a brilliant one. The bright sunshine, colourful
flowering shrubs and trees, the tastefully decorated altar surrounded by
the clergy in their vivid vestments added to the grandeur and solemnity
of the occasion. His Grace the Archbishop of Kasama, Dr. E. Mutale,
our own bishop, The Right Reverend A. Furstenburg, Bishop of Mbala,
and seventeen priests from various parishes concelebrated Mass. The
throbbing drums, the enthusiastic singing of the children from the local
school, the happy shining faces of the large congregation filled one with
unspeakable emotion. And among that crowd we were proud to have
our Superior General, Sr. Oliver and her assistant Sr. Laura representing
the congregation. No one could tell how many in that gathering had
been helped, cured at the hospital, but without doubt there were many,
many rejoicing people present with deep gratitude in their hearts for
help received over the years. The presence of some of the patients in
their hospital attire surely symbolised all who over the years had come
through the doors of the hospital with hope in their hearts and need
mirrored in their eyes.
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Spirited, rythmic dances by the nurses and indeed by the matron,
preceded the lunch and entertainment, which was so ably taken care of
by the women of the area. Speeches, both in Bemba and English
testified to the contribution of our congregation to the work of the
hospital. The Bishop and indeed some of the local politicians were most
profuse in their thanks. It was heartening to see how much hope and
trust they place in the sisters, and how grateful they are for the work
being done for the people in the area. During the past twenty-five years
the hospital has grown in size and name. It now provides general and
midwifery training for young Zambians. Primary health care is under-
taken on a large scale. Mother and child care clinics are conducted
every month by the hospital team. The growth of the clinics are proof
of the dedication of the hospital staff to the improvement of child
care for as many children as possible in as wide an area as possible.

As a glorious sun began to set people left for the villages, tired
but happy. The twenty-fifth jubilee celebrations will not be easily
forgotten. One can imagine conversations many years hence, “Do you
remember. . ... Praise God for his goodness and mercy”.

Other foundations followed in Zambia. In 1961 the residential
secondary school for girls opened in Lwitikila. In 1962, the hospital at
Mbala- was opened. The following year, 1963, the first Homecraft
centre was opened at Mbala. Then in 1976 a second centre was opened
at Mpika.
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CHAPTER 16
The Dawn of a New Day

The long reign of Pope Pius XII came to an end on October 9th,
1958. He had been endowed with remarkable gifts of mind and spirit,
which he dedicated to the service of the church, particularly during the
twenty years of his strenuous pontificate. Now it seemed a difficult
task to elect a successor to follow in his footsteps. On October 28th,
Cardinal Roncalli, the little known patriarch of Venice, became the new
pope, John XXIII. For the first time, the marvel of television beamed
the coronation of a pope to millions of viewers in the Western world.

On the eve of the opening of Vatican II, 1962 six sisters took
up residence in the newly-built Sacred Heart Convent, Melville Street.
The first sisters lived temporarily in the presbytery, Meyrick Street,
which was kindly placed at their disposal on their arrival in May, 1959.
The clergy, Father R.J. Newman, R.LP. and his curate, Fr. Michael
Brennan, went to live temporarily in 112 Bush Street. The long awaited
chapel, requested by Bishop Petit of Menevia, had been blessed by him
on May 1st, 1956. At last Mother Antonia’s promise had been well and
truly honoured.

Perhaps this is a suitable place to remind ourselves of these
words of St. Vincent de Paul quoted in September 1872, in a letter
written by our founder: “Let us not anticipate the providence of the
Lord. If we know how to wait, we shall perform our works all the
better”. Father Braun then went on to say: “Works established by
religious have always time working for them. They are the outcome
of the Lord who knows how to wait because he is eternal. Pater quia
aeternus — he is patient because he is eternal”.

The 1960’s saw a tremendous leap forward in the growth of
mechanical power, which abolished much of the drudgery of labour
at home and in the world of work. Cheaper food, more leisure time,
the impact of television, all helped to encourage an increase in life’s
expectation by a great majority of people. On the other hand, the
bureaucratic age led to a growing anonymity, especially in the larger
towns and cities. In addition, new and terrible weapons threatened
world peace still further and man seemed set on a course of destruction.

Pope John XXIII’s decision to call an ecumenical council which
he hoped would bring about ‘a new Pentecost’, soon came to be viewed
as a divine ray of hope in a world that seemed to have lost its direction.
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Only the bishops from China, Albania and Vietnam were prevented
from attending the Council sessions.

Throughout the Chigwell Congregation, the progress of the
Council was followed with increasing interest. In May 1962, the
Dagenham Sacred Heart School for girls, built with the help of a size-
able contribution from the Congregation, was blessed and opened by
Bishop Beck of Brentwood. Later that year, Bishop Beck returned
to Rome to attend the second session of Vatican II, opened by the new
pope, Paul VI.

A general chapter was held in Chigwell in 1963, during which
Mother Bernadette Flavin, secretary general, was appointed to succeed
Mother Antonia Philipps who had been in office since 1941. During
those years the congregation had spread to America and Africa while
other foundations and initiatives had been taken in home areas. In
1956, Mother Antonia had received the Medal of the Order of the
British Empire from Her Majesty, Queen Elizabeth II, “in recognition of
the valuable services given by her congregation to the care and educa-
tion of handicapped children and adults.” In 1960, again accompanied
by Mother Adrienne Harkin, she had re-visited the Zambian missions
and the following year had received a warm welcome from the sisters in
California.

Mother Bernadette’s term of office was brief but memorable.
During her term of office the sisters took charge of two primary schools,
St. John the Baptist, Bethnal Green (1964) and Our Lady of Lourdes
(1964) which was built in the grounds of the convent in Lewisham.
Following a short illness, she died in hospital on October 5th, 1965.
Hers was a spirit of total self-sacrifice. By nature retiring and unassum-
ing, she carried out the burden of high office with unstinted devotion.
The government of the congregation now rested on the shoulders of
the Assistant General, Sister Etheldreda Gleeson. Her first duty was to
convene and prepare for the General Chapter as soon as possible.

During Mother Bernadette’s term of office, the Irish Provincial
of the Friars Minor, Father Boniface O.F.M., invited the Chigwell
sisters to send a small community to help staff their school at Assisi
Mission, near Enkeldorn, Southern Rhodesia, now Zimbabwe. Mother
Bernadette did not live to see this new missionary endeavour take root.
However, Sister Etheldreda continued with the negotiations and in
December 1965, Sisters Anne Aherne, R.L.P. and Mary Sarto (Sacred
Heart Convent, Cork, 1982) left Heathrow Airport for Salisbury from
where they flew to Luanda. They stayed there for a few days with the
Little Company of Mary Sisters and then made the journey by road
to Assisi Mission, 187 miles away. (1)



-119 -

The sisters received a warm welcome, and a colourful one from
the three hundred boys and girls in the secondary school. The mission
was situated in a deep valley, surrounded by groves of trees. It is easy
to imagine the crowd of worshippers striding down the hillside on their
way to Sunday Mass. The celebration was a heartfelt, joyous experience;
at the offertory, the people presented bowls of food, at the same time
bravely attempting to ward off the nagging mosquitoes, an ever-present
hazard in the huge hut which served as a church. After Mass the congre-
gation liked to sit and talk in the shade provided by the umbrella-
shaped branches of the baubau trees.

Racial prejudice was rampant in the area. When the missionaries
paid their workers in cash, the white people complained, as they only
gave a pail of sazda and the use of a small hut, in return for a week’s
work. The people were extremely poor. The language spoken was
Shona which the sisters attempted to learn in the language laboratory.
At weekends, they went into the outlying villages to catechize. There
they were treated with that delightful courtesy which they had already
received from the young people in the mission school.

The general chapter assembled in June 1966 and Sister
Etheldreda was elected superior general. Sister Celestine Leonard was
elected as her assistant. The new superior general spent Christmas 1966
with the sisters in California and the following Easter, she spent several
weeks visiting the Zambian missions.

The Motu Proprio, Ecclesiae Sanctae, was issued by Pope Paul
VI in 1966. The decree called on all religious to renew their original
spirit in the light of the gospel, the charism of their founder and the
needs of the contemporary world. Each institute was to hold a “chapter
of renewal” before 1969, to revise the constitutions of the institute in
accordance with council directives.

This daunting task, to set in motion the guidelines which would
implement the process of adaptation and renewal called for by the
Council, now lay ahead of the new superior general and her council.
The instruction, “Renovationis Causam” called for, among other
things, immediate innovations in the novitiate. From now on the
ceremony of clothing was to be private and simple. A series of adapta-
tions were made to the habit. On July 19th, 1969, the special general
chapter of renewal assembled in the Chapter Room, Chigwell. Delegates
from the Californian and Zambian houses attended. The work of
renewal, which would bring much pain, soul-searching, confusion, but
above all hope for the future of the congregation, was now under way.

The new decade heralded in by the year 1970, saw the begin-
ning of two unexpected and unprecedented phenomena in religious life.
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These were the sudden departure of a sizeable number of religious from
convents and monasteries and a corresponding decline in the number of
vocations. For some, renewal came too late; for others it proved too
daunting. In our congregation, these happenings were followed by the
closure of houses, new developments in traditional apostolates and the
introduction of “individual apostolates”.

Sister Etheldreda was appointed to a second term of office at
the chapter held in 1972. Shortly afterwards, commissions were set up
to prepare the first draft of the new constitutions which were to be
presented to the chapter due to be held in 1978. During the intervening
six years, the congregation lived through somewhat of an upheaval in
established rule and custom. No area escaped scrutiny, prayer-life,
government, life-style, relationships between ourselves and the outside
world.

On January 29th, 1972, the centenary celebration of the first

ceremony of profession was held in St. Francis’ Church, Stratford.
Father Justin O.F.M., The Friary, Stratford, gave the address on that
happy occasion. In conclusion, he spoke these words:
“Rightly, today, as you look back, you can be very proud and very
grateful. It is almost incredible that it is only a hundred years, when
one thinks of the many centres in which you are now working, carry-
ing out your apostolate all over England, in Wales, in Scotland, the
Outer Hebrides, in Ireland and in your missions in Zambia and
California. So we look back with gratitude on Pére Braun, Mother
Francis de Sales, Mothers Winefride, Sylvester, Laurence, Antonia,
Bernadette and to all those influences which, under God, inspired
you these hundred years, seventy of which you have lived in fraternal
association with us in Woodford — the happy continuation of the
beginnings here in Stratford and at Homerton.”

On January 17th, 1974, Mother Antonia Philipps died in Kelton,
Liverpool. Mary Philipps was born in Kilmuckeridge, Co. Wexford, on
May 28th, 1889. She received the habit on August 28th, 1909, in the
little temporary tin chapel then attached to Chigwell Convent. Two
years later, she was among the first to be professed in the new convent
chapel. After the funeral, Sister Etheldreda wote a circular letter to the
congregation, part of which is here quoted —

“My dear Sisters,

This day week we were all saddened by the news of the death
of Reverend Mother Antonia R.L.P. but our sadness was mingled with
joy — joy in the knowledge that she had gone to her reward after a
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very prayerful and very faithful life. This joy, mingled with a sense of
loss, has been in evidence all week, but was especially so yesterday
when her body was laid to rest in St. Patrick’s Cemetery, Leytonstone.

As a good many of you know, Mother Antonia often expressed
the wish that she would be spared a long illness. Almighty God certainly
granted her this wish when we least expected it. But Reverend Mother
was ready to answer the call whenever it came and while she was
waiting to be taken to the hospital for an X-ray examination, she was
heard to say that all she wanted was to go home. It was significant that
the last community Mass she offered up in the chapel at Kelton, which
she loved so much, was on the feast of the Epiphany, January 6th,
1974 — the feast of the manifestation of Christ to the Gentile world.
This feast has now become a reality for Mother Antonia”.

During the concelebrated Requiem Mass in Kelton chapel, Arch-
bishop Beck of Liverpool spoke movingly of the late Mother Antonia.
He said, “The mainspring in her life was her endless trouble to take
daring steps to provide homes for little ones, deprived ones, defenceless
ones and the handicapped — where each could be given a chance to
experience the warmth and kindness of a true Christian home. I knew
her when I first went to Brentwood and she was always concerned as to
how her communities could help those in need. )

* Secondly, thinking of her here during these last years — her
devotion to the rosary, to the chapel, her daily prayers, her close living
with God. Having to live a life of inactivity must have been a great trial
to her patience, but surely she could say with St. Paul, “The only thing
that matters in the end is to know Christ and him crucified”.

In 1971, due to the impossibility of undertaking the immense
structural alterations necessary to update the Lord Ninian hospital,
Sister Etheldreda had decided to look for an alternative site. The search
proved long and fruitless. Sir Julian Hodge, the Cardiff financier, heard
of the difficulties. He had decided to build a home for the elderly in
memory of his mother, Jane Hodge, who had died in the Lord Ninian
On Christmas Day. The time now seemed opportune but there were the
inevitable delays.

At the general chapter held in 1978, Sister Oliver Kinane was
elected to succeed Sister Etheldreda who had completed two terms of
office. Sister Mary Laura Ryan was elected as her assistant. Both had
spent many years on the California missions. Sister Oliver’s term of
office began during what may be looked upon as the “transition period”,
the challenging years when the congregation moves towards the new
image of religious life called for by the Church. One of her first pleasant
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duties was to assist at the opening of the Jane Hodge Home, in October
1978. Among those present were Archbishop Murphy of Cardiff and
Sir George Thomas, Speaker of the House of Commons. In his speech
on that occasion, Sir Julian Hodge spoke with gratitude of his associa-
tion with the Lord Ninian, saying, “I shall always remember with
gratitude the care and affection given to my mother by Mother Agatha
and these good sisters. When I heard that the Lord Ninian had to be
closed, I knew immediately that I wanted to build another home in
my mother’s name. Perhaps I should add for the records that Mother
Agatha never sent me a bill. She must have regarded me as another
charitable case. I cannot think of a more reassuring place to be than
under the sheltering wing and the loving care of the Sisters of the Sacred
Hearts of Jesus and Mary. There is a comfort in the strength of love™.

In the spring of 1980, Sister Oliver, accompanied by Sister
Mary Laura, spent a week in the mother house of the Servants of the
Sacred Heart at the invitation of the superior general, Sister Daniele (2).
While in France, they visited six houses of the Servants of the Sacred
Heart, including the convent at Charolles where Mother Francis de
Sales had lived her last years.

The new constitutions were received by the congregation in

1980. Sister Oliver wrote in her letter of introduction:
“These new constitutions and directives are now challenging us to
reach out to new horizons in our spiritual life. They are the fruit of
much prayer and hard work on your part, and especially on the part
of the capitulants at the last and previous chapters.

Let us accept them in a spirit of faith. With the help of Our
Blessed Lady may we use them as a means to grow closer to the chaste,
poor and obedient Christ™.

Revised constitutions of themselves do not bring about renewal.
Raymond Hostie’s “Life and Death of Religious Orders”, states that the
average life-time of religious institutes is two to three centuries. One of
the signs of decline is given as the disproportion between the number of
houses possessed by the institute and the number of religious living in
them. All institutes go through phases of decline and development.
We ourselves have witnessed a period of decline and now, hopefully,

* there are signs of a new spring dawning. The two recent foundations in
the Brentwood diocese, the parish houses in Witham (1980) and Harlow
(1982) are, surely, rays of hope. We cannot, of course, see into God’s
plan for the future, but the present is ours to live now.

The centenary of the death of our founder, Father Victor Braun,
was celebrated in each of the houses of the congregation on May 18th,
1982. It will be recalled that Cardinal Manning, Archbishop of West-
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minster, warmly welcomed our founder to London, even before he set
foot on English soil. With this in mind, Sister Mary Laura and I visited
Cardinal Basil Hume O.S.B. present Archbishop of Westminster. His
Eminence spoke especially of his gratitude to the congregation for
endowing the Westminster Cathedral Choir School with a number of
scholarships, in memory of our founder, Father Victor Braun. Some
months later, on the feast of one of our principal patrons, St. Margaret
Mary, Cardinal Hume came to celebrate the Mass of the feast and, as
he said, “to praise God and to thank him, as you celebrate the centenary
of Father Victor Braun.” The music for the liturgy was sung by the
choristers of Westminster Cathedral Choir School, who delighted the
many sisters who formed the congregation on that October day.

During the homily of the Mass, His Eminence quoted for us
this passage from the writings of Father Braun, which, said the Cardinal,
“give you the secret of your vocation.” “You must enter into the
interior of the divine Heart, so as to be animated with its sentiments,
to think its thoughts. That is the contemplative side of the life. Then
when the heart has thus been enkindled by meditation on the life of
Our Lord, the apostolic life begins. One can no longer contain the
flames drawn from the Heart of Jesus, but feels the need of communi-
cating them”.

To communicate to others the good news of Christ’s coming
is the duty of every Christian; as Sisters of the Sacred Hearts of Jesus
and Mary, we have by virtue of our religious profession, dedicated our-
selves to communicate the good news with an ever deeper commit-
ment, all our life.

Now as we enter the last decades of the twentieth century, we
are called to do so in a world that needs, more than ever, to recognize
in our daily living what it means to know Jesus, to love him and to
experience what it is to be loved by him.

We aspire to be women of faith — ready to step out, maybe,
into as yet unknown paths. We desire to be bearers of hope, the hope
that comes to us from our meditation on and adoration of the Heart of
Christ, wounded for love of each person.

Our founder would have us be women who are practical, un-
pretentious, approachable, pleasant. As St. Francis de Sales said, “A
sad saint is a sorry saint”. Conscious of our human failings, our over-
anxieties at times, our covered-up inadequacies, which cause us personal
pain, we aspire to be ever more patient with ourselves and each other.
Aware of our near-sightedness, our lack of vision at times, we accept
that through our weakness, God speaks to others of his love, in ways
we may never know. We need a listening heart, a listening ear, too.
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We pray always to accept our allotted task, marked out for us by our
Saviour.

Our founder bequeathed to each of us but two bequests: Jesus
Christ and the poor. We pray that we may resist the efforts of those
who might seek to despoil us of either or who would add others,
more burdensome but less worthy.

To be a servant of the Sacred Heart of Jesus and the Immaculate
Heart of Mary is, simply, to desire to be what God wants me to be.
As the author of “The Cloud of Unknowing” reminds us in the last
page of his precious work:— “For not what we are nor what we have
been, does God see with his all-merciful eyes, but what we would be!”

St. Teresa’s Convent,
Dockenfield
September 9th 1982.

Notes

(1) For this information I am indebted to Sister John Vianney
Bracken (Harlow, 1982)

(2) Sister Daniele and three members of her council attended the
Father Braun centenary celebrations in Chigwell, June 1982.
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