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PREFACE

In this history of St Aidan’s College, Grahamstown, I have tried to provide a 
“ popular” account of their Alma Mater which will be of appeal and interest to 
the Old Aidanites, staff and others closely associated with the sehool, whilst at 
the same time maintaining rigorous standards of academic accuracy and 
producing a work of appeal to the general reader.

To this extent I have compromised by restricting the number of footnotes to 
a minimum and incorporating them separately in order not to disrupt the flow of 
the narrative. The footnotes are essentially for reference purposes and in 
themselves contribute little or nothing to a full appreciation of the text. Where 
the source is clear and obvious I have avoided references entirely.

The work has taken many years of part-time research to finalise. During this 
time, emotions have cooled and, 1 hope, a more realistic appraisal of the 
situation, especially during the final years of the life of the College, become 
possible. The loss of St Aidan’s College was a tragedy but not a disaster, and 
those who were most immediately exposed to the flame have emerged, by-and- 
large, well-tempered and stronger for having survived the ordeal.

Many people have been associated with this work. His Lordship, Bishop 
Murphy gave it his blessing and along with it, full access to the College and 
relevant diocesan archives. Basil McEvilly and the late Ivor Harrison, generously 
provided much Old Aidanite material, including a complete set of the “ College 
Record.” Deane Archer made his files available as did Advocate Tom Mullins, 
the Chairman of the Interim Council. Several Jesuits, notably Fathers Rea, 
Copeland, Edmonstone, Johnson and Watson gave me verbal and written 
assistance and information and provided me with archival material. The parish 
priest of St Patrick’s Grahamstown, Father Paul Fahy and Miss Mary Larkin, 
who retain control over the buildings, were always friendly and helpful during my 
perambulations and explorations, in the course of which some previously mislaid 
historical records and photographs were rediscovered. Some of this material is 
published here for the first time.

The funds for publication were made available by the Old Aidanite Union.
My wife, Veronica, did the bulk of the draft typing aided by my secretary 

Mrs Jenny Jones. Tony Farnell wrote up the chapter on the cadets, which I had 
originally researched and contributed the final chapter as his own personal 
gesture. He also prepared the index.

In addition, a number of Old Aidanites were gracious enough to reply to the 
circular which originally set the project in motion. They were — in order of the 
receipt of their contributions — F.A. Eksteen, N.G. Flemmer, S. Hill, B.J. 
Bridge, M. Hart, E.L.F. Voisin, F.N. McKowen, R.G. Harrison, D. Culligan, B. 
Sommerville, A.J. Scott-Parkin, G. Robertson, G.M. Stewart, P.J. Doyle, P. 
Archer, D. Archer, C. Chennells, D. McEvilly, T. Stone, G.D. Cominos, I. 
Richter and J.B. Robertson.
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Finally, the Hon. Mr Justice George Wynne generously agreed to read the 
proofs and offered much helpful advice and criticism.

To everyone who helped in any way 1 express my sincere thanks and 
appreciation. The work owes much to them all. However my conclusions remain 
my own responsibility entirely.

F.L. COLEMAN,
RHODES UNIVERSITY,
GRAHAMSTOWN.
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FOREWORD

Si Aidan’s College had just completed the forty-ninth year of its life, when in 
1925, 1 entered its portals as a student, and it commenced the remaining forty 
nine years that it was to live.

With the unfortunate closing down of the College in December 1973 there 
ended the life of an institution which had contributed directly and indirectly to 
the history of the Catholic Church in South Africa and indeed to the history of 
South Africa itself.

We Old Aidanites were deeply concerned that there was no single record of 
that life, of which we were both a part. There existed information scattered here 
and there, in the Jesuit archives, in the Annual College Records, in the archives of 
newspapers, in the ken of parents, pupils and staff. But there was no single 
volume or book in which that life and its achievements had been recorded.

We were fortunate indeed in having Professor Frank Coleman of Rhodes 
University able and willing to accept the assignment to write the history of St 
Aidan’s College. His own sons were at the College when it closed. He was a 
founder-member of the Interim College Council and was personally involved in 
the events leading up to the closure. He had access to whatever records were to be 
found in Grahamstown itself and elsewhere. He has devoted himself to the task 
with enthusiasm, and has travelled widely to explore and research whatever and 
wherever information and facts could be obtained or authenticated.

In this book he has recorded the achievements of the sons of the College — 
in the Church, in public life, in the professions, on the sports field and in the 
service of their country.

There is a proud record of achievement, the more so since it has always been 
a small school in numbers.

We are grateful to him, for writing this biography of St Aidan’s College. It is 
not only an authoritative historical record but it is a book which can take its place 
in any library, to be taken out and read by anyone looking for something 
interesting to read.

Basil McEvilly. O.A. 1925. F.C.A. C.A.fS.A.)
Chartered Accountant, a member of the committee of St Aidan’s Union, 
Johannesburg Branch since 1932. Past Chairman and honorary life member of 
the branch. Life member and past president of the Union, elected trustee of St 
Aidan’s College Trust and life trustee of St Aidan’s Centenary Fund.
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“ This school, like other schools, is concerned primarily with individuals. 
Some of the circumstances already mentioned, working for certificates, playing in 
teams, participating in school activities, will be helping to mould these 
individuals, but who would pretend that these are the only influences or even the 
major ones. The real work of the school is quite unable to be chronicled. It is not 
news. It is going on all day long in innumerable ways. Influences are playing upon 
the boys from all quarters; from the surroundings in which they live; from the 
assumptions, especially the Christian assumptions upon which the school is 
founded; from the other boys with whom they mix; from their Masters; from the 
order and duties for the day; and from their own temperaments. As the boy 
grows, so too does his power of making choices, of directing himself within the 
framework given and provided.

“ What as small boys they accept unthinkingly, as adolescents they begin to 
challenge and thus either to accept or reject; consciously to co-operate or 
consciously resist. Choices are being made all the time, increasingly as boyhood 
begins to speed into manhood. It is in our choices that we fix ourselves, our 
character. A school hopes, if it receives a boy early enough and keeps him long 
enough, to have allowed a boy’s character to begin to set into that kind of person 
that God intended he should be when He created him.’’1

Fr. Copeland, S.J.
1963.
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THE BACKGROUND

It is sometimes hard to realise, especially for those with a European 
background, that less than 150 years ago the entire Roman Catholic community 
of the Cape Province was administered by only two or three priests, themselves 
resident in the largest town — Cape Town — which was, indeed, the only really 
significant urban area in the whole of southern Africa. Growth, however, was 
rapid; there were five bishops and thirteen priests in the Cape Colony by 1851 and 
by 1879 some 5300 Catholics in the Eastern Cape alone, including 1000 in 
Grahamstown.2 Now, in 1979, the number of Catholics belonging to St. Patrick’s 
parish is no more than about 550. With this growth there arose an increasing 
twofold need — for ecclesiastics to minister to the growing flock and for 
educators to train the young in the basic tenets of the Faith. There was already a 
shepherd, for Bishop Griffith had been consecrated as Bishop for the Cape in 
August 1837, but the labourers in this particular vineyard were practically non
existent. Nor did it appear, at first at least, as if his appeal for volunteers was 
going to produce the man for the hour; for Aidan Devereux, who now offered to 
come, was a sickly man. Certainly his background was good. An irishman, from 
Wexford, but of Norman ancestry, he had been educated at the famous 
Maynooth College, had been Professor of Literature and Classics at St. Peter’s 
College, back in Wexford, had served as Vice-Rector of the Irish College in Rome 
and was a personal friend of Cardinal Cappcllari, later Pope Gregory XVI. But 
he had been in Rome in the first place largely on account of the damage to his 
health occasioned by an outbreak of cholera in Ireland, hardly an appropriate 
qualification for the rigours of mid-nineteenth century Cape life.

The two men, Bishop Griffith and Dr. Devereux, travelled out together in 
1838 to Cape Town, where Dr. Devereux was immediately established as the 
Principal of the Mercantile and Classical Academy, the first Roman Catholic 
boys’ school in Cape Town. It is clear that he was the first head of this new 
school, probably in January, 1839, although it is possible that Bishop Griffith 
had actually established or intended to establish it before his departure to 
Europe.3 Again, though, his health broke down; he could not continue as 
Principal and had to be transferred to parochial work, first at Stellenbosch and 
then to George where, in 1842, he was responsible for the Church of Saint Peter 
and Saint Paul.

Dr. Devereux remained in George until 1846, when he was sent to replace Fr. 
Murphy in Grahamstown on the “ Frontier” , still by no means settled. Here he 
began to settle down as a parish priest, but not for long. Meantime, Bishop 
Griffith had petitioned Rome several times to divide up his vast territory, which 
was clearly too much for one man to oversee. When the division was finally 
concluded in 1847 by which the Cape Vicariate was separated into the Western 
and Eastern Cape Colony, the brief brought back by Fr. Murphy nominated Dr. 
Devereux as Titular Bishop of Paneas (Palestine) and the first Vicar Apostolic of
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the Eastern District of the Cape Colony, with headquarters in Grahamstown. He 
was consecrated by Bishop Griffith in Cape Town on 27th December 1847. 
Realising, perhaps more than anyone, that the successful development of his 
vicariate, both educationally and pastorally, would require considerable 
reinforcements of clerics from Europe, he soon set sail for Holland, Belgium and 
Ireland, returning to Algoa Bay late in 1849. This was the beginning of great 
things, certainly as far as Catholic education was concerned, for, apart from two 
priests and several catechetists (teachers of religious doctrine, sometimes student 
priests), he was accompanied by the pioneer group of six nuns led by Mother 
Gertrude — “ Notre Mere” — who founded the Convent of Our Lady of Good 
Hope (more usually known as the Assumption Convent) and accompanying girls’ 
school in Grahamstown and a young student for the priesthood, James David 
Ricards.

Ricards had not been recruited entirely by chance, for his masters at St. 
Peter’s College in Wexford had included both Dr. Devereux himself and Fr. 
Murphy, the parish priest at Grahamstown, who had built St. Patrick’s Church 
and later was to build St. Augustine’s in Port Elizabeth. Ricards, who apart from 
excelling in physics and theology, was also a sound classical scholar, had been 
studying at Maynooth when Dr. Devereux visited there on his recruiting 
campaign. There was, therefore almost an inevitability about his destiny in the 
Eastern Cape.

“ Notre Mere” , more specifically Josephine Amelia de Henningsen or Sister 
Gertrude of the Blessed Sacrament, was also to prove to be one of the most 
revered people in the vicariate. Born in Belgium and well travelled in Europe, she 
was destined to be the Mother-Superior of the Assumption Convent for no less 
than 43 years.

The sailing ship ‘Oceanic’, chartered at Antwerp to bring the new 
missionaries to South Africa, was actually a whaler en route to the South Seas. 
The journey was a three months’ nightmare of food and water shortages, sickness 
and even an attempted mutiny. The party eventually landed at Algoa Bay on 4th 
December 1849 at a temporary jetty built for the occasion. Ships still anchored in 
the Bay and the passage to the jetty through the surf was made by whale-boat. It 
was none too soon. “ Many of my companions were reduced almost to 
skeletons” , wrote Devereux, “ but the sight of land gave them strength.”4 The 
nuns, the first to set foot in South Africa, were especially objects of curiosity to 
the large crowd of all colours and denominations who came down to the beach to 
stand and stare. The reception was enthusiastic. “ The Te Deum was sung with 
great spirit” , commented “ Notre Mere” later, “ and found a lively echo in our 
hearts after all we had gone through.” 5

The final stage of the journey was equally tedious to those accustomed to the 
easy transport of Victorian England. Six days of bumping and rocking in ox- 
wagons were to pass, all in very hot weather, before “ the religious world of 
Grahamstown was galvanised by the arrival of the Catholic bishop, priests and 
nuns.”6. Here a property on three acres adjacent to Beaufort Street had been 
bought for them for £900 (payable over three years.) But now heavy rain set in, 
the mud became insuperable and the party could not settle in properly until 12th 
January 1850.

What kind of place was Grahamstown in 1850?7
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“ To the visitor from some great centre of civilisation it was only a group of 
hovels; to the farmer or wayside trader it was a seat of commerce and power; to 
the contented resident, as Audrey was to Touchstone, ‘an ill-favoured thing, sir, 
but mine own’.”

To Mrs. Ward, newly out from England, there was no doubt about it — 
“ Grahamstown is not worth describing . . .  It is a great straggling place, 
irregularly built and in a dirty and disorderly state.”

To the writer in the Eastern Province Herald, 19th August 1848 — “ Every 
visitor as he comes suddenly over one of the heights upon the town must be 
particularly struck by the convergent highways and must feel at once that this is at 
least a great depot. He enters it and sees it is full of life and bustle. Waggonloads 
of goods entering and again leaving at all points. Tradesmen jostling actively 
along to and from their work. Merchants on horseback bent for or from their 
offices. Officers riding to and fro on duly or pleasure, or making themselves still 
more useful and pleasant by accompanying to a walk or to a ride some of the 
ladies of the place. There is an air of activity about it which blows keenly against 
one who has just come from the still and more quiet villages or out-stations 
around; and he feels the necessity to be active and bustling too. The population of 
Grahamstown is about 7000, but the place itself covers a much larger space than a 
town of the same population in the mother-country. Its inhabitants are nearly all 
English, and one feels the character of the place is at the bottom English — with 
those expected modifications, however, which it undergoes from the different 
material, social and political life enjoyed in a colony compared to that enjoyed in 
an old-established country.”

A resident, writing in “ The Companion to the Cape of Good Hope 
Almanac” 1847 remarks —

“ The general appearance of the tow n is pleasing if not imposing. The houses 
being interspersed with gardens and the streets of great width, the entire area of 
the town is so considerable as to offer room for the next generation at least, 
without the smallest extension of its present limits. The number of houses is 
computed at 750 . . . Some of the stores are spacious and handsome edifices, of 
late years a very considerable improvement having taken place both in the general 
style of building and the character of the workmanship. It has three weekly 
newspapers, two in English and one in Dutch, which are well supported, a joint- 
stock association called the Eastern Province Bank, with a capital of £40,000 in 
most nourishing circumstances . . .  It has its own Fire Assurance Company with 
a capital of £20,000 and a subscription public library containing 5,000 volumes of 
the best standard works.”

There was one long thoroughfare, High St., with houses and gardens 
grouped around it and straggling away towards the military barracks, Fort 
England, to the south.

“The Roman Catholics have at present decidedly the best and most imposing 
building in the town . . . (i.e. St. Patrick’s) . . . pure Gothic style, turreted, 
pointed arches and pinnacles . . . the only decent building in the town” , 
according to A.W. Cole (The Cape and the Kaffirs 1852).

Class distinctions are, to Cole, almost identical to religious ones: The Church 
of England are “ the aristocratic section” ; Wesleyans “ serious” ; Baptists 
“ intellectual” ; Independents “ radical” . Catholics are obviously not sufficiently
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distinctive to be characterised in this way, but . . . “ They are steadily progressing 
in numbers and make, I verily believe, more genuine converts among the coloured 
classes than any other sect.”

He indicates further, with obvious regret that the social rivalries of the 
different persuasions act as a damper on hospitality, but nevertheless ranks the 
community as a whole as very superior and intelligent. Sectarian differences, he 
thought, were already dying out.

John Storey, who was a pupil in 1888, remembers Grahamstown rather 
differently (CR 1940 p. 213). “ 1 was allowed to go one Sunday afternoon in the 
month to see (his sister who was a boarder at the Convent). 1 would have liked to 
go every week, but Mr. Fitzgerald would have none of it. I suppose he was afraid 
I might get run over by an ox wagon or something equally swift, but there was 
jolly little traffic in Grahamstown (1888) at the busiest of times, and on Sundays 
it was like a cemetery, except for half an hour in the morning when all the good 
citizens of the City of the Saints donned their top hats and frock coats and 
marched solemnly through the streets with their bibles under their arms. 
Meanwhile the Cathedral chimes clanged and banged, until all were safely seated 
in their respective churches, then all was silence until it was time for the evening 
service when the performance was repeated. On Sunday afternoon you could 
have fired a Maxim gun up and down all the streets without much danger of 
hitting anybody . . .”

There were now in Grahamstown the Bishop, Dr. Devereux, Fr. Murphy as 
Parish Priest, a Belgian student Monsieur Du Bois, and a catechist, Mr. Jerry 
O’Riley, and the Rev. David Ricards, who became a deacon and assistant to Fr. 
Murphy in January 1850. The Catholic population was some 1400, artificially 
high because of the large number of Irish troops in the city. None of the clergy 
had an official stipend, except Fr. Murphy, who received £100 a year for acting as 
Colonial Chaplain, an arduous and thankless task involving considerable 
travelling. Nor does the Catholic community appear to have made any special 
provision for the clergy apart from the routine collections made in church. There 
was not even a specific house for the Bishop until 1861. Nevertheless, all plunged 
into the educational and cultural life of the City. The Convent school quickly 
became a success, so much so that two Protestant ladies, including the daughter 
of the Anglican Colonial Chaplain, Rev. Mr. Heavyside, were not only converted 
but actually became nuns themselves. Ricards was entrusted with the running of a 
small school in Cross St. Very small indeed, for at first Jerry O’Riley was the only 
pupil! But others soon followed — the Hudsons, Rorkes, Morgan, Kingsley and 
Johnson. Many of these were intended for careers as army officers and it is 
noteworthy that some passed the necessary examinations directly from the 
school.

These schools were, naturally, not the only ones in Grahamstown. There 
were already several religious schools run by Wesleyans, Episcopalians, Baptists, 
Independents and Catholics. But the “ education was mainly a veneer on 
worthless material.” 8 The best was run by a Mrs. Ford, who taught thirty girls. 
However, these were handed over to the convent school. All the education was 
elementary, there were no boarding facilities and, in general, the teachers were 
ignorant and untrained. Many were former soldiers who passed on their small 
knowledge by rote and weighty application of the birch.
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At once, Ricards, “ by his wonderful talents and his inherent faculty of 
making friends, became very popular. He was tolerant yet consistent; eminently 
just yet lenient where leniency was permissible; a profound scholar, a devoted 
ecclesiastic and a polished gentleman.” 9 Even before he was finally ordained in 
January 1851 at the age of 23 he had also taken over the editorship of a new 
newspaper, “ The Cape Colonist” which first appeared in December 1850.10 This 
Roman Catholic weekly newspaper changed its name to “The Colonist” early in 
1851 and was closed down in 1859, probably because the shortage of priests left 
Fr. Ricards no time to produce it. (It re-appeared later as a lay paper, “ The Fort 
Beaufort Advocate” , edited by Mr. John Quinn.) Indeed, one wonders how 
justifiable it was for Bishop Devereux to impose this additional burden on his 
very inexperienced new priest, for apart from the arduous duties of teaching he 
was also parish priest in Grahamstown during part of the turbulent period from 
1850 to 1853 when the Eighth Frontier War was in progress and his church, St. 
Patrick’s, had been turned into a fortress with refugees huddled in the basement 
and had further to act as chaplain to the forces.

More was to come. Undeterred by his immediate problems and with an eye 
to the future needs of his vicariate, Bishop Devereux had already bought a piece 
of ground on which to build a school. It was in the small cottage on this ground 
that Fr. Ricards produced his newspaper. This cottage, however, was too small 
for educational purposes, with the result that Bishop Devereux employed two 
Irishmen, also immigrants from Wexford, John Harper and John Rossiter, to 
build a school. The new building consisted of one long room with a small one off 
one end which served as a bedroom for Fr. Ricards, who was appointed as 
Headmaster. Assisting him was Jerry O’Riley, still a candidate for the priesthood, 
who was expected both to teach and pursue his studies for the priesthood at the 
same time. Later on for a short time the Belgian Monsieur DuBois acted 
similarly. It is interesting to note that Mr. O’Riley eventually gave up his studies 
for the priesthood, became a lawyer and settled in Cape Town. One of his sons 
was the late Bishop Bernard O’Riley, himself a student at St. Aidan’s and 
president of the St. Aidan’s Union in 1925. Another, Vincent, achieved the same 
honour in 1964.

The property itself was situated in Dundas Street which then continued along 
the length since re-named Huntly Street to Somerset Street. It was the corner plot 
adjacent to Hill St., more-or-less between St. Patrick’s Cathedral and the 
Convent. Subsequently, a twelve feet wide right of way into the road — Huntly 
St. — was granted to the nuns by the owner of the adjacent property to enable 
them to erect a bridge over the stream running.parallel to Dundas St. from what is 
now the Douglas Reservoir and so make a “ short cut” from the Convent to St. 
Patrick’s. This strip of land was enclosed with the school property and the whole 
lot eventually sold to a Mr. Terpend, who was still living on it many years after 
the new St. Aidan’s College was in operation. His three sons went to St. Aidan’s 
and one of them, Joseph, celebrated his 100th birthday in 1960. “ Uncle Joe” , 
who died in 1962 was a wild man who fought with Paul Kruger during the Anglo- 
Boer War and, allegedly, achieved some notoriety (and a jail sentence) for 
holding up the Kimberley coach! The cottage fronted Huntly St. and the main 
building was placed at right-angles to it behind it and parallel to Hill St. 
Subsequently, the precise site was not known with absolute certainty — the
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Rector, Fr. Copeland, himself an historian of St. Aidan’s was unsure of the point 
in his Rectorial Speech in 1966. In fact, though, the earliest extant map of the 
area, Hogger’s Map of Grahamstown dated 1863, now preserved in the Cory 
Library of Rhodes University, dearly indicates the buildings. The actual corner 
area where the Grand Service Station now stands, was empty. The cottage was at 
the edge of the road where the “ Sans Souci” Flats now are and the school was 
behind, possibly overlapping the rear of the flats. Ricards’ room was at the end 
nearest the road.

Fr. Ricards now moved from Cross St. along with his nucleus of pupils into 
what was later to be known as “ Little St. Aidan’s” . At the time it was simply 
“ Ricards’ School” and later, “ St. Aidan’s” . The boys came essentially from the 
more prosperous families in the area, who almost unanimously seized the 
opportunity offered by the young classical scholar priest and the well-known 
educationalist bishop. There was little alternative in the district. Mr. Kerr, who 
had opened a school before Ricards began, sent his more senior pupils to Ricards 
anyway and the only other secondary education available was the tuition offered 
by the Rev. Heavyside, who conducted a grammar school. The great Anglican 
public school, St. Andrew’s College did not yet exist, its foundation stone being 
laid only in August 1855. Attending little St. Aidan’s at its opening were John and 
Stephen Mandy, Tom Donovan (son of the Colonel), the son of Dr. de Morgan 
and several others preparing for the Professions, Army and Civil Service 
examinations. Classes were held in the evenings when necessary and British 
examinations were written. Results generally were excellent. Nor was the school 
restricted to Catholics as St. Aidan’s College later was for a considerable time. 
Replying on behalf of the visitors to St. Aidan’s on the occasion of the Silver 
Jubilee of the College in 1901, Jerry O’Riley, who taught in it, remarked that it 
was quite true to say that all the youthful elite of Grahamstown at this time, 
irrespective of creed, had been educated there and with such success that military 
and other examinations were passed direct from it.11

So far, the needs of the time were being met — a church, a convent school 
for girls, a school for boys, a hospital and even, temporarily an orphanageYun by 
the Assumption sisters. The strain of his enormous burden was telling on Bishop 
Devereux. His vicariate was very widespread, encompassing not only the Eastern 
Cape, but also Natal, Griqualand East and West, the Orange Free State and part 
of Zululand.

At this time when David Livingstone was opening up vast new areas of 
central Africa, new missionary fields awaiting the message of the Gospel, it 
seemed only logical that the stepping-off point for this potentially great 
missionary endeavour should be Bishop Devereux’s own territory. Haste was 
essential if the Catholic Church was to be the first in the field. Accordingly, 
operating through the good offices of the Superior-General of the Assumption 
Sisters, Devereux approached Pere de Revignan of the French Province of the 
Society of Jesus — the Jesuits — to undertake the project. However, the French 
Province had no English speaking personnel to spare, even for the further 
pioneering of civilisation and Christianity in darkest Africa. (Jesuits had, of 
course, been the first missionaries into what are now Rhodesia and Mozambique 
during the early Portuguese explorations of the fifteenth century onwards and 
one of them, Fr. Gonsales da Silveira held the ‘distinction’ .of being the first
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Christian martyr in Rhodesia in August 1561), Undeterred by this rejection and 
convinced from his earlier experiences in Rome that the Jesuits were ideally suited 
to be missionary and educational leaders in central Africa, Bishop Devereux now 
appealed to Rome to split up his enormous vicariate by separating the northern 
areas — the land beyond the Kei and Orange Rivers — and suggested further that 
the northern part be handed over to the Jesuits, partly for development by them 
and partly as a springboard to the north. In this way the seeds were sown, none 
too soon, for, worn out by his efforts, Devereux died in 1854 at the age of only 
about 50.12 He was succeeded in November 1857 by Bishop Moran. Fr. Ricards 
now applied for and was granted twelve months leave in Ireland to visit his 
family. In his absence the little school was closed.

Dr. Moran, however, was already thinking ahead. He, like Bishop Devereux 
and possibly Fr. Ricards himself, saw Little St. Aidan’s as only a stop-gap 
arrangement, certainly inadequate to cater for the long-term growth of the 
Catholic population of the Grahamstown area. But further, if the hinterland to 
the north was to be claimed for Christianity, would there not also be a constant 
demand for missionary priests to work there? What better, therefore, than to 
combine both exercises by building a college which would also serve as a 
seminary, a training centre for priests? Bishop Moran lost no time in applying for 
a grant of land for this purpose — the actual site on which the College now 
stands. Even before Fr. Ricards had returned, the Grahamstown Municipality 
had approved the grant, which was ratified by the Lieutenant-Governor of the 
Cape, Lieutenant-General Henry Wynard C.B. on 14th November 1859. This 
grant, one morgen in extent, was made to Bishop Moran — “ on Condition that 
the said ground shall, for Ever after, be used as a site and an Endowment of a 
Seminary in connexion with the Roman Catholic Church and to and for no other 
use or purpose whatever.” 13 The ground itself was a roughly triangular area, 
bounded on the south by Constitution St., on the East by Upper Hill St. (now 
Milner St.) and on the north by Cradock Rd. (now St. Aidan’s Avenue.) The 
western boundary, which lay at right angles to St. Aidan’s Ave. and Constitution 
St. would have been approximately from the middle of the present College Hall to 
the middle of the refectory in the New Wing. To the west of this was an area 
designated as “ unappropriated town land.” The acquisition of this lay in the 
future.

With the return of Fr. Ricards to his post, Little St. Aidan’s opened again on 
6th April, 1859 with Ricards as Headmaster, assisted by two students. These were 
John O’Brien, later ordained to the priesthood and Tom Lynch, later Chevalier 
Lynch. It continued to prosper, the number of pupils reaching 25 by 1867. Efforts 
were being made throughout this period to raise funds for the proposed new 
school. Fr. Ricards himself gave lectures and “ scientific entertainments” from 
the proceeds of which equipment for the school was purchased. His collection 
included a binocular microscope, a spectroscope, air pufnp, geological cabinet 
and collection of minerals and assorted galvanic and electric batteries, plus, of 
course, his famous 4 \\ inch telescope. Bishop Moran also did his best, but since 
the main emphasis of the time was on building churches and alleviating the 
hardships and distress occasioned by the unrest on the Frontier, he achieved little. 
When he was transferred to New Zealand in 1871, the net result of his appeals, 
including the Lenten Pastoral Letter of 1868 ordering collections to be taken up
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and subscription lists opened, amounted to the paltry sum of £227. The first 
Sunday collection yielded only £70. This money was quickly absorbed in paying 
for the plans of the new building designed by Mr. Welshman and erecting a small 
lodge at the proposed entrance to the grounds. Bishop Ricards, therefore, having 
taken over the reins of office in 1871, (he had already been awarded his Honorary 
Doctorate of Divinity in 1861) found himself with the glittering prize dangling 
apparently just out of reach of his empty hands. This was a challenge to which he 
rose nobly. He began by visiting the diamond fields at Kimberley, then only 
beginning to develop, where he met with a limited success in raising funds — but 
obviously not to the extent he might have anticipated some years later on — and 
also travelled to other parts of the Vicariate, appealing to all classes and creeds to 
contribute. His exertions earned him the well-deserved nickname of the “ zealous 
bishop” . Meantime, he had also announced to a packed congregation in 
Grahamstown that collections would be taken and subscription lists opened. Lists 
of donors may still be seen in the pages of contemporary issues of the local 
papers. His efforts in these ways raised £1045. In addition to this he also 
organised the “ Great Drawing” — a huge lottery which was drawn in 
Grahamstown on 30th September 1872. All denominations throughout the 
Province were invited to participate and to donate prizes and all showed 
remarkable ecumenical spirit in rallying to the cause. Tickets were sold at five 
shillings each, a substantial price at the time. Pope Pius IX, who was approached 
by Mr. Mandy, donated some prizes of his own in the form of several silver 
medals and an ebony inlaid casket lined with crimson quilted silk. Altogether, 418 
prizes were drawn and £1055 realised as profit from the 4741 tickets sold. With 
some £2100 of the required initial sum of £3000 now in hand, the start of the 
venture seemed reasonably assured.

Throughout 1872 speculation had been mounting in Grahamstown aboutthe 
nature of the proposed new Roman Catholic seminary. “ We understand,” wrote 
the Grahamstown Journal on 19th August, “ that the buildings to be erected for 
the purposes of this Seminary . . . will soon be commenced . . .  in a substantial 
manner of stone . . .  an ornament to the City.” And in September we learn that 
the plans, apart from the little lodge at the gate, already being built, provide for 
apartments for the Resident Dean, embracing a library and Visitors’ Room, 
flanked on the south (or city) side by a two-storeyed wing containing a school 
room, refectory and dormitory for some 25 students. This was not correct, for the 
plan provided for 40 boarders and about 100 boys in all. North of the Dean’s 
house was to be a chapel and vestry. Roomy domestic offices would be situated to 
the rear, in addition to a lofty observatory with revolving chambers at the summit 
for astronomical science. The material, we are advised, was to be similar to that 
used for Oatlands Church, then also being built.

The essence of the plan was that it provided for almost unlimited expansion 
and the high situation of the site guaranteed good drainage, an important factor 
in the Grahamstown area in which heavy clay predominates.

Wednesday 29th January 1873 was the great day — the laying of the 
Foundation Stone.14 Interest was intense with Catholic guests coming from all 
over the region. There were representatives from Port Elizabeth, Fort Beaufort, 
King William’s Town, Adelaide, Cradock, Uitenhage and many others. Only the
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lack of transport facilities, especially the railway, prevented an even larger 
concourse of people congregating in Grahamstown.

The activity began early on Wednesday morning at the grounds, where the 
contractor, Mr. Abbott, was busy, not merely with the practical arrangements for 
the actual stone-laying ceremony, but also in decorating the area. A floral arch 
was put up at the entrance near the lodge. Over this arch was a small cross, 
beneath which hung a banneret depicting the patron saint of the seminary, St. 
Aidan. Evergreen branches and shrubs and strings of coloured flags lined the 
path from the lodge to the awning where the actual ceremony was to take place. 
Behind this awning Hew the Royal Standard of Great Britain. Other national 
flags, including many Union Jacks were flown all over the grounds.

The procession was due to leave St. Patrick’s Cathedral at half-past ten, but, 
as was to be expected, a large crowd had already gathered long before that time. 
It was, said observers, almost as if a public holiday had been proclaimed and the 
only apparent difference between that day and the holiday for the Settlers’ 
Jubilee Day in 1870 was that this time shops and businesses were still open. 
Nevertheless, it certainly seemed as if almost the entire city had turned out to pay 
tribute to the new venture. Not surprisingly, in view of the Irish connotations, 
especially of the patron saint (who is discussed later), the predominant colour of 
the rosettes and decorations was green. Catholic and Protestant alike actually 
wore gilt harps and shamrocks, so perhaps giving to the occasion a twist which 
was not altogether relevant: for that this was a local adventure designed to benefit 
southern Africa in general and the Eastern Cape in particular there can be no 
doubt.

Meantime, the procession had gathered at St. Patrick’s and the crowd was 
impatiently awaiting the arrival of the Assumption Sisters and convent girls. They 
were late. But eventually the long procession of girls in blue and white was seen 
approaching the Hill St. bridge, led by two priests, Fr. Fagan of King William’s 
Iown and Fr. O'Connell of Fort Beaufort and Bishop Ricards himself. The 
bishop short and stout and normally quite Pickwickian in appearance,15 wore his 
episcopal gloves, hose and vest of purple and his head was crowned with a 
magnificent mitre studded with over fifty precious stones — rubies, emeralds, 
amethysts and sapphires — which had been presented to him by the Assumption 
Sisters. The convent girls filed past St. Patrick’s to the top of Hill St., where they 
waited as the rest of the procession now finally arranged themselves behind them, 
when all set off down Hill St. towards the new College. The procession was in this 
order:

Fr. Fagan Fr. O’Connell
Bishop Ricards 

Banner
Girls’ Free School 

Banner
Convent of Our Lady of Good Hope Ladies Boarding and Day School

Banner
Convent Sisters 

Banner
Ladies of St. Patrick’s Congregation 

Banner
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Chorister Boys 
St. Aidan’s School Banner 
St. Aidan’s Boys’ School 

Banner
St. Patrick’s Benefit Society 

Banner
Port Elizabeth St. Patrick’s Benefit Society 

Fr. O’Brien (Uilenhage) Fr. Farrelly (Grahamstown)
All told this procession numbered 346 people — Free School 64; Convent School 
76; Sisters 10; Ladies 25; Choristers 19; St. Aidan’s School 30; Benefit Society 
100; Port Elizabeth Benefit Society 17; Clergy 5.

The procession provided a brilliant sight as it wended its way slowly along. 
The w hite dresses, blue sashes and veils of the convent girls, the dark habits of the 
nuns, the bright green, silver trimmed rosettes and scarves of the Benefit 
Societies, the scarlet and white of the choristers, the gaudy banners and, perhaps 
most impressive of all, the St. Aidan’s School Banner, which had been specially 
made for the occasion by the Convent. It was of green silk, the upper and lower 
portions decorated with elaborately woven golden shamrock leaves; in the centre 
a portrait of St. Aidan dressed in his purple episcopal robes and holding in his 
hand the pastoral staff. Above the picture were the words “ SANCTE AIDANE” 
in silver lettering and underneath in similar characters, “ ORA PRO NOBIS” . It 
was hung on a decorative staff surmounted by an ornamental cross. This banner 
was sited directly opposite the bishop during the ceremony.

Once the procession had arrived at the grounds, the clerical party entered a 
marquee erected near the lodge, where they donned their vestments prior to the 
ceremony. All then proceeded to the east end of the site, where the future chapel 
of St. Aidan was to be built. At this stage only the foundations had been 
prepared.

In fact this chapel was never completed, presumably for lack of funds, the 
building of the essential living and working quarters naturally having to take 
precedence-. Other elaborations, such as the observatory were likewise omitted, 
the tower being erected only to roof level at 40 feet. It is clear from the evidence 
and photographs that the building was intended to run east and west across the 
end of the old front and at right angles to it. The sanctuary would then have been 
at the end nearest to Milner St. (See Diagram I). It would have been sited more- 
or-less parallel to the present chapel but nearer to the present front entrance of 
the College. The exact position of the stone was apparently forgotten as time 
passed and no further work on the chapel was done. On 1st January 1883 it was 
lifted, along with the other remains, to make way for the extension to the Milner 
St. front which the then rector, Fr. Lea carried out and which resulted in the part 
of the building at first a Chapel which eventually became the Junior Playroom, 
with the Middle Dormitory above.16 At some stage, the foundation stone was 
lost, possibly being inadvertently used as foundation rubble or being built-in 
somewhere else in the building. The mystery has still not been resolved. 
Coincidentally, the foundation stone of St. Andrew’s College has also been lost 
without trace.17

The bishop began by blessing the first stone and reciting a prayer in Latin, 
the stone was sprinkled with holy water and the Sign of the Cross made on it with
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a knife. The Litany of the Saints was now intoned, the responses being sung by 
the choir. It is interesting and informative to note that the leading singers of all 
the local church choirs had offered to take part in the ceremony, an ecumenical 
gesture most unusual at the time and indicative of the general goodwill evinced by 
all towards Bishop Ricards himself. The stone was now placed in position, 
formally laid by the Hon. Mr. Justice E. Dwyer and fixed in placoby the masons, 
while the Bishop, attended by the priests, walked all round the foundation of the 
building, sprinkling it with holy water. Meantime, the clergy and choir intoned 
the ANTIPHON followed by the VENI CREATOR. A solemn benediction then 
concluded the ceremony.

W

Bishop Richards’ 
Proposed 
Chapel

L

Scale 1 = 360
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Under the stone in a hermetically sealed bottle was placed a Latin inscription 
detailing the event and the principal persons involved. The silver trowel with ivory 
handle used for the occasion, which Bishop Ricards presented to Judge Dwyer, 
was subsequently donated by him to the College and used for the stone-laying 
ceremony of the present Chapel in 1924. It is now on display in the Albany 
Museum in Grahamstown.

Bishop Ricards then addressed the gathering at considerable length. Having 
traced the background to the decision to build and the parts played by his 
predecessors Bishops Devereux and Moran, he continued a day will
surely come when its halls shall be filled with the hum of busy life, when crowds 
of youngsters shall cluster round this fount of- knowledge, and the walls of the 
chapel shall resound with the chant of youthful voices trained to swell the hymn 
of praise in honour of God, who has blessed the land with an abode of piety and 
learning. Once the Catholic Church has taken root in any country it never dies: 
branches may wither and decay, scandals may strip off its fair leaves and flowers, 
the tree may bend beneath its storm of persecution, yet will the stem grow on, 
adding to its massive strength year after year, till . . .  by its weight and size and 
majesty it bids defiance to the blast; and when the sounds of impotent w rath are 
hushed to silence, and the mists have cleared away, it will stand forth blooming in 
immortal youth, clad in verdure and more beautiful than ever . . .  I see in the 
future seminary, a store-house which will supply the vicariate with well-trained 
and pious ecclesiastics . . .  In the course of a few years a sight pitiful to every 
Christian heart will have disappeared. Congregations will not be left, as 
unfortunately they are now, without pastors to announce the Word of God, and 
to break to the hungry and destitute the bread of life.
“ . . . I rejoice because the first stone is laid of a building which will be a help to 
the educational establishments already in existence in the Province to promote the 
public good. Ignorance is the fruitful source of almost every evil. If 1 had to 
choose between two evils — the influence of ignorance or positive immorality to 
those whose wealth or position gives them a high place in society — I would 
certainly prefer the latter. A bad young man who knows his social duties, but 
through sloth or sensuality disregards them, is a far less evil to real “ progress than 
the ignorant fanatic who cannot see beyond the narrow limits of ignorance and 
prejudice, and who concentrates all his zeal in attempting to blight and crush the 
good he cannot understand. The former will, with the instincts of his better 
nature, give way at once before the presence of superior intelligence and will not 
dare obtrude his selfish indulgence in the path of what he knows to be right; while 
the latter glories in the triumph of a mistaken view, and gloats over the check he 
has given to high and holy hopes, by appealing to the low ideas of passion and 
vulgar prejudice. Whatever tends to break down ignorant pretensions, and the 
tyranny which ever accompanies them — whatever helps to clear away 
obstruction to the flow of large, generous and enlightened sentiments, and to 
open up the channels of healthy knowledge, is a positive boon to society of the 
very highest class . . He goes on to point out the almost unlimited need for 
education , . . “ we are as yet only beginning the great work of education in the 
Province; and . . .  in laying the foundation-stone of this institution. I am only 
joining the pioneers of real progress.”

Bishop Ricards then spoke warmly of the support he had received from all
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denominations . . .  “ I remember well the first difficulty which impeded the 
Catholic Church in this city in its efforts in the cause of high education . . . May 
the work begun today speedily reach its completion; and may it, when completed, 
prove a blessing not only to the present generation but to many thousands yet 
unborn. 1 have already secured the services of a body of men most fitted by their 
vocation and long study and experience, to offer to the students of St. Aidan’s, at 
the smallest cost, an education inferior to none obtainable in the whole colony. 
Its halls will be open to everyone desirous of securing for his sons this inestimable 
blessing. Those who have learned by experience to rely on us in the charge of their 
children, will bear testimony to our good faith; and all may rest assured that in St. 
Aidan’s, as well as our other institutions, the rights of parents will be held in that 
respect which is secured to them by their position, and the principles of honour 
and justice.

“ In accordance with a time-honoured custom, it is usual for the friends and 
patrons of an institution like this, to lay some offering of their goodwill upon the 
foundation-stone. It is my crowning joy today that I am enabled to lay upon it my 
offering of £400.”

This gesture by the bishop was substantially reciprocated by those present. 
The total amount in cash placed upon the stone amounted to £1220.13.0, along 
with promises payable over up to four years which amounted to £257.10.0. 
Additional sums later came in which brought the total to over £1530. Ultimately 
this fund reached £4000.

As Bishop Ricards had announced in his address, the original object of the 
exercise was to form the nucleus of an ecclesiastical seminary in which Roman 
Catholic priests would be trained. In the event, this hope was not realised. It is 
true, certainly, that a good number of St. Aidan’s scholars — some 130/140 — 
felt the call of a vocation to the priesthood, probably as a result of the 
environmental influence of the College and its dedicated staff; but only three 
young men, and these right at the beginning, ever came to St. Aidan’s with the 
express purpose of training there for the priesthood and only 14 Old Aidanites 
had been ordained by the end of 1899. Much more important, therefore, was the 
other aspect of the College, a high school for boys, the equivalent of a traditional 
Fnglish Public School, where tuition would be given to prepare the scholars for 
entry to the learned professions, the Civil Service, Armed Forces and 
Universities. In addition though, as is common in seminaries in Britain and 
Ireland, an elementary school would also be formed as a “ feeder” to the main 
College. This again proved to be over-ambitious. The separate “ Preparatory” 
adjunct did not come into existence until 1935.

The basic principle was one of self-sufficiency rather than profit — perhaps 
disastrous in the long run, in that when crises came, including the final 
catastrophe, the College had no resources to fall back on. The fees received from 
the scholars were to be used to support the teaching staff, whose special vocation 
was to be the furthering of education, and since the majority, if not all, were to be 
members of a religious order drawing no salaries and having no expenses beyond 
their own support and the running of the school, it was envisaged that the fees 
charged could be kept to a relatively low figure. The exact fees charged in 1876 
are not known to the writer, the first advertisement for pupils, which appeared in 
The Journal on 22nd November 1875 merely referring interested parties to the
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headmaster. However, the account book for 1879 & 1880, in the possession of the 
author indicates that full board for seniors (i.e. over 12) was £57.15.0 a year and 
for juniors £47.5.0. The account submitted to the father of Charles and John 
Coghlan (Charles being the later Prime Minister of Rhodesia), in January, 1880,
makes interesting reading:

To pension for half year in advance — Charles £28.17.6
Topension for half year in advance— John 28.17.6
To use of school books 20/-; Stationery 5/-; Post 9/5 1.14.5
To Suits & Hat 127/6; Shirts 24/6; Hats 9/6; Books 36/- 9.17.6
ToShoes21/-; Socks 6/-; Belt 2/3; Mending 4/6 1.13.9
To Exchange 6/-; Music Book 21/6; Music 84/- 5.11.6

£76.12.2
By allowance for music 1. 5.9

£75. 6.5
The entrance fee was £3.0.0. Other items appearing in the accounts included ties 
at l/6d; keys at 6d and pocket money, which varied from 6d a week to an 
apparent maximum of 5/-. Day boys paid £3 a quarter. However, it is clear that 
almost, perhaps right from, the very start concessions were being granted to boys 
whose parents could not meet these charges. Widely varying figures — £1.10.0; 
£2.0.0; £7.10.0; £10.0.0 per quarter — appear throughout the accounts. Some 
boys, for example Reuben Quirk, who joined in 1876, was the last boy of the 
“ founders” to leave and subsequently was one of the earliest Old Aidanite 
priests, are not listed as having received accounts at all. This well-meaning but 
disastrous policy, which plagued the school until it closed was a major factor in 
its economic problems, in that although admitting extra day boys without charge 
is feasible without extra expense, any concessions to boarders involve actual 
physical loss, even though many boys did indeed refund school fees after entering 
professional life.

It is uncertain whether the Jesuit staff originally overestimated what their 
costs would be or whether parental pressure and/or comparisons with similar 
institutions brought about the remarkable change which followed for the fees 
were very soon reduced. By the mid 1880’s the terms were £40 per annum for 
boarders under 12; £50 for seniors, exclusive of music, drawing, clothes, 
medicines and medical attention. Books were provided at cost. Music was £2 a 
quarter extra. Day boys now paid £12 a year. The charge for boarding during 
vacations was £2 a week — discouraging but still often necessary at this time. 
Boarders were required to bring two full suits of clothing, six woollen shirts, six 
pocket handkerchiefs, twelve pairs of socks or stockings, three pairs of strong 
shoes, two pairs of house shoes, four towels, two bath towels, comb and brushes. 
Pyjamas did not appear on the list for some years. The Rector also, in the words 
of his brochure, “ reserves the right to send a Boy back to his parents, when 
ordinary means of correction are ineffectual” . Although the course remained 
essentially Classical, there was also by Father Delplace’s Rectorship in 1884 a 
separate department preparing boys for “ commercial and industrial pursuits.”

These charges remained unchanged at least until the later years of the 
Rectorship of Father Wilmot (1916-22) when they were increased to £46 and £56 
respectively. Already (since 1913 at least) the College was for Catholic boys only
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and ihe number of admissions was being restricted to maintain the enrolment at 
100 “ in order that a good moral and social level may be maintained” (Father 
Wilmot’s brochure).

Comparatively in 1875 another small private school in Grahamstown at the 
same time charged £10.0.0 a term, inclusive, for boarders and £1.10.0. for day 
boys. There were four terms in the year. At the Grahamstown Public School (now 
Graeme College) which opened in 1873, fees were substantially higher from the 
start, being £12.5.0 for boarding per quarter plus a basic tuition fee of £2.0.0 for 
seniors and £1.10.0 for juniors. There were also numerous extras: Dutch, French, 
Talin, Greek, Higher Mathematics and Agricultural Chemistry were all charged 
at 10/- a term, and when Drawing, Drill and Woodwork were introduced a little 
later the charge for these was 3/6 a term. In 1880, even these were found to be 
inadequate and the basic tuition fee was raised by 5/- a term. Teachers were 
notoriously underpaid at about £120 a year. The third master at St. Andrew’s in 
the mid-1850’s was paid £50 per annum less £30 for board and lodging.18 Indeed, 
in 1898, in Grocott’s Penny Mail there is an advertisement on 10th January for a 
governess in the Orange Free State for which the salary offered — which must 
have included board and lodging — was only £40 a year. In that same year, the St. 
Aidan’s fees were £12.10.0 a quarter for boys over 12 and £10.0.0 for juniors, 
both inclusive. Carpentry was an extra at 10/6d a term. St. Peter’s Day School 
for Girls, an Anglican establishment, charged a boarding fee of £7.10.0 a term 
plus an academic fee on a sliding scale from 4/- to 8/- a month, giving an overall 
figure of £8.14.0 a term at the top. Oatlands preparatory school charged l/8d a 
month, which would be 5/- a term. Comparative local prices in 1898, all in 
Grahamstown unless otherwise stated, were — Scotch carts — £15; a secondhand 
typewriter — £10.0.0; tickets for entertainment (theatre, boxing, etc.) l/6d — 
5/-each; ladies’ shoes — 4/9 — 10/6; Ladies’ black silk costumes from £5.17.6; 
veldtschoen — 5/- to 10/6; boys’ suits — 5/11 — 6/11; men’s tweed suits — 
17/6; blazers — 2/6d; tailored suits (best quality) £3.10.0; fresh cream — 1/- a 
half pint; pianos from £38. The Grand Hotel at Port Alfred advertised inclusive 
rates of 8/6d a day, £2.10.0 a week and £8.8.0 a month. The Albany 
Horticultural Society, operating apparently at a very high standard, offered 
prizes ranging from £1.10.0 downwards at its annual Chrysanthemum Show in 
April.

It may perhaps already be clear why the school originally operated by Fr. 
Ricards and later the new College should have been named St. Aidan’s. It will be 
recalled that the original inspiration was Bishop Aidan Devereux. But there is 
much more to it than that. All three of the founder-bishops, Devereux, Moran 
and Ricards, had studied in the Diocese of Ferns in Ireland, the patron saint of 
which was St. Aidan (of Ferns). There is thus a further complication in that the 
St. Aidan after whom the College was named was not the well-known saint of 
Lindisfarne, but a much more obscure contemporary.19

St. Aidan of Ferns was born about 550 A.D. of noble descent, his father 
being the Prince of Breffney. Both parents were extremely virtuous, dedicating 
the child to God and imbuing him with the spirit of vocation to such an extent
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that he renounced the world and made over his claim to the chieftainship to his 
younger brother. The name ‘Aidan’ itself means ‘fire’ and apparently was given 
to the child on the grounds that just before his birth a fiery star was seen above his 
parents’ home.

Having decided to become a priest, Aidan was sent for his education to 
Clonard, a monastic school founded by St. Finian. From early on he achieved 
some fame as a worker of miracles. He spent some time in Wales at the monastery 
ruled over as abbot by St. David, healing the sick, who came from far and wide, 
and, perhaps not surprisingly for an Irishman, dabbling in the local politics. 
Altogether, between Wales and Northumbria, he spent over thirty years before 
resolving to return once more to Ireland. The remainder of his days he devoted to 
founding and developing the episcopal church of Ferns. In the process he cured 
and converted Bran Dubh, King of Leinster, who was responsible for Pope 
Gregory the Great having Aidan consecrated as Bishop of Ferns in 598. Before his 
death in 632 he had founded numerous monasteries and schools and built some 
thirty churches in outlying areas. After canonisation, his Feastday was fixed as 
January 31st. However, as a special concession, because this day normally falls 
within the school holidays, St. Aidan’s College was permitted to celebrate it on 
alternative dates.

Meantime, consequent on the elevation of Dr. Ricards to the bishopric, and 
the impossibility of his continuing to teach in person at his school, the work at 
Little St. Aidan’s had been carried on by the Grahamstown parish priest, Fr. Pat 
Farrelly, who continued until the little school was closed down with the transfer 
of Fr. Farrelly to Uitenhage in October 1874. There was, therefore, a hiatus of 
over a year until the College opened in 1876.

Although Bishop Ricards had indicated in his address at the stone-laying 
ceremony that he had already secured the services of prospective staff for St. 
Aidan’s this could at best have been a decision in principle and was, to say the 
least, a pardonable exaggeration. He had already failed to obtain the services of 
Jesuits from the French Province, failed to recruit Marist Brothers — he had 
appealed for three to be stationed in each of Grahamstown, Port Elizabeth and 
King William’s Town — and had meantime written to Ireland in the hope of 
attracting Christian Brothers. It was only on 7th October 1873, months after the 
laying of the foundation-stone, that he wrote to Father General Beckx of the 
Jesuits in a positive attempt to staff the College. Even then, as we shall see, he 
was obliged to go to Europe himself before the Jesuit staff actually arrived. The 
position was certainly critical. There were only five priests in the Eastern Cape in 
1871, when Ricards was appointed as Bishop and still only 21 by 1879.20

Meantime, building operations continued apace, closely followed by the 
local press. It was making “ perceptible progress” by 8th March, 1874 and the 
roof was “ far advanced” by 10th June of the same year. Money-making ventures 
also continued, the main events being the “ Great Bazaar” held to coincide with 
the formal opening of the College buildings and the “ Murphy Memorial Book” , 
compiled by Bishop Ricards in memory of the late Vicar-General and former 
parish priest of Grahamstown. The book itself, in cloth covers, gilt-lettered,
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contained 180 pages plus photographs of Fr. Murphy, and the two churches, St. 
Patrick’s and St. Augustine’s, erected by him. The text consisted of a short 
biographical sketch, details from the Colonial papers relevant to his work and a 
collection of six sermons preached by Bishop Ricards on the accomplishments of 
his late colleague. The volume retailed at 2/6d, profits going to the new1 seminary.

For several weeks the Grahamstown Journal had been carrying reports on 
the planned festivities to mark the formal completion of the College building in 
mid-June. These events began on Tuesday 16th June with a musical and literary 
entertainment in the Albany Hall which was attended by some 400-500 people. 
The concert, mostly by local amateurs, was pronounced a great success. It 
marked, incidentally, the first public appearance as a pianist (actually the 
accompanist) of the St. Andrew’s College choirmaster, Mr. Winnie.

Wednesday saw the actual formal ceremony. As with the stone-laying, there 
was a formal procession from St. Patrick’s, the Grahamstown Banner 
resplendent in green with inscriptions reading “ Erin’s Honour” and “ Erin’s 
Pride” . A Thanksgiving Service was held at the College, followed by lunch, 
elegantly described in the Journal as “ Tiffin” for the guests in the College Hall. 
Bishop Ricards again dwelt on the long-term future. The Catholic Church built 
not for today or tomorrow but for “ generations unborn” , and he assured his 
audience that the “ present proportions” (of St. Aidan’s) were but a trifling part 
of the ample institution he hoped some day would grow out of it when perhaps he 
and all who had heard him had passed away. Tiffin was a grand affair provided 
mainly through the efforts of Messrs. Dunn and Fox. The Bishop presided, with 
alongside him, Mr. Justice Dwyer, Fr. Farrelly, Bishop Sulphice (of the Marist 
Brothers), Fr. Fagan and Fr. Fitzhenry from King William’s Town and Port 
Elizabeth respectively and Messrs. A. Wilmot and A. Tancred, both of Port 
Elizabeth. After the toast, proposed by the Bishop and replied to by Judge 
Dwyer, the centre of attraction passed to the Great Bazaar.

The Bazaar, which opened in the Albany Hall at 1.00 p.m. was, in th^ quaint 
Victorian eloquence of the Journal, “ . . .a  display of Fancy and Useful Goods at 
reasonable prices, so rich and varied and abundant as to amaze the most 
consistent visitor of Fancy Fairs in South Africa.” There was also, discreetly 
omitted from the advertisements, ample scope for refreshment. Fotteries and 
fortune-telling stalls were also in evidence. This Bazaar remained open until late 
in the evening and continued all day until very late at night on Thursday, 
interrupted only for the Torchlight Procession.

An immense crowd had already gathered outside St. Patrick’s on Thursday 
evening when the torchlight procession got under way at 6.00 p.m. Headed by the 
local brass band and some hundred flaming torches, the St. Patrick’s Benefit 
Societies of Grahamstown and Port Elizabeth in their sashes and scarves, 
accompanied by many people in fancy dress, grotesque costumes and caricatures 
of national dress, together with a huge crowd of onlookers, made their way up 
Hill St., past the Albany Hall, along Beaufort St., pausing to create a happy 
disturbance outside the Bishop’s house at No. 87, down Somerset St., along High 
St. back to Hill St. and thence to St. Aidan’s. There was some clowning by those 
in fancy dress, a fireworks display and noisy salutes from the six-pounder brass 
cannon belonging to the late Sir Walter Currie, before the procession reformed 
and headed back to the Albany Hall and the Great Bazaar.
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On Friday afternoon the draw took place for the fifty prizes of a Great 
Lottery, in which 600 tickets, each of £1 had been sold, and in the evening a 
dramatic entertainment in the Albany Hall competed with the attraction of a ball 
held in the College itself.

Altogether, these events realised the sum of £1300. Since the stone-laying 
contributions had finally amounted to £4000 and subsequent collections brought 
in a further £2000, the fund now stood at £7300. It was currently estimated that 
the completed building would eventually cost £10,000.21

It would appear, superficially, that all was now ready to go, but this was 
premature, to say the least. The buildings, although completed, were not yet fully 
fitted out and ready for occupation, nor were the necessary staff yet obtained. 
Pending finality on this, building operations were temporarily suspended while 
Bishop Ricards prepared for his crucially important recruitment journey to 
Europe. This journey, announced in the press on 8th November, was not 
specifically for St. Aidan’s but also in the general educational interests of the 
vicariate. His remarks on departure were encouraging — “ Look to St. Aidan’s — 
it is as yet but the nucleus of an institution which I hope will one day be an 
honour to this land. Up to the present, £6,500 have been spent on that edifice and 
the day before I left Grahamstown I cancelled the last penny of debt that stood 
against it. If I carry out my plans and secure the staff I have in view, the works 
which are for the present suspended will be renewed and in the course of a few 
months the College will be in active operation.” 22

It is worth noting too, in passing, that at this time, or at the latest in early 
1876, Bishop Ricards turned down what to him must have been a very tempting 
and emotionally moving offer to become Bishop of Ferns and his request not to 
be appointed was accepted on the grounds of the enormous good he was doing in 
Grahamstown.

He left Port Elizabeth on 6th January, 1875 on board the “ Walmer Castle” , 
consulted Fr. Gallway, the Jesuit Provincial in England, Fr. Walsh, the Irish 
Provincial, and in due course, interviewed Father-General Beckx and his English 
Assistant, Fr. Weld, later to be the fourth Rector of St. Aidan’s. With Bishop 
Ricards’ eloquence more than equal to the occasion, the glad news was received 
on 29th May that the General had decided not only to provide Jesuits to run St. 
Aidan’s but also two Dutch Jesuits for Graaff Reinet. The completion of the 
initial stage of the College now proceeded.

The party which left Britain in the “ Edinburgh Castle” on 23rd September, 
1875, arriving in Port Elizabeth exactly one month later on 23rd October, must 
have exceeded Ricards’ wildest hopes. There were not only six Jesuits for St. 
Aidan’s — three priests, Frs. John Bridge (the first Rector), John Lea and 
Augustus Law and three lay Brothers, Brothers Thomas Bash, Antonio 
Sanguinetti and John Penny, plus the two Jesuits promised for Graaff Reinet, but 
other teachers, nuns, priests and students adding up to 23 in all.23 The reception 
in Port Elizabeth was tumultuous and was soon followed by another ovation 
when the six arrived in Grahamstown.

Urgent preparations for their reception had already been set afoot by “ Notre 
Mere” .24
“ As soon as we heard of their departure, or rather the time fixed for it, we 
commenced preparations for their reception, and Mr. Mandy helped us heart and
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soul. Mrs. Orpen and Mrs. Cumming, both non-Catholics, gave great help in 
painting on velvet banners of Our Lady’s Assumption, Our Lady of Good Hope, 
the Sacred Heart, St. Joseph, St. James, St. Patrick, St. Catherine and the Sun
burst Round Tower and Hound which Sr. M. Xavier made up and worked deep 
fringes for. They also helped me with the Transparencies for St. Aidan’s the 
Bishop’s, the Convent etc. Banners of every nationality, the Papal and Bishop’s 
arms were worked in applique in coloured sateens, and decorated the Church 
turrets, the Bishop’s house and St. Aidan’s; garlands of paper roses and 
evergreen leaves were festooned round the Church. On either side of the Bishop’s 
door were two huge zinc shields with the Papal and Bishop’s arms painted on 
them and in all the windows transparencies with texts from Scripture in 
illuminated letters. The same were to be seen in St. Joseph’s, the Convent, and 
Miss de Henningsen’s windows (Notre Mere’s sister who lived in a cottage in the 
Convent grounds). From St. Joseph’s entrance and cloister to the Convent 
archway in. Hill St. hung lamps, lighting up the whole walk under the oak trees. 
St. Joseph’s gate was opened wide and the cortege moved on from the Bishop’s to 
St. Aidan’s through the Convent gateway in Hill St. At St. Aidan’s an immense 
arch was erected at the garden entrance, decorated with banners, transparencies 
and evergreens, and on either side were life-size pictures of Sts. Ignatius and 
Aloysius; over the arch were the arms of the Society and a large “ Welcome” in 
gold letters on Turkey red. In the two large windows of St. Aidan’s were life-size 
pictures (transparencies) of St. F. Xavier and the Bishop. On either side of the 
door the Arms of the Society and of the Bishop were painted on large zinc shields.

“ Mr. Lindsay Hddie, a former pupil of Little St. Aidan’s was indefatigable 
in his labours at decorating St. Aidan’s. “ Welcome” in gold letters decorated the 
inside and outside of St. Aidan’s as well as the outside of the Bishop’s house and 
the Convent entrances in Hill St. and Beaufort St. A cold supper awaited the 
travellers, the rooms were all in readiness and even the kitchen fire set for lighting 
next morning. There was plenty of work during the six weeks or two months 
before their arrival in town. The Welcome which the Bishop and Fathers received 
here was a right cordial one and a striking proof of the change that had come over 
this city within the previous 26 years from our arrival here in December 1849.”

Having arrived on Saturday, Fr. Bridge was able to set down his impressions 
in a letter written on Tuesday 2nd November.25 It makes interesting comparative 
reading . . .
” . . .  Three miles out of Grahamstown we were met by the St. Patrick’s Society 
and crowds of the congregation and also of the Protestant inhabitants. An 
address of welcome and congratulation was read; we were placed in open 
carriages, and escorted in procession with banners flying etc. In the Pro- 
Cathedral we had Te Deum and Benediction, and on Thursday, November 4th 
there is to be a grand banquet. . .  In the evening there were grand illuminations, 
especially at the Convent, where there were very fine transparencies and Chinese 
lanterns . . .  At 8.00 p.m. a carriage drove up before the Bishop’s house: his 
Lordship and the three Fathers got in, and a torchlight procession escorted us to 
St. Aidan’s College; there was an abundance of fireworks and other feux de joie. 
At the entrance to St. Aidan’s there was a triumphal arch, with transparencies of 
St. Patrick and St. Ignatius, with the inscription, ‘Welcome to the sons of St. 
Ignatius’, in illuminated letters over the top of the arch. All along the avenue
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there were flags and Chinese lanterns; in all the windows of the College there were 
transparencies of the saints of the Society (all done by a Protestant lady under the 
direction of the Sisters of the Convent). The large room of the College was 
brilliantly lighted up. We alighted, and amid immense cheering his lordship took 
us into the house, and welcomed us to our new home. He showed us over the 
house and, after a little time he again got into the carriage and was escorted by the 
procession to his own house; and so, after very nearly six weeks’ travelling, 
during which we had been especially favoured by Divine Providence, we were at 
last at home, thankful and grateful to Almighty God for the many favours 
vouchsafed to us . . .”

But then a note of dismay creeps in — and how disappointed Bishop Ricards 
and, in fact, the whole of Grahamstown would have been had they been able to 
read the thoughts which the new Rector now set down on paper — “ The house 
and college are well and substantially built, but it is very inconvenient for a 
college. It will require an immense deal to put it into good working order: there is 
not a single corridor in the whole place; all the rooms open into one another, 
which will be a very great inconvenience. I think it will be better for his lordship 
to finish what he intended to build and then we can start on our own account. 
Neither the chapel nor the refectory are begun, and we shall have to drag along as 
best we can. Wc shall not be able to begin before the end of January, but from all 
1 can hear we shall have nearly forty boarders to start with. The Bishop is all 
kindness and consideration for us, and will help us on in every kind of way . . .

“ Would you kindly ask Father Vaughan to expedite the crockery as much as 
he can so that it may be here by the middle of January. I can see that the working 
expenses of the college will be very great . . .” an ominous touch of realism 
already intruding into the euphoria of the preceding months.

There is very little contemporary description of the actual physical 
arrangements of the College in 1876. Five years later, however, when already 
well-established, a letter from Brother George Fraser gives a useful picture26 — 
“ We were met at the station . . . (N.B. The railway had now arrived). . 1 by Fr. 
Prestage and hiring a vehicle, drove to the College. 1 must confess that my first 
view of the College was a disappointment. I had pictured to myself something in 
the style of a red brick building in a quiet respectable street, with policemen and 
lamp posts at intervals, steps leading up to the door, which was adorned with a 
clean brass knocker. Instead of this, the vehicle stopped at a small narrow gate, in 
a mound of rubbish, which opened upon a narrow path, leading up to a small 
ugly-looking cottage. I afterwards discovered that this was the back entrance, the 
front door was in a more imposing building, behind the cottage-like erection, but 
as this unfortunately, by some mistake of the architects, opened into the study- 
place, it was closed up, and people always admitted at the back, or by a more 
respectable door at the side of the building. The College is built of rough white 
stone. It may be said to be built in three parts, the principal part, a long building, 
two storeys high, with a tall sloping roof; the top storey is the dormitory, the 
bottom, the refectory for the boys and study-place in one room — in the centre of 
this is the front entrance. Behind this building, and projecting beyond it to the 
right, is the cottage mentioned before, in which are the rector’s room, the library, 
the community refectory and the chapel, also the kitchen and another room; and 
another small building containing the shoe-place, two schoolrooms, my room,
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and the parlour; behind this and the cottage (I will call it so for convenience’ sake) 
is a small courtyard, and on to this my room opens. The College is situated on the 
slope of a hill, the front facing the town; behind the house the ground slopes at 
first very gradually, and then more abruptly a distance of six or seven hundred 
feet up to the top of a hill, which shuts out the view beyond. The ground behind 
the house is all waste, covered with scanty herbage, with here and there, a few 
thorny mimosa bushes. About a hundred yards beyond our grounds is the 
railway. Wagons frequently outspan about here. It is also a favourite place for 
throwing the carcasses of dead horses, oxen etc. which, however, are soon picked 
clean by the vultures. There are about four or five acres belonging to the College 
— at least as near as 1 can guess; about an acre in front laid out in the form of a 
kitchen garden, where flourish potatoes, cabbages, and a few other tropical 
plants, and enclosed by a low mound of rubbish planted with American aloes.

“ About half an acre behind, also surrounded by a mound called the triangle, 
(is) laid out in grass, stones and mud, where the boys are sometimes kept as a 
penance; to the left of this, is a field of about three acres, furnishing nourishment 
to a horse; and beyond this, another small field, where oats etc. are grown. At the 
end of the first field is a building known as the ‘other house’, containing a 
dormitory, two or three rooms and a schoolroom; it was originally built as a 
preparatory house, but that idea has been abandoned. It is not picturesque in 
appearance and does not add to the beauty of the place. There is not a single tree 
in the grounds except a row of small ragged-looking fir-trees planted along one 
side of the triangle, which, however, give no shade . . . The town is quiet enough, 
and never the scene of much bustle or activity. One occasionally meets a few 
waggons with their long spans of oxen crawling along High Street or across 
Church Square, the shouts, or rather yells, of whose drivers, and the cracking of 
their shamboks, as the enormous whips used for the oxen are called, sometimes 
create a little noise and disturbance.

“ Just outside the town is the Location, a Kafir (sic) village, consisting of 
long rows of beehive-shaped huts, each with a little garden, planted with mealies 
etc. (Mealies is the colonial name for Indian corn). The Location is rather a 
nuisance, as it produces a great number of mongrel dogs, which prowl about the 
streets and gardens at night, rendering walking out, without a stick or other 
means of defence, unsafe.”

Meantime on 14th June 1876, the legal transfer of the property had been 
made from Bishop Ricards to the Rev. Walter Harrison Bridge, in his capacity as 
Rector of St. Aidan’s College. The Deed of Transfer stated that “ the 
arrangements for the then intended Seminary are now complete and the said 
Seminary is formally known and designated ‘Saint Aidan’s College’.” The Deed 
also included a condition:—
“ . . . provided also that the said College shall be absolutely for and in connection 
with the Roman Catholic Church subject to the Episcopal supervision of the 
Roman Catholic Bishop of the Eastern Districts for the time being and provided 
also that if the said transferee shall resolve to relinquish the conduct, control and 
management of the said Seminary or College or cease to continue the education 
now being carried on there according to the purposes and intentions of the said 
grant of the 14th November 1859, then he shall be bound and obliged to re
transfer and reconvey the same and all the rights, appurtenances and privileges
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thereto belonging to the said Right Reverend James David Ricards D.D. in his 
aforesaid capacity or to his Ecclesiastical successor in office.”

The Jesuits therefore, had no option but to transfer the property to the 
Diocese of Port Elizabeth when they decided to withdraw from the College in 
1966.

On the same day as the above Deed of Transfer was registered, another one 
was also lodged by which St. Aidan’s took over from the Municipality the 
“ unappropriated town land” which extended to approximately the halfway line 
of the present main field i.e. to just beyond the pavilion. This land had been 
granted to the Mayor and Town Council of Grahamstown by Sir Henry Barkly, 
then Governor of the Cape on 7th December 1874 “ upon the condition that the 
proceeds of the sale thereof shall be applied solely towards defraying the cost of 
erecting a new Town Hall.” 27 Similar conditions to those in respect of the other 
land were imposed, namely that the land be used solely for a Roman Catholic 
Seminary and in the event of Fr. Bridge giving up the “ conduct and 
management” of the seminary, he was obliged to transfer the property to the 
Bishop. The important question overlooked in both these transfers, though, was 
what should happen if the property ceased to be used as a seminary at all. There is 
no mention of this in any of the documents. The new ground had cost the (^ollege 
£170. Steps were now taken to acquire the next portion of ground, then 
designated “ Episcopal Church Land” , which stretched to just beyond the 
swimming bath. This land, which belonged to St. Andrew’s College, was bought 
by St. Aidan’s for £296 and transferred to the College in June 1878. On this 
particular piece of land lived an old Irishman, Paddy O’Toole, who earned a 
precarious living growing potatoes and with some considerable reputation both 
for his accent — a very pronounced Irish brogue — and his skill at avoiding the 
payment of his rent to St. Andrew’s. He is alleged even to have claimed 
compensation when the land was sold. At various subsequent dates the other 
minor areas along Constitution St. were gradually acquired by the College which 
paid in all £661 for the entire area around Constitution St. — but not including 
the Preparatory site and fields. Most of this was in the hands of the College by 
1878. The Preparatory area was bought in separate lots at various times between 
1882 and 1924, the part where the most of the buildings were erected being 
acquired in 1914 and the Milner St. house only in 1962. Significantly though, as 
early as 1883 it had proved necessary to take out a mortgage bond of £2000 over 
the new acquisition and the building which took place in that year. The College 
was already in debt.
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CHAPTER II

EARLY DAYS AT ST. AIDAN’S

Although a total of 46 boys joined the College in 1876, a fewer number 
actually enrolled on 31st January, when the College opened its doors. The College 
Record of 1927 quoting extracts from the diary kept by Fr. Bridge, gives 33, of 
whom 12 were day boys. However, the class lists, which are reproduced in the 
same magazine in 1925, show the following break-down —
October 1875 — 2
January 1876 — 40
April 1876 — 1
May 1876 — 1
August 1876 — 1
September 1876 — 1

The original prize-giving programme in the possession of the author lists 43 
boys in attendance at the end of the year.

It is possible that Fr. Bridge did not include those boys previously at Little 
St. Aidan’s who moved over to the new' College, but since he does indicate a 
dozen day boys in his smaller number, it would seem likely that these might have 
included previous pupils. Certainly, the two seminarians are those shown as 
having enrolled in October 1875. These two, Michael ‘Snake’ O’Reilly and John 
McTernan, had both come out with the original party of Jesuits. The third, we 
recall, was Jerry O’Riley, who did not, in the event, continue with his studies and 
turned instead to law. O’Reilly, too, did not maintain his vocation, with the result 
that John McTernan eventually became the first ‘Old Aidanite’ priest in 1878. It 
is incorrectly alleged in the College Record of 1952 that this honour belonged to 
Fr. Lewis Gately, whose death was recorded in that year. However, Fr. Gately did 
not enter St. Aidan’s until 1888, ten years after Fr. McTernan’s ordination by 
Bishop Ricards.

Among the boys who entered the College in 1876 were the sons of Judge 
Wilmol, Judge Dwyer, Count Wilmot and John Gately (the ‘founder’ of East 
London). They were soon joined by the sons of other illustrious contemporaries 
— Thomas Upington, Sir William St. John Carr the first elected Mayor of 
Johannesburg (whose son Louis died at College), George Pauling (of railways 
fame) and others. Both Catholic and Protestant boys attended, the custom being, 
as explained by Tom Jordan, himself a non-Catholic day boy, in 1892, that a few 
Protestant boys were admitted on condition that they were allowed by their 
parents to learn the catechism and attend the Religious Doctrine course with the 
others and also attended chapel with the Catholic boys whenever there was some 
public obligation. Two of the three Jordan boys who attended eventually became 
Catholics themselves.28 Other boys who were pioneers included Charles Coghlan, 
the future first Prime Minister of Southern Rhodesia, two Schermbruckers,
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nephews of Count Wilmot, and Bernard Tancred, the first of the cricketing 
brothers, three of the four of whom were to represent South Africa. Christopher 
Wilmot was to become a Jesuit and, forty years later, the Rector of the College. 
Young Percy Fitzpatrick, obliged to wait at home until 1878, was also to achieve 
world renown as a mining magnate and author of Jock o f the Bushveld. John 
Lamb also enrolled on the first day as a day boy, destined to be the last link of 
Grahamstown itself with the pioneer scholars of the College before his death in 
1940. A late arrival in 1881, Pat Cooney, who retired from the railways in 1943 
took part as an altar boy in the stone-laying procession. The two final survivors, 
Fr. Christopher Wilmot and Edward Dwyer, both died in 1957, Dwyer on 28th 
March, aged 90 and Wilmot, who was 88, very soon afterwards On Holy 
Saturday. Regrettably, very little has been written on the life of the College in the 
very early years. Sir Charles Coghlan contributes two articles entitled “ The Early 
Days of St. Aidan’s” to the College Record in 1900 and 1903, Father Christopher 
Wilmot recorded his memories similarly in 1918 and 1920 and Father Edward 
Buckland did the same in 1920 and 1921. An unfortunate piece of bombastic 
trivia by Vincent Lyons in the Record of 1910 tells us nothing of College life in 
1889. Edward Dwyer, son of the Judge Dwyer who laid the foundation-stone, 
reminisced in 1957 about the first years, Charles Kinsley (1883) in 1939 and John 
Storey (1888) in 1940. Our attempt to reconstruct the school life of the late 
nineteenth century rests partly on these authors and partly on the material 
discovered by the author in the College attic in 1979.

The school was, of course, very much smaller than now (see photo and plan). 
The end of the grounds was only half-way along the present main Field and there, 
on the boundary, was built in 1876 the so-called “ New House” “ Other House” 
or “ White House” , originally intended as a preparatory department, but 
subsequently, when that idea was postponed, turned into class-rooms and 
bedroom on the ground floor and a bedroom plus senior dormitory above. The 
upper bedroom was occupied by Fr. Prestage after his arrival in 1877 and the 
lower by ‘Snake’ O’Reilly and his snakes. When O’Reilly left, Fr. Weddershoven 
moved into this room. Behind this building, on Paddy O’Toole’s ill-cultivated 
ground were various ‘dens’ constructed of reeds in which the smokers of the 
College practised their art. Arguments were also sometimes finalised in this area. 
The building itself deteriorated very rapidly and was an eyesore referred to as 
Bleak House long before it was finally pulled down in 1913. The original lodge 
was also used, merely as a store and presented a very unfavourable first impression 
to visitors. The main building ended at the point where Fr. O’Neill’s office was 
when the College closed. This office was actually used as the chapel until 1883. 
Inside the main building was a courtyard and below this a cellar in which Brother 
“ Sang” kept his provisions, oil, fruit and the like. A flight of stone steps led 
down into this cellar with, above them, a trap-door used often, inevitably for the 
practical joke of locking Brother Sang into the cellar. Brother Sang, in reality 
Sanguinetti, was an Italian, short and squat, his bald head sporting a black skull
cap. He served as store-keeper and carpenter and was, not unnaturally, also often 
referred to by the English transcription of his name. Amongst his other duties he 
looked after the two horses, ‘Punch’ and ‘Tripler’ kept at the College for the use 
of the priests. As a casual chore he cut bread and used to boast that he had cut a 
pile higher than the College buildings. Undoubtedly this was true. Brother Bash
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was Sacristan, a post involving at this time a further compound of housemaid and 
general factotum. He was one of the hardest working of all of the staff, sweeping, 
making beds, buying and transporting provisions, saying the night prayers for the 
boys and yet, being sociably inclined, finding time to be a frequent guest at many 
of the Catholic homes in the tow n. He sported on occasions, including weddings, 
a very old stove-pipe hat and a short-tailed morning coat, both of which had seen 
innumerable better days. Brother Penny, who slept in the dormitory, doubled up 
as cook and nurse, neither being necessarily directly related to the other. He was, 
of course, extremely popular with the boys, who devoted much time and 
ingenuity to wheedling little extras — cakes and biscuits — out of him. In return 
for these he exacted labour services in kitchen and garden, which was also his 
responsibility, and it was only years later that most of them came to realise just 
how one-sided in his favour the rate of exchange really was. Although no ferulas 
were then given, Brother Penny also frequently administered the cane on behalf 
of his academic colleagues, the resulting ‘zebras’ being testimony to his success in 
this field as well.

Serious medical cases were referred to the official doctor, Guybon 
Atherstone, a charming old man with a talent for diagnosis and a wide interest in 
science. He it was who, along with Bishop Ricards, his next-door neighbour at the 
time, investigated the first diamond from the Kimberley fields and pronounced it 
genuine. Bishop Ricards inscribed his name and the details on a pane of glass 
which was later to hang, until very recently, in the presbytery next to St. Patrick’s 
before being finally donated to the Settlers’ Museum in Grahamstown, where it is 
now on display.

Apart from academic subjects, music was also taught by . old Mr.
Wersbecker. He was a musician to his fingertips and the striking of a false note 
caused him exquisite torture. At such a juncture he used to groan, ‘O God, it’s a 
dreadful thing to teach music’. His successor, Mr. Winnie, was differently 
constituted and on such occasions jammed the offending finger on the piano key 
with a long pencil he always held for the purpose.” 29

In spite of such temporary setbacks, a choir functioned from the beginning. 
There were about six boys in it, who along with a harmonium, were crammed into 
the chapel. The star, we are told, was Reg. Orpen and one of the regular 
accompanists Mrs. Schreiner, mother of the famous Olive.

The three Jesuit teaching staff are not well chronicled. The Rector, Fr. 
Walter Bridge was, at his death in 1900 aged 65, the last of the three. Brother 
Penny, still working hard in Glasgow, was the sole survivor of the six founder 
Jesuits by the end of that year.30

Fr. Bridge, “ the terror of the wrong-doers” ,31 was noted as a stern 
disciplinarian, yet still managed to win the affection of the boys by his genuine 
kindness and consideration for their needs. He had the lcnack of never expecting 
more than a boy was capable of giving, with the result that, unlike modern 
practices, discipline tended to be easier at first and gradually tightened up as the 
realities of the new situation unfolded. In Father Wilmot’s opinion, discipline 
under Fr. Bridge was more relaxed than in his own time in 1918.32 Although he 
never openly admitted it, the impression is that Fr. Bridge was not happy at St. 
Aidan’s. He was disappointed with the actual building as we know, (above p. 21) 
and a shadow was cast over his rectorship by the unfortunate drowning of a
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young boarder from Uitenhage, John Walsh, who had gone bathing in Currie’s 
Kloof (now Gowie’s) despite having been expressly forbidden to swim there 
because of the treacherous nature of the sticky clay forming the bottom of the 
dam. The kloof was a recognised play area for the boys, who frequently swam 
there in total disregard of any instructions to the contrary. Young John was the 
only survivor of a large family and the father, in his grief, bitterly denounced Fr. 
Bridge for not having taken better care of the boy. From that day, according to 
Dwyer, Fr. Bridge was a changed man . . . “ for weeks he never spoke a word 
except to give necessary directions and soon afterwards Fr. Lea became Rector 
while Fr. Bridge returned to England.” 33 (But according to the editorial in the 
College Record for 1900 he stayed on at St. Aidan’s until 1882.)

Fr. John Lea is better known. He spent nine years at St. Aidan’s, being 
Rector from 1879 to 1884. He was a “ good, zealous teacher” (Coghlan), who 
took the senior class and achieved exceptionally good matriculation results. 
Memories of him are universally affectionate. —
“ He was distinguished by his amiable disposition and kindly bearing and by the 
quiet, unobtrusive and efficient manner in which he discharged his duties, as well 
as by the interest that he always showed in the boys under his care.” — and 
further — “ He had great largeness of mind and discernment of view, and though 
a strict disciplinarian, was much beloved by the boys and most affectionately 
remembered after he left. He possessed also the unbounded trust and confidence 
of the parents.”
These comments were made in Glasgow in 1861. But at St. Aidan’s the reactions 
were similar —
“ His life at St. Aidan’s was very monotonous. But I feel sure that it was a life 
most precious in the sight of God. As a boy at St. Aidan’s it often struck me most 
forcibly how much that devoted man was doing for God by hard, hard work.” 
And again —
“ I esteemed him a most holy man . . .  I often thought that his kind and sweet 
disposition, his immense popularity with all — strangers and all — was an effect 
of his sanctity . . . With the boys at St. Aidan’s he was especially popular. 1 think 
this was owing mainly to his cheerful disposition and to his always being ready to 
take an interest in College events . . . great unaffected kindness . . . powers of 
conversation.”
“ Wherever he went that place was the richer and better for his presence, as the 
place he left was so much the poorer for his leaving it.” 34

It is difficult, nevertheless, to believe that his life in Grahamstown could 
have been monotonous. Already, there were financial worries as the fundamental 
weakness of the fees system became clearer. Further, the staff was clearly too 
small, with the result that Fr. Lea found himself obliged to turn his hand to a 
multiplicity of roles — as Rector, Prefect, teacher, Spiritual Director, bursar, 
caterer, even sometimes, class-room sweeper. Nor would his generous nature 
allow him to refuse the numerous external requests he received to preach, conduct 
retreats and hold missions all over the district. He was already suffering from a 
liver complaint when he came to Grahamstown and indeed, survived only another 
six years after his recall to Scotland in 1884.

Fr. Augustus Law, too, was a sick man. He taught for only a year in the 
Preparatory class of four (including Christopher Wilmot) before the arrival of Fr.
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Peter Prestage enabled him to concentrate on the teaching of religion. This was 
really his forte. Although a former naval officer, he was by general consent the 
most amiable and good-natured of them all and quite unable to impose discipline 
upon anyone (unlike his brother, General F.P.A. Law, who rose to command the 
Royal Artillery in South Africa). He was an enthusiastic amateur sketcher, lover 
of the outdoors, although a poor performer on the College horse, and devoted 
missionary. To his great joy, he was eventually selected to join the pioneer party 
which set out from St. Aidan’s on 15th April 1879 to found the Zambesi Mission 
in Rhodesia. Coghlan later vividly recalled the scene — 35
“ How well 1 remember it (the pioneer group) leaving from the College, where the 
depot had been formed and the necessary supplies and transport collected, for in 
those days it was necessary that the whole of the vast distance from Grahamstown 
to Bulawayo and beyond should be covered by ox-wagon. It was a dull and 
sombre evening. There was the unwonted sight of several wagons spanned in 
beside the College. A bell rang, the crowd joined together, a short prayer for the 
devoted band of missionaries was said, a few heart-felt God-speeds were uttered 
and away rolled the wagons on their long trek to what was then a howling 
wilderness in the heart of Africa. We accompanied them until over West Hill and 
when once more bade them adieu, in the case of many, if not most of them, for 
ever. Of the figures then present, two in particular stand out in my memory — the 
venerable Fr. Depelchin, the leader of the mission, and Fr. Law, our well-beloved 
friend and spiritual guide . . . ”

One wonders too, if the missionaries could possibly have imagined that in the 
small group of boys who waved them off were the future Prime Minister of the 
country to which they were bound (Charles Coghlan), Christopher Wilmot, a 
later Rector of the College, Bernard Tancred, the first cricket captain of South 
Africa, the first South African Marist Brother, Stephen Quin and Bernard 
O’Riley, who was to become the first native-born South African Bishop.

The so-called Zambesi Mission had its origins in the discussions between 
Bishop Ricards and Father-General Beckx of the Jesuits during the original 
appeal for staff at St. Aidan’s. When, in 1877, Cardinal Franchi, who was in 
charge of missionary activity north of the Limpopo, approved the venture, Fr. 
Beckx deputed Fr. Depelchin to collect funds and then, when this was done, 
selected eleven men for the venture, six priests and five lay brothers. Two, Fr. 
Law and Brother Hedley, were British, the rest Belgian, German and Italian. 
After reaching the staging post at St., Aidan’s High Mass was sung by Fr. 
Depelchin, a sermon preached by Bishop Ricards, who also blessed the four 
wagons and sixteen oxen pulling each, before the party set off at 6.00 p.m. on 
15th April 1879. In retrospect of course, there was no future for Christian 
endeavour in Rhodesia until after the downfall of Lobengula. Casualties were 
heavy, including Fr. Law, who died of malaria and whose grave was not even 
known until discovered by Fr. Prestage in October 1904 at Umzila’s kraal, 
Umoya Muhle in Gazaland across the Mozambique border.36

Curiously, in a letter dated 20 March 1879, Father C. Croonenberghs S.J., 
who was one of the Zambesi Mission pioneers and who was lodged at the College 
pending their departure, the astonishing claim is made that St. Aidan’s then had 
45 boarders and 150 day-boys “ of English and Irish origin.” 37 This is quite
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absurd, the actual overall number being then 51 including 10 in a preparatory 
class.38 The source of Father Croonenberghs’ remarkable assertion is unknown.

“ The collection of aspirant students must have astonished if not dismayed 
the staff.” 39

They were of all shapes and sizes and ranged in age from 7 to over 20. The 
oldest, Laughlin Kelly, wore a long beard. Several of the others sported 
moustaches. Nearly all, including the youngest, smoked and some of the seniors 
also chewed tobacco.

“ In the New House Dormitory after lights out one heard every now and then 
a ‘plop’ as one of this fraternity spat out his plug into his chamber preparatory to 
resigning himself to slumber. Few of them were amenable to control and the 
unfortunate priests had much trouble in instilling the most elementary standards 
of school discipline. It was not long before two or three were expelled for flagrant 
breaches of the rules. At least one of these expulsions was for staying out all 
night. It is interesting to note too, that in the New House, run by Fr. Prestage in 
1877, many of the older boys went to great lengths to avoid, especially in winter, 
the morning cold “ shower” which was compulsory in Fr. Bridge’s dormitory in 
the main building. Washing facilities then consisted only of enamel basins on wire 
tripods. Since they were also in the habit of keeping on their football jerseys day 
and night in cold weather, and since the black and yellow horizontal stripes of 
these were not fast colours, they gradually assumed the same zebra-like stripes on 
their own torsos, only reverting to a normal colour in the spring.

Even the junior dormitory had its occasional problems. Charles Kinsley40 
who arrived in 1883, relates how the dormitory was then one large room with 
rows of beds — normal enough — but in one corner a large cage made of wire 
netting with one bed in it for a sleep-walker. Kinsley recollects his nervousness at 
hearing the scratching on the wire as the unfortunate sleep-walker tried to find his 
way out, to no avail. Previously, he had climbed out of the dormitory window, 
down a drain-pipe and eventually been found, still asleep, in an ant-bear hole in 
the College grounds.

The first morning of the first term was spent at cricket on an improvised 
pitch in the street outside the College, after which, one by one, the boys were 
sorted out and allocated to their classes. The board before which the boys 
appeared consisted of Fr. Bridge, who took down the domestic details, Fr. Lea, 
who ascertained the extent of the candidate’s academic knowledge, and Fr. Law, 
who did the same for the religious background and knowledge.

“ I am afraid that Fr. Lea’s duties did not prove very onerous, as to a great 
extent he had virgin soil before him. Fr. Law, I hope, did not find us woefully 
ignorant young savages. There is no denying the fact, though, that we had been 
gathered from far and wide, some from what then were literally the wilds of the 
Free State and Transvaal. It was in the days before railways and the schoolmaster 
was not abroad then as he is now.”41

There were no ‘bounds’ enforced in the earliest years except that permission 
had to be obtained before going into town. Nor were there any fences or laid-out 
areas. Beyond the College was all open veld. Nearby (where the Preparatory
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subsequently stood) were two old storage magazines for explosives, probably 
ammunition for the local rifle-range which was not far away, both apparently 
deserted and empty, but in reality still sufficiently dangerous to be guarded in 
times of emergency, such as the Gaika Rebellion in 1877, when a practical joker, 
probable “ Snake” O’Reilly created a furore by giving the impression that an 
attempt had been made to break into them. Sentries were then stationed at the 
school for a month or so but soon afterwards the magazines were abandoned 
anyway. Behind these, formal fights took place, after written challenges had been 
issued and accepted, seconds appointed and the audience assembled. The normal 
time for these was immediately after breakfast. The combats seldom lasted long 
and no harm was done. Further away was Currie’s (Gowie’s) Kloof, an ideal site 
for relieving pent-up spirits. There were no restrictions on the use of this area, 
save that of swimming in the dam — generally ignored anyway — and the boys 
were free to roam at will, indulging in clay fights, catapulting birds and taunting 
and evading the gamekeepers who were the only other visitors. It was permissible 
to camp out there during the shorter holidays, when few of the boarders were in a 
position to travel home. The College routine was soon established. The boys rose 
at 6.00 a.m. Morning prayers and Mass followed at 6.30. There was an hour for 
study followed by breakfast and recreation. Classes were held from 9.00 to 1.00 
p.m. with a 20 minute interval at 11.00. Dinner and recreation occupied the time 
until 2.30 when further classes followed until 4.00 p.m. There was more 
recreation until 5.45, chapel and study until 7.30, supper and recreation until 8.30 
and then night prayers and bed. Wednesday and Saturday were half-holidays. 
The lighting, of course, was by means of candles or paraffin lanterns, there being 
no gas supply in Grahamstown until 1895. Gas lighting came to the ground floor 
of St. Aidan’s only on 31st July, 1902. The College’s own electric lighting plant 
was installed at the beginning of 1920. This was discontinued in 1924 when the 
town supply was connected. Study, therefore, must have been very difficult at 
nights and there was little incentive to stay up late. There was also no hot water 
except for cooking and washing clothes, baths and showers being normally cold.

Many of the traditions of the College developed almost at once, being often 
brought over and introduced by the Jesuits from their other schools in Europe. 
Stonyhurst in particular, the famous Jesuit school in England, has been the 
source of much St. Aidan’s lore. The very name ‘College’ is a Jesuit one, whilst 
‘ferula’ — that unpleasant instrument of correction known alternatively as a 
‘tolly’ or, in Scotland, as a ‘tawse’ is a specifically Stonyhurst term. ‘Feds’, 
however, the equally unpleasant application of the ferula, is St. Aidan’s own 
contribution to Jesuit literary tradition. Customs, of course, are not normally 
unpleasant. Fortunately for the historian, both Fr. Bridge and Fr. Lea kept a 
diary in which the affairs of the College were faithfully recorded. The present 
whereabouts of the original is unknown to this writer, but a number of short 
extracts appeared in the College Record in 1927. From it, we learn that the 
custom of College picnics began as early as January 17th, even before school had 
started. School began on February 1st, with Bishop Ricards saying the overseas 
traditional Mass of the Holy Ghost. This did not become accepted at St. Aidan’s, 
being replaced by the Masses ‘for health’ and ‘against fire’, which continued to 
the end. Almost immediately, as well, the Stonyhurst idea of the ‘victory Walk’ 
was introduced. By this, a class was divided into two groups which competed in
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academic matters, the winners being rewarded by extra recreational time and 
appropriate delicacies. Fr. Wilmot relates how in the Preparatory class, divided 
into ‘Romans’ and ‘Carthaginians’ for this purpose, the losing Carthaginians 
burst into tears to such good effect that Fr. Law, to restore his own peace of 
mind, awarded both sides the victory walk. But this ruse did not succeed a second 
time! From the first year there was a ‘report’ on the term’s work immediately 
after the examinations and a special ‘distinction breakfast’ for those who had 
done well. In time, the ‘distinction breakfast’ became limited to the literary 
subjects, the mathematicians and scientists having their own ‘sum walk’. Rector’s 
Day was October, 17th. From the beginning prizes were distributed at the end of 
the school year. Choir suppers took place annually from 1877, this too, being an 
importation from Stonyhurst. By contrast, the celebration of St. Aidan’s feast 
day, awkwardly placed on 31st January, was not begun until 1879. It was then a 
holiday only, the banquet being instituted only in 1882. In due course, after some 
variation, the date was fixed in November. The first cricket match recorded in the 
diary is by Fr. Lea in 1879 when in December, the boys played a match on City 
Lords. But this was by no means the first match played, as we shall see. The first 
Past versus Present match was probably in 1883. It was won by the Past, (but Fr. 
Buckland, in the College Record 1920 says he arranged the first match of the 
series with Fr. Manning in 1884 and that he thought the Present won). There was 
talk of a Cadet Corps as early as 1880, but this was not established until 1889. 
Meantime, 12 boys had formed the Sodality of Our Lady as early as February, 
1882, the younger version being set up two years later. The first concert at college 
was given in 1882 and a week later, on 20th November, the first play, entitled 
“ The Expiation” . Both choir and actors shared the choir supper that year.

1883 saw the first retreat given for the boys, a period when there was silence 
and no recreation permitted. This lasted for five days in February. There were no 
College sports until 1887.

Terminology was also established from Jesuit tradition. Stonyhurst gave St. 
Aidan’s the concept of the ‘Study Place’, a preparation room for lessons. ‘Shoe 
place’ and ‘washing place’ are of Continental origin from Jesuit colleges in 
France and Belgium when such institutions were still forbidden in England. The 
names of the various classes are also specifically Jesuit, although they were not 
introduced at St. Aidan’s until 1886. In that year, the matriculation class was 
alternatively known as ‘Humanities’ and there were three ‘Grammars’. In the 
first few years the classes were simply First, Second and Third. By 1900, they had 
changed to Survey and Civil Service, Matriculation, Higher Grammar, Middle 
Grammar, Lower Grammar and Preparatory. Subsequently the titles changed to 
Senior Matriculation, Junior Matriculation, Junior Certificate, Grammar, 
Rudiments, Figures, Elements and Preparatory, but long before the College was 
closed the original Jesuit titles were being used. These are — Rhetoric, Poetry, 
Syntax, Grammar, Rudiments, Figures, Elements and Preparatory. These 
correspond to the offical Standards 10 down to 3. Each class had its own patron 
saint, these being in the same order, St. Catherine, St. Cecilia, St. Ursula, St. 
Barbara, St. Agnes, Angel Guardians, St. Aloysius and St. John Berchmans.

Fundamental to a schoolboy’s heart is the question of ‘tuck’. There was no 
tuckshop at St. Aidan’s in 1876. The hungry, of whom there were always many, 
although the food was ample, albeit plain, dealt either with ‘Tartie’, an African
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vendor who carried tarts around in a large basket, doing a roaring trade at the 
various schools in the town, or Mrs. Zimmerman, who kept a small 
confectioners’ shop near the school, famous for its “ bulls-eyes” . Since the shop 
was very small and thirty or more boys would crowd in forming a solid phalanx of 
noisy entreaty, and since, even worse, Mrs. Zimmerman spoke little English and 
failed to understand most of what was said to her, there was uproar in the shop 
on every half-holiday. On one occasion, relates Fr. Wilmot of his own 
schooldays, two boys brought a dead buck to the shop, hoping to barter it for 
more immediately consumable wares. On her indignant refusal, the already 
noisome carcass was dumped in her backyard, where for some time it was a 
menace to the health of the neighbourhood. One of the traditions mentioned in 
several accounts, and also apparently preserved in a sketch by Fr. Law (CR 1965 
p 37) was the afternoon coffee session, served, curiously, in bowls without 
handles.

Apart from recollections of “ characters” , old friendships and humorous 
anecdote, mostly trivia, reminiscences of long-past schooldays tend to 
concentrate almost entirely on sport. St. Aidan’s is no exception, the great bulk 
of the material on the first ten or fifteen years being devoted to cricket. Very little 
is extant on the academic matters, which are the essential function of a school in 
the first instance. We know that seven boys started off in the first Matriculation 
class, which was conducted by Fr. Lea in the ground-floor classroom of the ‘New 
House’, but for one reason or another all but two had left the College before the 
actual examinations began in mid-1881. The first St. Aidan’s candidates to write 
were Charles Coghlan and Edward Buckland. We know, from their obituaries 
rather than from their own writing that they achieved brilliant results, being sixth 
and fourth respectively on the Honours list, a remarkable success not only for 
themselves but also for Fr. Lea, whose academic responsibility they were. The 
following year saw an even greater triumph when Gerald Fitzpatrick came overall 
third, winning the Jamieson exhibition. Interestingly enough, the first four 
matriculants all subsequently studied law before embarking on very diverse 
careers.

Although classics and mathematics formed the core of the academic 
syllabus, along with English and Dutch, and, from early on “ Kaffir” , the 
sciences were not entirely neglected. Physics was not yet taught, but there was 
chemistry of a kind. The first chemistry teacher was Fr. Widdershoven who, in 
the absence of a laboratory, found it impossible to make the subject interesting. 
Fr. Buckland did not even find it intelligible, and recalled in his memoir that the 
only thing he learned was that in safety matches the phosphorus was on the box 
rather than on the match head, and even that, he mused later, was soon false as 
the use of phosphorus itself was given up soon afterwards. In fact, “ chemistry” 
consisted of nothing more than attempting to memorise the text-book. This 
weakness in science, wrote Coghlan in the 1903 Record, was to a large extent 
responsible for St. Aidan’s not achieving even better Matriculation results than 
the overall third place the College managed, since the chemistry results brought 
down the aggregate marks awarded. Later on, probably about 1880 or 1881, a 
small chemistry laboratory was set up in the New House under the control of Fr. 
le Boeuf. One experiment at least resulted in a serious explosion which almost 
blew up both the building and the teacher. Later again, Mr. (afterwards Father)
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Goetz held sway there before being transferred to Bulawayo, where the 
observatory is named after him.

The Matriculation list for the first decade reads as follows —
1881 Edward Buckland, (1, 2, 3) and Charles Coghlan (1, 3);
1882 Gerald Fitzpatrick, (1, 4) and Bernard Tancred;
1883 —
1884 John Lyons, (1) and Thomas Fitzpatrick;
1885 Redmond Daly and John Coghlan;
1886 Charles Jensen;
1887 A. Dwyer, (1), James Stratford, Basil O’Riley;
1888 G. Fitzpatrick and H. Bell;
1889 C. Dwyer and J. Daly;
1890 V. Scaer and R. Gleeson;
1891 A. Upington, R. Cowen, T. Gately, W. Jordan.

1 = Honours; 2 = Bursary; 3 = Jamieson Exhibition; 4 = University 
Exhibition.

Cricket would seem to have dominated the sporting horizon in the earliest 
years. There was no formal cricket pitch, the boys using the road or the open veld 
just above the College, where pitches were prepared with the aid of a small roller 
borrowed from the Convent and totally inadequate for flattening out the 
bumpiness of the iron-hard ground. In consequence, the ball tended to fly in all 
directions off the pitch. Hitting to leg was banned on pain of fetching the ball. 
Three teams operated in the beginning, each assisted by Fr. Law and each 
forming a separate ‘club’ rather than a coherent school unit. Each ‘club’ was self- 
supporting financially and each dissolved and reformed itself on an annual basis. 
Captains were elected by the respective teams. At first, the boys even bought their 
own requirements individually in town, but later on the College itself purchased 
and re-sold balls and other equipment. There was no question of providing it free 
as was later taken for granted. Since the maximum pocket-money enjoyed by any 
of the boys was five shillings a month and bats cost double that, each ‘club’ 
normally existed with two bats and one ball at a time. There was no matting on 
the pitches and no pads or gloves in the first few years. Nor were there any nets 
for practice. The arrangement was to place a wicket — metal uprights in a stand, 
all of which had to be knocked over — in the middle of two pitches, with a 
batsman on either side, the bowlers running in alternately from opposite 
directions. It is surprising that cricket flourished in spite of the obvious risks of 
life and limb from the faster bowlers. Yet the College, aided by the staff, who 
were then allowed to play in school teams, produced some of the finest cricketers 
of the generation and indeed, continued to do so. The three Tancreds, all 
Springboks, Arthur Seccull, who travelled with the first South African team to 
England, the Hartigans, Schermbruckers, Wilmots, Quirk, Troy and many more, 
all figures in College teams during the last two decades of the nineteenth century. 
Reuben Quirk and John Troy both might have had great futures in South African 
cricket but for being called to a higher vocation in the priesthood. Greatest of all 
was Louis Tancred, the mainstay of the College batting during the late 1880’s and 
early 1890’s. He came to the College in 1885, played for Transvaal against 
England in 1896 and represented Transvaal in the Currie Cup in which team four 
Aidanites or old Aidanites — L.J. Tancred, A.B. Tancred, A.W. Seccull and
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C.J.E. Smith — played of the eight who played Currie Cup cricket in that year. In 
1904/5 and again in 1911 he captained Transvaal. At the time of his death in 1934 
Louis Tancred held the record of being the only South African player to have 
been on four European tours — in 1901, 1904, 1907 and 1912. He also played in 
the various Tests in South Africa from 1901 to 1919, when he was second in the 
batting averages with 66.0. In 28 Test innings he scored 596 runs for an average of 
22. In 1915, when first class cricket was suspended because of the war he had 
scored 6419 runs, second only to A.D. Nourse, in all first class matches. He held 
the record for the most centuries (four) and was the only player with over 1000 
runs in Currie Cup matches alone.

College matches were usually closely contested. The main opponent was St. 
Andrew’s College, but there were three other clubs, the Mercantile, the Stanley 
and the Public School (now Graeme College), which could offer stiff 
competition, along with the various senior cricket clubs in the surrounding area. 
Coghlan relates that matches against St. Andrew’s began with a fortnight of the 
College opening, but there is no formal record of this, possibly because the sides 
were unofficial and the games informal. We do know, however, that games were 
played to a finish, often over several half-holidays. The first match recorded in 
the local press was played against St. Andrew’s on 15th November, 1876, the 
scores being St. Andrew’s 21 and 43, St. Aidan’s 30 and 22. St. Andrew’s 
therefore won by 12 runs. Not surprisingly, we are not given any details of the 
batting, but Quirk and Schermbrucker were the best St. Aidan’s bowlers. Whilst 
all agree that the teams fought hard, opinions vary on their success. Dwyer, on 
one hand, recollects that most out-matches were lost, Coghlan that they were 
won. The truth, of course, is that memories tend to fade and the records are too 
inadequate to prove the point much before the mid-1880’s, when the College did 
have a very successful team. St. Aidan’s and St. Andrew’s cricket clubs squabbled 
late in 1886. Sad little letters, in exquisite, copperplate handwriting, were 
exchanged by the secretaries, Harvey and Cowen respectively, politely castigating 
each other over “ odious comparisons” about the fields (St. Aidan’s field being 
then inanuch better condition than most), the pros and cons of having masters in 
the teams, “ childish remarks” about “ ungentlemanly feelings” and similar 
manifestations of ruffled schoolboy dignity. The two clubs “ agreed” not to meet 
in 1887. However, all was forgiven by 1888 when St. Aidan’s won and indeed, in 
1889 a speaker at the St. Andrew’s prize-giving was able to jest good-humouredly 
about the drubbing by 200 runs to 15 which St. Aidan’s administered to 
“ College” in that year. During the final years of the century specific rules had 
become finalised for practice. The “ who puts out bats next” system so beloved of 
successful bowlers was strongly discouraged and five basic provisions were laid 
down. These were —
1. Not more than three club balls (or five including private and club balls) 

were to be used at any one time during ordinary net practice.
2. A batsman, on being put out twice, was to retire from the wicket.
3. No one was to bat more than ten minutes.
4. The incoming batsman must either keep wicket or long stop.
5. Other players were to field and bowl in turn.

Little is heard of other sports in the early years. In winter soccer took over. 
Storey42 mused that the entire College split into two teams in a completely
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Bishop Mo.ran Bishop Ricards

Plate I a and b
Bishop Moran and Bishop Ricards (1871) the year o f  his installation.



Plate 2
The first photograph from  an architect’s drawing showing the chapeI that was never built.
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Father Bridge Father Lea

Father Law Bro. Bash

Plate 3 a,b,c,d 
Some o f  the first staff.



Plate 4
The original building.



Plate 5
SI Aidan’s in 1883 showing the new extension.



Plate 6
St Aidan's in 1883. Front view. Part o f new extension at extreme left



Plate 7
St Aidan’s in 1883. The original lodge in the foreground.
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Plate 9
1886 Group o f Cricketers.

Top (I. to R): J. Lamb, bi t .  Rack land, J. Stratford, A.R. Tancred, W. Cotton. 
Front (L to R): J. Lyons, A. Seccull, Fr. Troy, Fr. Quirk



L. Tancred G. Hartigan

Plate 10 a, b
Two famous O.A. Springboks.



Plate II
Early cadeI uniforms



Plate 12
Cadets in the Trenches 1901



Plate 13 a,b
Two views o f the White House, demolished in 1913.



Plate 14
The Altar o f the 1883 Chapel, showing the original banners.



Piute 15
The new West Wing and Tower completed in 1904.



Plate 16 
The S ta ff 1903

Back Row (L to R) Dm. T. Arnold, Bro. I. Matzke, hr. B.Radreddi, hr. J. Erhart, hr. J Hornig, hr. E. Buckland, Bro.h. Simons.
h'ront (L to R) hr. J. Verdin, hr. J. Wilson, hr. tl.Walniesley.hr. W. lilzgerald, hr. h. Marconnes.



disorganised shambles. Hockey was not practical on the bumpy grounds. There 
was no official school rugby, although some ‘ad hoc’ efforts did apparently take 
place. Thus a “ curtain-raiser” on the St. Andrew’s field on Saturday, 19th May, 
1883 featured the St. Aidan’s “ Seconds” versus the St. Andrew’s fifth fifteen. 
The result was a draw. It may well be that the enormous disparities occasioned by 
numbers and size led to the traditional emphasis on soccer developing. In August 
1883 the school ground was used for a match between a Grahamstown XV and 
Port Elizabeth Olympics Football Club.43 One Old Aidanite, Dominic “ Dykie” 
Lyons certainly found adequate opportunity to master the game for be became a 
Springbok against England in 1896.

Athletics met with an enthusiastic response. There was an annual sports day 
and regular inter-school events, in which the star sprinter for St. Aidan’s was 
James Stratford, the later Chief Justice. Picnics were held on holidays and 
feastdays, generally at Howieson’s Poort, the boys walking there and back, some 
fifteen kilometres each way.

Culture was not neglected either. The famous St. Aidan’s choir, conducted 
by Mr. Marconnes and Mr. Biehler, was already probably the best boys’ choir in 
the Eastern Province. Indeed, in 1888, the College felt sufficiently emboldened to 
stage “ The Pirates of Penzance” , no mean feat for a school with such small 
numbers. Other plays were also produced at regular intervals.
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C H A P T E R  I I I

EPIDEMIC 1888—89

The superficial routine of the developing school was soon to be rudely 
shattered during the rectorship of Father Daignault when a dread entry appeared 
in the diary still being maintained under the auspices of the Rector:
“ Nov. 2. Master W. Rice has the diphtheria and is nursed by his mother in 
town.” 44 Since Rice was actually a boarder who had obviously been sent home 
out of the College when his symptoms developed, it is clear that the College 
authorities hoped that this would be merely an isolated incident. This forlorn 
hope was dashed a week later when J. Seccull also contracted the disease and was 
removed to the home of Father Berghegge in the location. In the event, this house 
became a temporary hospital. The disease spread rapidly and soon attracted the 
attention of the townsfolk — suspicious — almost certainly correctly this time — 
that the disease had originated in the College and been carried from there to the 
town rather than vice-versa.

There had already been a false alarm about the College the previous year 
when a letter from Advocate Francis Brown appeared in the Grahamstown 
Journal on 23rd August, complaining that his wife and three young children had 
contracted diphtheria and laying the blame for the outbreak at the door of the 
piggery kept by the College in the grounds adjacent to Constitution Street and 
also to the alleged burying of a cow only six inches below ground nearby. A 
complaining editorial followed and the sanitary inspector was called upon to 
report. The College was completely vindicated. The sanitary arrangements were 
found to be excellent except regarding the unfortunate cow, which had been 
buried some two or three feet deep in ignorance of the regulations, it was 
forthwith removed and the area disinfected. The pigsty also disappeared although 
certainly irrelevant to the diphtheria outbreak which was quickly demonstrated to 
have begun prior to the death of the cow and to have stemmed from a water tank 
contaminated by pigeons on the roof of Mr. Brown’s own home — a further blow 
to the wretched man, one of whose children was soon to die from the infection.

Every possible step was taken within the College to check the spread of the 
disease. Sulphur was burnt in all the rooms, novenas and other prayers said, 
Lourdes water distributed — in vain. More and more.boys sickened and the 
infection continued to spread in the town. On November 20th the day boys were 
sent home to begin an early vacation, the remainder beginning their holiday five 
days later, approximately a fortnight earlier than usual. This made no difference. 
The unusual step of granting Communion to the Community was taken on 
November 28th (Communion was not yet a regular daily practice, the Papal 
Decree on this being introduced only in 1906). The first fatality, Sinclair Ellis, 
died at Father Berghegge’s house on December 5th, a day-boy, Harry Scaer 
following around Christmas.
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It has been confidently hoped that the epidemic would disappear during the 
long summer vacation during which time the rooms had been fumigated and 
exposed to regular sunshine and fresh air. This was not to be. After several weeks 
of freedom from infection, two more boys fell ill on March 11th and were isolated 
in the White House. The next day the drastic decision was made to uproot the 
boys and pack them off to Dunbrody, travelling by the night train along with five 
staff delegated to continue their academic routine. According to Father Stapleton 
in his 1928 article (CR 1928 p. 194) Father Verdin was one of the five staff chosen 
to accompany the boys on this journey. On the other hand, John Storey, who 
enrolled in 1888 and reminisced in a most interesting article in the College Record 
of 1940 recalls that Father Verdin was not then at St. Aidan’s at all. In fact, 
Father Verdin arrived at St. Aidan’s as a novice at the beginning of 1889, having 
previously been at Dunbrody. Since Storey was taken away from the College by 
his alarmed mother — as were several others — probably at the end of 1888, both 
accounts are accurate.

Meantime, the College physician, Dr. G. Atherstone along with Dr. 
Considine from Port Elizabeth arrived at the College to try to isolate the cause of 
the disease. The Jesuit students at Dunbrody also migrated to the Cojlege 
premises, bravely making room at Dunbrody for the Grahamstown refugees. 
None of the students caught the infection, but unfortunately it had already 
travelled to Dunbrody along with the boys. Dunbrody was then a Jesuit training 
seminary staffed by Jesuit professors. The house was sited at the junction of the 
White and Sundays rivers on the way to Port Elizabeth and provided excellent 
outdoor facilities, including boating and fishing. Meantime, Louis Carr died in 
Grahamstown. As several boys also now displayed symptoms they were sent back 
to Grahamstown, presumably in the hope that this would prevent the spread of 
the disease at Dunbrody itself. Nevertheless, the infection continued to spread 
and once more the College took an early vacation on May 25th. Meanwhile 
Vincent Lyons was critically ill and Claude Tancred developed a leg paralysis 
which ultimately resulted in amputation. One of the masters, Mr. Apel, also 
developed slight symptoms. The plague now disappeared as mysteriously as it had 
come. There had been forty two cases in all, three of them fatal. The origin of the 
epidemic was never found, despite the best efforts of the doctors involved. Father 
Stapleton, in his article, advances the hypothesis that a “ carrier” of the disease, 
himself immune and not displaying any symptoms, was responsible for the 
outbreaks. This, however, is not really plausible since carriers of diphtheria are 
unknown. Further, it would not be feasible for diphtheria to have caused the 
gangrenous condition which led to the amputation of Tancred’s leg. Yet a  further 
intriguing factor is that until the introduction of a satisfactory vaccine in about 
1894 the mortality rate, even in European hospitals of the highest standard was 
around 30% or more and was still around 15% after that date. Yet of the 42 cases 
affecting St. Aidan’s only three died.

Diphtheria has been most commonly caused by the presence of the 
responsible bacillus in milk or by insanitary drains anc) the like predisposing to 
infection. Both were possible at St. Aidan's. But at the same time there exists the 
strong possibility that a severe form of streptococcal infection of the throat — 
producing symptoms indistinguishable from diphtheria and also creating 
conditions compatible with massive blood-poisoning, which could account for a
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gangrenous condition — was in reality the culprit. The identification of the 
diphtheria bacillus had been finally made by the German doctors Klebs and 
Loefller only in 1883 and it is doubtful if the necessary laboratory facilities for 
positive identification existed so soon in Grahamstown. In any event, lacking 
antibiotics, the local medical men were equally helpless, regardless of the specific 
nature of the outbreak.
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C H A P T E R  IV

THE NEW BUILDING PROGRAMME

During the middle years of the 1880’s there appeared briefly on the St. 
Aidan’s canvas one of the most distinguished men ever to have been actively 
involved in the affairs of the College. Father Alfred Weld, S.J. a Lancashireman 
born in 1823, was already heavily committed to Africa when he first encountered 
Bishop Ricards on the latter's historic journey to Europe to recruit staff for the 
Zambesi Mission in 1876. Father Weld was a man of masterful talent. As an 
academic he specialised in astronomy, but with a wide knowledge of many other 
branches of science, including geology, botany and mathematics; an expert on 
Darwinism and his revolutionary evolution in the 1870’s, a Fellow of both the 
Royal Astronomical and also of the Royal Geographical Societies, he amazed 
Bishop Ricards with the “ very friendly relations and constant intercourse that 
existed between him and the greatest men of his time, who placed a high value on 
his friendship and his knowledge.”45

Within the Society of Jesus his progress was rapid. He had been in charge of 
the observatory of Stonyhurst even before his ordination in 1854 and 
subsequently became Provincial of the English Province, Assistant to Father 
General Beckx, Papal diplomatic agent on more than one occasion, Superior of 
the Zambesi Mission in 1884 and, according to Wilmot,46 was offered and turned 
down the rank of Cardinal, preferring instead to take up the post of Rector of St. 
Aidan’s, to which he was appointed in 1885. His short reign as Rector until his 
succession by Farther Alphonsus Daignault S.J. in 1888 won him the affectionate 
admiration of all who knew him in spite of — or perhaps because of — his total 
dedication to and love of God — which radiated from him as a charisma to infect 
all those with whom he came into contact. He had hoped to die at Dunbrody — 
perhaps his favourite mission station — but this was not to be, for he passed away 
peacefully at St. Aidan’s on July 24th 1890. On his death bed he had expressed a 
wish that he might die on the Feast of St. Ignatius, the founder of the Society of 
Jesus; but when it was pointed out to him that this would cast a blight over a 
happy occasion he settled for seven days earlier — and so it was! — having first 
bade farewell to every single person at the College, boys, servants and 
community. He is buried in the old cemetery in Grahamstown, his headstone 
attesting to a life dedicated to the service of God.

It is not surprising that under the leadership of such men as Weld the infant 
St. Aidan’s was rapidly developing into a substantial school. Even before Weld’s 
rectorship, the second rector, Father Lea, had found it necessary to enlarge the 
premises in 1883 by converting the original “ cottage” where the usual entrance to
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the College was into a double-storey building of the same height as the original 
south-east front, connecting up the second floor with this to create one entity and 
extending the whole along the Milner Street front to the point where the present 
chapel abuts against it. It was during the construction of this section of the 
College that the original foundation stone was lost.

In its original form the lower part of this extension was designed as the 
College Chapel in lieu of the totally unsatisfactory situation prevailing, the chapel 
then in use being the extremely cramped space at the end of the original 1873 
building which latterly was the office used by Father O’Neill, S.J. It had been 
necessary to celebrate a series of masses in this chapel in order to meet all the 
demand.

The new chapel was designed to seat between 180 and 200 people. Above, 
separated by a soundproof ceiling, was a dormitory. On the quadrangle side was 
an entrance which later became a cupboard when the area was converted into a 
playroom in 1926. At the back stood a life size statue of the Sacred Heart, 
intended originally to occupy the niche high on the south front, but never placed 
there through fear of damage by the weather. The altar stood where the foyer of 
the present chapel now is.

The formal opening was scheduled for Wednesday, 26th September, 1883. A 
capacity congregation, including many standing, participated in the pontifical 
High Mass celebrated by Bishop Ricards, assisted by the Reverend Fathers, Lea, 
Jacobs, Rizzanelli, Canning, Manning, Hornig, Visler, Torrant and Fanning. 
Accompanying the singing of various Grahamstown favourites — Messrs. Kay & 
Pryce and the Misses de Beer, Davies, Bayne and Tidmarsh — was an orchestra 
conducted by Mr. Winnie. The Mass chosen for performance was Haydn’s Third 
(“ Imperial” ). This chapel continued in daily use until the end of 1925, when it 
was abandoned in favour of the final edifice which still stands. Alterations over 
the years were relatively minor. The side-chapels appeared in 1898/9, the one on 
the Gospel (left facing) side of the High Altar serving also as a Sacristy. Brother 
Simonis, the carpentry teacher also made the wooden screen at the entrance to the 
Sanctuary and constructed the tabernacle in 1899, the same year in which the 
“ Positive Organ” arrived from England. This instrument, designed for simplicity 
of operation, incorporated several of the innovations normally associated with 
modern, electronic instruments, notably a stop producing bass notes in lieu of 
pedals and a further stop permitting only the highest note to be sounded, which 
along with appropriate selections of others, enabled the tune to be played more 
loudly than the accompaniment, although both are on the same manual. It was 
also possible to transpose this effect.

Meantime, too, as the century reached its end, further extensions to the 
premises were taking place.

The situation in 1880, essentially the same as at the start, is shown in 
Diagram I. The vague outline (not reproduced) of a chapel at the top left of this 
plan never materialised, but in 1891, the first part of the south-east extension was 
completed with the opening of the new refectory accommodating up to 100 boys, 
now the library. Above is a dormitory. A kitchen was also built at this time on the 
spot which now forms the lower south corner of the West Wing. This still forms 
part of the present kitchen. In the process of building the south-east extension 
part of the original courtyards and well were covered over. This part of the
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College, the refectory and subsequently the boys’ library became excessively 
damp once the College had closed and the area was not regularly ventilated and 
heated.

This entire section of the College is shrouded in mystery and controversy. 
C.P. Burn, in his dated plan printed in the College Record (No. 68, 1966, p.29 
See Diagram II) indicates that the front arches were added as late as 1901. They 
are nevertheless shown in a photograph primed in the first College Record of 
1899 (p.4). Nor can he mean the roofing and balustrades which complete the 
balconies on either side of the main frontage, for these are clearly missing from 
early photographs. The western (left-hand) one appears only on illustrations 
depicting the new West Wing and the completed Memorial Tower. This work was 
done in 1904, when, it is reasonable to suppose at the same time, the balcony was 
finished off. The other balcony was not roofed then and appears in the Record in 
its completed present form only in 1924. Naturally, it may well have been added 
before this, but certainly not before 1911 when its absence is evident. At least one 
Aidanite, Mr. E.A. Mather-Pike, enjoyed the doubtful distinction of spending a 
winter officially sleeping outdoors on one of these balconies for medical 
reasons.47

Behind the new section, the original 1873 building had ended with the first 
chapel, finally occupied as an office by the late Father O’Neill S.J. There is no 
record anywhere of the extension of this part of the original plan to meet the new 
West Wing which was completed in 1904/5 and finally extended to its present site 
in 1921. However, the first public intimation that further building was to take 
place, a brief note in Grocott's Penny Mail of March 13th 1889, to the effect that 
the plans for the new south wing had been prepared by the architect, Mr. Grellert, 
also proffers the information that in addition to the completion of the tower 
(which in fact was not done at this stage), part of the older building built “ ten 
years ago” was to be unroofed and raised to the height of the new additions. It is 
unclear whether this is a very generalised reference to the 1873/74 structure or is 
the actual clue to the completion of the ground floor area behind the new front. 
Certainly, the original building was indeed raised and incorporated into the 1891 
construction (as had been the case with the Milner Street front in 1883). There is 
no record of any further building during the nineteenth century. The later 
“ store” and “ depot” on the 1966 plan may, therefore, have been added in 1891 
or, at the latest, finalised when the West Wing reached the corner in 1904. It is 
definitely shown in illustrations in 1905. Curiously, in the same paragraph in 
Grocott’s Penny Mail, a brief sentence records, without explanation, that the St. 
Aidan’s boarders had transferred to Dunbrody and vice-versa. This clearly refers 
to the “ diphtheria” epidemic and is the only comment ever made in the Mail on 
that occurrence. However, the lurid details of the exploits of Jack the Ripper 
which then dominated the popular press undoubtedly made far more interesting 
reading — and better sales!

During 1899 the levelling of the playing area continued up to and beyond the 
“ White House” . Already the authorities hoped that it would soon be possible to 
remove this building and extend the field right across the area. Meantime a 
gardening project had begun behind the White House, the previously neglected 
area which contained only a few blue gum trees, having been converted into a 
landscape garden with flower-beds, shrubs, creepers, rockeries and a few well-
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sited walks. The tennis courts, previously located near the White House, were 
also removed and a new court erected in the area overlapping the rear of the 
present chapel. Hours of play were regulated in order not to interfere with soccer 
at which St. Aidan’s excelled. Indeed they had become the first holders of the 
local League Cup in 1898, surrendering this to the Royal Berks team the following 
year.

Already in 1899, thoughts were running ahead to the completion of the West 
Wing, of which only the kitchen stood. Shortage of funds was the immediate 
problem. However, early in the new century, further changes did take place. The 
new Drill Hall was completed in 1902, primarily for the use of the College Cadets, 
financed partly from their funds but also designed as a gymnasium with portable 
apparatus which could be removed as necessary. The plans were prepared by 
Brother Simonis, the builder being Mr. T.B. Suttie. The building was originally 
constructed of red brick and measured 70ft. by 30ft. Later it was cemented on the 
outside to give a closer match to the rest of the College buildings. The floor 
foundation was of asphalt. The first use of the hall was for the parade marking 
the coronation of Edward Vll held on Sunday August 10th and followed by a 
special service at St. Patrick’s.

By 1904 the erection of the West Wing could no longer be delayed as the 
number of boarders had almost doubled. Both dormitory and classroom space 
were completely inadequate. Plans were therefore approved for the construction 
of the New (West) Wing, consisting of five lofty and spacious classrooms and a 
tiled access corridor on the ground floor, with, upstairs a large infirmary 
dormitory, nine private rooms, linenroom and bathroom. This new wing 
extended as far as and was joined to the original building. It did not project 
further to form a side of the quadrangle at this stage. This further extension with 
the flat roof was added in 1921.

In May the Rector, Father Walmesley, issued a circular48 explaining the need 
for the new wing, which, along with the tower would “ complete” the college 
buildings at a cost of some £3000, “ of which sum the College has absolutely 
nothing in hand, as it has been for years heavily burdened with a debt which has 
only just been paid off” , and appealing for funds to past students, their parents 
and also to the Catholics of South Africa, England, Ireland and Scotland.

It is uncertain how successful the appeal was. Certainly, in November, 
Father Walmesley was compelled to borrow the requisite £3000 from the Zambesi 
Mission at 4% interest repayable by not less than £300 a year. The following July 
a further £1000 was borrowed on similar terms. In the event the College was able 
to complete its repayments in 1911.49

Meantime too, the Old Aidanite Union, instituted five years earlier (see p. 57 
below), had unanimously agreed at its Annual General Meeting held on Easter 
Monday in the Drill Hall that the College Tower, unfinished since 1873, should 
now be completed as a memorial to their former school comrades who had fallen 
during the Anglo-Boer War. After a circular had been issued calling for 
subscriptions towards the project, sufficient funds were raised to warrant the 
decision to raise the tower to its originally intended height of 70 ft.50

Coincidentally, a master-mason, John Haupt and his team of twelve 
Croatian experts had just finished the Catholic Church of the Immaculate 
Conception in Bulawayo. Through the courtesy of the Prefect Apostolic of
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Rhodesia, the Very Rev. Father Sykes, S.J. this team was sent down to St. 
Aidan’s, where they arrived on July 1st, being lodged first in the Drill Flail and 
subsequently, building their own temporary premises beyond the White House. 
The architect for the Bulawayo Church, Father A. Febocuf, S.J., also designed 
the St. Aidan’s extensions and was responsible, twenty years later, for the tour de 
force of the new St. Aidan’s Chapel. The New Wing and the Tower were begun 
simultaneously by these specialists in mid-July 1904. Their all-round skill was 
phenomenal. They quarried their own matching stones for the Tower from the 
Stone’s Hill quarry from where the originals had come and built their own 
equipment for hoisting the massive blocks, weighing up to 1500 lbs each, up and 
into place. Even the very scaffolding finally finished up as the timbers required 
for the roof and joists within.

The Tower, except for the actual clock (which was never placed in position) 
was completed by the end of November, but the West Wing was manifestly not 
going to be finished by the end of the year. The roof was incomplete, it lacked 
dormer windows and a good deal of painting and plastering remained to be done. 
Nevertheless, since the actual date of completion was going to be during the 
vacation when the boys would have been away, the decision was taken to hold the 
formal opening on December 8th to coincide with the annual prizegiving.

Although some 300 invitations were issued for the occasion . . . “ Regrets at 
utter inability to be present poured in from all sides, especially from Old 
Aidanites” .51 Numerous telegrams, however, were received. The final audience, 
largely a local one, heard the College orchestra and choir in full cry and an 
interesting address from the Hon. Judge Kotze, who declared open the New Wing 
and the Memorial Tower . . . “ which has been raised by Past Aidanites in 
Affectionate Remembrance of Brave & Loyal School Companions who lost their 
lives in the Anglo-Boer War 1899-1902” .52 Then followed the prizegiving by 
Bishop McSherry, after which the visitors were entertained to lunch — “ a 
sumptuous repast tempting in every way to the most epicurean taste” ,55 at which 
the Rector, Father Walmesley, revealed the next big secret — that another new 
wing, the North Wing extending towards the Drill Hall, was to be begun the very 
next day. The building would encompass a Study Place & Dormitory. This 
dormitory was a direct continuation of the former “ Big Dormitory” separated 
from it by two large, open arches and approached by a flight of about eight steps. 
Immediately below the entrance of it was the sanctuary apse of the former chapel. 
Beneath the remainder was the Study Place, the same width as the dormitory but 
shorter by the length of the projecting apse. The roof of the building was 
deliberately left flat, to keep it below the level of the old building and partly with 
an eye to the future when the tower of the new chapel would rise above it. A part 
gable matched the roof on the east side. Already Father le Boeuf had designed the 
new chapel although this would not be completed for over twenty years. 
Meantime, the former Study Place was to be converted into a science laboratory. 
It now appeared that all the College required to complete its lay-out was this 
chapel, a clock in the tower and a swimming bath, the suggestion at the time being 
to site this near the Drill Hall.
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CHAPTER V

ST. AIDAN’S AND THE ANGLO-BOER WAR

In common with other schools, the Anglo-Boer War brought to St. Aidan’s 
the usual problems of transport difficulties, supply shortages and the like which 
are the inevitable accompaniment of armed conflict in any country. It also 
brought moments of glory for some Old Aidanites, tragedy for others and a few 
days’ excitement for the boys. Uniquely, it gave St. Aidan’s its Memorial l ower.

Probably the first Old Aidanitc into the fray was Ray Carr of the Imperial 
Light Horse, who fought in the Battle at Elandslaagte and whose account is 
preserved in a letter written soon after the fight.54

“ I only realised after the fight, when I saw fellows I knew lying dead and 
wounded on the battle-field, what a terrible thing war was . . .  I was not exactly 
frightened, because it was such a new and wonderful sensation to me to hear their 
cannon-balls coming through the air . . .  I am thankful I have come out of it 
safely. It is perfectly marvellous how one escapes. The bullets were whistling 
around my head; they struck at my feet and within an inch of my head . . .You 
can’t imagine how hard worked we are now. The day before yesterday I was in the 
saddle 34 hours without a break and wet to the skin w ith the rain, and I never had 
a wink of sleep the whole night. They feed us very badly; in fact I never knew it 
was possible to rough it to the extent we are doing; but all the same, Mother, it is 
fine and I would never leave or give up now.”
Carr did, in fact, survive. Of the 115 names listed in various College Records as 
being on active service, four did not. George Fitzpatrick, brother of the later Sir 
Percy, was shot at Mooi River whilst walking beside a wounded comrade to 
whom he had given up his horse. Reginald Saunders fell during the Relief of 
Mafeking. James White was killed at Richmond, where he was a member of the 
town guard and Lieutenant Leopold Neumeyer after a distinguished military 
career in Matabeleland, where he was recommended for the Victoria Cross and as 
a scout unc^r Plumer when he was awarded the Distinguished Service Medal, was 
the victim of an armed robbery by a party of Boers on the Aliwal-Rouxville road. 
A further indirect casualty was Ray Mandy, who died of fever at Kimberley.

Undoubtedly the most well-known incident involving an Old Aidanite was 
the capture at Winburg in August 1900 of General Olivier and his three sons by a 
party of eight Queenstown Rifles Volunteers, amongst whom was Tom Niland. 
“On Thursday, August 23rd, he (Niland) went with about 250 others. . .with two 
maxims as far as Doornberg, fifteen miles from Winburg, to reconnoitre. Here 
they were attacked by about 1500 Boers, under Olivier, and had to take shelter in 
a stone enclosure round a farm-house, where for a whole day they resisted a 
terrible siege of three big guns and two maxims. The Boers put 150 shells into 
their little fort, killing and wounding 41 men, and killing 169 horses besides the 
oxen. However, the two maxims of the fort did splendid work, and the Boers lost
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about 80 killed and wounded. At night fall General Olivier sent a flag of truce 
giving the fort ten minutes to surrender, threatening in case of refusal to bring six 
more big guns to bear on it next day. Col. Ridley replied he would fight as long as 
he had a man left to fire . . . (but) . . . Before the Boers opened fire a 
transformation scene took place, so strange, indeed, that the besieged could 
hardly believe their own eyes. Suddenly the Boers began to trek, and when the 
men in the fort realised that the relief column was in sight, they ‘sent up one 
tremendous cheer and gave it to the Boers pretty hot as they were retreating’. 
They got back to Winburg on the Sunday night and it was on the next day, 
Monday August 27th, that the gallant little eight performed their marvellous feat, 
tarly on the Monday morning the troops in Winburg were aroused by a heavy 
rifle fire on every side. The fact was, that Olivier had surrounded the town with 
1500 men. He had, however, been misinformed as to the strength of the place, as 
there were 4000 troops in the town with eight guns, and consequently, the Boers 
were soon repulsed. All the Queenstown Volunteers who could possibly get 
mounted made a sortie from the town in pursuit of the enemy. It was at some 
distance from Winburg that the Volunteers got separated from eight of them, 
under Sargeant Temlett, finding themselves ‘right in among the Boers’ took up a 
position in a donga through which the road passed. The sequal will be best 
described in Niland’s own words . . . “General Olivier, mistaking us for his own 
men, rode up to us with his staff, and we took them all prisoners. We then 
returned with our prisoners to a stone kraal about 500 yards off; and one of our 
chaps beckoned to the Boers around to follow us, and of course they also fell into 
the trap, and as they came up we disarmed them. When we had-taken about 
twenty-seven we saw about 200 approaching, and as we knew we could not take 
them all prisoners we waited until they got within 50 yards and then opened fire, 
and killed twelve of them. The kraal was getting rather too hot for us, so we 
returned with our prisoners to the nearest infantry, about two miles off, and 
handed them over.” 55 The Oliviers were subsequently sent into captivity in 
Ceylon. Niland was awarded the Distinguished Conduct Medal.

Meantime, Ray Carr was busily recording his impressions of the siege of 
Ladysmith and the relief of Mafeking:

“ On the first day (1st May 1900) we reached Barkly West, about 20 miles 
from Kimberley, and camped there for the night. The town is a very pretty little 
place, situated on the banks of the Vaal. There is much bush about and plenty of 
game. The column started early next morning . . . and we made about 20 miles a 
day. Water was very scarce all along the way, and we had to depend upon dams. 
On May 7th we reached Taungs, but the Boers there fled upon our approach. We 
cut the wires and took all telegrams etc. After leaving Taungs we came on some 
rebel farms which we burnt, taking about six prisoners. At this time we got plenty 
to eat, mutton, vegetables etc. but some days later we were absolutely starved, as 
the ration consisted only of 1 lb. of bully beef (c 0,5 kilo) and three biscuits, and 
this between two men for twenty-four hours. On May 9th, however, we came 
across more rebel farms and we lived well. We had now about 20 prisoners with a 
few ox-waggons, some sheep and cattle. On May 10th we reached Vryburg. The 
town was surrounded in no time, and we advanced upon it in open order in case 
the enemy should try to oppose us; but we found that they had got word of our 
coming, and had all cleared except a few rebels whom we took. The town was
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almost in a state of siege, for there was no coffee or bread to be had, and 
everything was very expensive. The column remained outside the town to rest the 
horses and men. On the evening of May 10th we once more took the road, and 
marched until two o’clock the next morning. You cannot imagine how awful 
these night marches are. I used to get so sleepy that on one or two occasions I 
went to sleep whilst on my horse. I had another mishap. I lost my water bottle and 
am still without one. I don’t know what I should have done if it were not for the 
Kaffir water-melons we came across. On the afternoon of Sunday, May 13th we 
suddenly came upon 400 of the enemy, who were lying in wait for us on a ridge of 
small kopjes thickly wooded. At the time I was scouting about a mile from the 
column on the left flank. The attack was made on the centre and right flank. We 
were ordered to remain at our post, in case the enemy should try and get round 
us. The bullets came so thick that we (four of us) had to dismount and take cover. 
Meantime the fight was raging. The R.H.A. (Royal Horse Artillery) got their 7 lb. 
guns “ into action and also our pom-pom. These did such good work that the 
enemy was forced to retreat. Our loss was 10 killed and 24 wounded, Major 
Mullins (son of Canon and Mrs. Mullins of Grahamstown), 1 am sorry to say very 
badly . . . (He later recovered at his parents’ home) . . . We found laager and 
slept with horses saddled and rifle by our side. The next morning we moved on to 
a dry river, where we had to dig for water. On May 14th we met 800 of Plumer’s 
Column, and with a force of about 1800 we moved on to Mafeking. At one point 
the enemy tried to surprise us whilst watering our horses, but we gave them a 
pretty good drubbing. Another scout and myself were up in a tree trying if we 
could see any Boers over the kopje, when a shell came right through the tree. The 
shock was terrific. This is the nearest escape I have had from a shell. Needless to 
say we did not take long to reach terra firma. Last night at about 10 o’clock we 
were in Mafeking.” 56
The letter from which this extract is taken was dated May 19th in Mafeking and 
begins — “ Here we are at last” .

Youngest Aidanite to go to war was Ted Kelly of Montmorency’s Scouts 
who was still at school when the war broke out. He joined up aged 17, already six 
feet tall and an expert shot and horseman. He was eventually selected to take part 
in the Victory Parade in London.

Father William Quirk had the honour of being the only Aidanite to serve as a 
chaplain, being posted to the military hospital at Naauw Poort.

Exciting though the war was to many an Old Aidanite, the College Cadets 
also enjoyed their moment of glory. It may well be a unique experience for any 
Cadet Corps in the British Commonwealth to have been formally called into 
action to defend their home town against an advancing enemy. Such was the 
proud lot of the St. Aidan’s cadets and also of St. Andrew’s in March, 1901, 
when on Sunday 10th the orders arrived from the local military authorities — 
“ All Cadets of 16 years of age and over are requisitioned for active service and, 
fully uniformed, they must muster in Church Square at 2 p.m.” Once assured 
that this was no practical joke, excitement was intense . . . “ After a short delay in 
Church Square, they were ordered to the Drostdy, where they were served out 
with bandoliers, haversacks and 100 rounds of ball-cartridge per man. Now, fully 
armed and equipped, they were not only prepared, but were even anxious to take 
their part in defending the town in the event of an attack by Kritzinger’s
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Commando. They were not detailed for duty that afternoon, but ordered back to 
the College with instructions that they should stand to arms at 3 o’clock the 
following morning in Church Square.

“ Some of the realities of active service life now began to dawn upon them for 
the first time, and under their influence they began to feel more like soldiers than 
they ever did before. To rise at 2 o’clock in the morning was not quite according 
to their tastes. We only wish, however, that they always responded to the caller’s 
clap with the same promptness and took their accustomed shower bath with the 
same alacrity as they did on that particular morning. Their toilet certainly did not 
take them very long and their breakfast, which followed immediately, was gone 
through in record time. Everything now being ready, they were paraded on the 
College ground and thence marched to Church Square, where at 3 a.m. they had 
to stand to arms and await orders. These came at about 4 a.m., when they were 
told off to guard Makanna’s Kop, or Signal Hill . . . which is situated some two 
or three miles to the North-East of Grahamstown . . .  By an oversight, they were 
left to guard the hill until noon, when they were recalled to the College receiving 
at the same time instructions to spend that night in the trenches. The order was as 
welcome as it was unexpected, and immediately they were hurried back to St. 
Aidan’s, where they reached just in time for dinner, which, needless to add, they 
very heartily enjoyed, for they had now their active service appetite and this, 
added to the ordinary appetite of a boy (always very ravenous) was something 
quite phenomenal. After dinner they lay on their beds till 3.30 p.m., when they 
were quite ready for another meal, which they took before starting out for the 
night to do duty in the trenches. At 4 p.m. they mustered in front ofthe College, 
and after being inspected by their commanding officer they were marched out in 
the direction of the trenches to be manned by them. Fortunately, they had not 
very far to go, as these were situated on the hill above the Cadet Rifle Range and 
commanded a view over Currie’s or Gowie’s Kloof and of the racecourse beyond 
. . . They were equal to the occasion . . . and acquitted themselves, we are told, 
in a very manly and spirited manner, taking their turn during the night at picket 
or sentry duty with the ease and apparent familiarity of older and more 
experienced hands. No enemy was seen; no prisoners taken. However, it was 
rumoured next morning that two of the sentries had seen during the night a Boer 
spy, who had taken up a position some fifty yards from their beat and who eyed 
most closely all their movements. He was a very cheeky spy too, they affirmed, 
for he did not seem to be the least afraid. In fact he remained seated all night, it 
was stated, with his chin resting on his two hands. For reasons known to 
themselves, they put off challenging him till dawn of day, when, to their great 
relief, they found that he had decamped, the very spot he was supposed to occupy 
being taken up by an old trunk of a tree . . .
“ On Wednesday they were supposed to parade at intervals in the playground and 
hold themselves in readiness to be called out at a moment’s notice . . . “ Their 
duties on Thursday were similar . . .
“ The saddest day of their active service experience was yet to come; not “ that at 
its close any of their number were reported killed, wounded or missing, but 
because instructions were received by the commanding officer on Friday 
afternoon that at 6 o’clock that same Friday evening he must dismiss his men 
from active service, for.they would be needed no longer, as the country was now
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clear of the enemy and Grahamstown’s hour of danger had passed. The news 
came as a great shock to their military aspirations. They were proud beyond 
measure to have served their King and country . . . (but). . . Their joy at having 
served the Empire became, in fact, complete when it was officially announced to 
them through their commanding officer that they would be allowed to draw pay 
at the same rate as Colonial Volunteers. ‘Money’ it is said, ‘never made a man 
happy yet, nor will it’. It would be difficult indeed to bring a boy to believe this 
doctrine . . . Hence it was with no little satisfaction, as well as pride, that they 
drew their pay, which was certainly very liberal, and which, on account of the 
circumstances, was doubly valuable in their eyes.
“ The captain was paid at the rate of £1 per diem, whilst the lieutenants received 
16/-. Sergeant majors, sergeants, corporals and privates drew daily 9/-, 8/-, 7/6, 
and 5/- respectively. In addition there was a ration allowance of 2/6 per head 
daily for officers and men alike.”
Each Cadet received his daily pay, the ration allowance being used by the College 
to purchase sixty pairs of Indian Clubs and sixty pairs of dumb-bells for the 
exclusive use of the Cadpts — a strange priority indeed.

Subsequently, when the Annual Inspection of the combined Grahamstown 
Cadets took place on November 15th, the Inspecting Officer, Major-General 
Inigo Jones, C.B. took the opportunity of informing the 475 Cadets that 
Grahamstown was actually the largest cadet centre in the British Empire outside 
of London.57
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CHAPTER VI

ST. AIDAN’S COLLEGE CADET CORPS (NO. 10 CADET DETACHMENT)

I : 1889 — 1914

The St. Aidan’s Cadet Corps was one of the earliest to be formed in South 
Africa. Registered as the tenth cadet unit in the country in 1889, it was the only 
Cadet Battery in South Africa. The cadets, all volunteers, were attached for 
training purposes to the Grahamstown Volunteer Horse Artillery, and enjoyed 
privileges not shared by other School Cadets. The Unit wore white bandoliers, 
white side-caps with chin-straps, white-braided tunics and properly tailored long 
trousers — probably the smartest Cadet uniform yet seen in this country. Its first 
Commanding Officer was Lieut.-Col. A.E. Nelson, later Mayor of 
Grahamstown, who was succeeded by Captain L. A. Eddie. An Inspecting Officer 
of the period wrote in his report, “ The St. Aidan’s Cadet Battery did Captain 
Eddie great honour at their inspection on Saturday. They were also well 
acquainted with their drill.” 58 An afterthought perhaps.

After a few years the Grahamstown Volunteer Horse Artillery was 
disbanded, and with no Artillery Unit to be attached to and trained by, St. 
Aidan’s Corps “ deemed it expedient to change into an Infantry Corps, the 
change being necessitated no doubt by the practical impossibility of working a 
College Cadet Battery unattached to some local Volunteer Artillery Corps. At the 
same time all who were interested in our Cadets regretted very much that this 
change was unavoidable, especially as our youthful soldiers more than once won 
golden opinions from the Officer who conducted the half-yearly Volunteer 
Inspection” . So ran the St. Aidan’s Record for 1899.

There were then 47 Cadets. It was the age of volunteers. Many volunteer 
units were raised and trained not only in Great Britain, but in the overseas 
countries of what was then the far-flung Empire on which the Sun never set. They 
did excellent and essential work.

What happened to the Grahamstown Volunteer Horse Artillery, and why did 
it disband? Certainly, if the British Army hierarchy calculated that no target 
worth firing at with Artillery would ever appear in the neighbourhood of 
Grahamstown, and that the valuable Field Guns had better be transferred 
elsewhere, they were correct, as events soon showed.

“ We have very little to chronicle about the doings of the College Cadets 
during the past twelve months. Indeed, there are few things in connection with 
school life in South Africa which have been more checked by the present war than 
the progress of School Cadets. Our late drill instructor, Sergeant-Major Harris, 
was so preoccupied in the early days of the war with local Volunteers, Town 
Guard and other military duties, that he was unable to give many of his drill 
instructions to the Cadets. Again, during the Christmas holidays, Lieut.-Col.
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A.E. Nelson, acting up»n instructions received from the Commandant of 
Volunteers at Cape Town, commandeered all our arms and ammunition, which 
were subsequently issued to members of the Town Guard raised for the defence, 
in case of necessity, of the City of Saints.” 59

However, the same article concludes that there was a credit side to the war. 
“ It must have brought home to many of the Cadets the huge advantage to be 
derived from their Cadet training, which should have far-reaching effects not 
only upon the physical but also the moral growth of the youth of this country . . . 
This knowledge they have been able to put to a very practical use during the 
present war, when they have been called upon to defend their country’s rights and 
promote her interests.” A neat summing-up of Britain’s war-aims in the Anglo- 
Boer War, in which 115 old Aidanites took part.

In 1902 the war was over, and St. Aidan’s proceeded at once to the building 
of the new Drill Hall. It was used for the first time on the occasion of the 
Coronation of Bdward VII, when the Cadets paraded in it before marching to St. 
Patrick’s for the Thanksgiving Mass. They were still wearing Artillery uniform, 
for the last time, and the officers wore their swords. The new building was ideal 
for every school purpose and function to which it was put — Prizegiving, School 
Play, Gymnasium, Boxing-Ring, Concert Hall to mention but a few. It was soon 
fitted up as the best-equipped and most up-to-date Gymnasium in Grahamstown, 
the ropes being hoisted up to the lofty ceiling when not in use, and it was as “ the 
Gym” that it was known for the rest of its days.

Cadet Rifle Shooting recovered quickly after the war. It was full bore .303 
with Lee-Enfield rifles, the miniature range and .22 rifles not yet having appeared 
in official Cadet training. Firing was at 200 and 500 yards, at the old Drostdy 
range near the present Rhodes University, and the Cadets were classified as 1st 
class shots at special “ Classification” or “Class” shoots. If they scored 90 out of 
100 at these distances they were then entitled to wear crossed rifles on their sleeve. 
Besides these class shootings, there was the internal St. Aidan’s Challenge Shield 
to be fired for annually, (in 1906 it was won by Cecil Oertel, the name Oertel 
appearing again in St. Aidan’s range registers in the early 1970’s), the Knight Cup 
fired for by the local schools, and the Schools of the Empire Competition which 
was the forerunner of the Imperial Challenge Shield, replaced in South Africa by 
the Prime Minister’s Cup — both of the latter two being fired for with miniature 
rifles only. The general change-over from full-bore to small-bore (miniature) 
rifles for Cadet shooting in British Empire schools seems to have taken place in 
the late 1920’s. However, as early as 1910 St. Aidan’s was experimenting with a 
miniature range and two B.S.A. air rifles, this being a poor substitute for the lack 
of full-scale shooting occasioned by the withdrawal of government aid at that 
time. An excellent miniature range was constructed at the College in 1919 by 
which time membership of the Cadet Corps had become compulsory. Field 
training was catered for by field days or field afternoons, with and against the 
other School Cadet Units in Grahamstown and held somewhere in the immediate 
countryside around the town. The boys took their rifles and fired blank 
ammunition at the enemy. This is painful only if the firer has put a well- 
sharpened pencil up the spout of his rifle first. At a “ sham attack” on 
Grahamstown in 1904, the enemy failed to appear, but the St. Aidan’s Cadets 
fired off all their blank ammunition none the less. The strength of the Unit rose
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during this year to 88 Cadets, all of them volunteers. The Record for 1905 states 
that “ St. Aidan’s being the only Corps in Grahamstown that appears on parade 
and in the field under the exclusive command of boy-officers, it is very much to 
the credit of these young officers that the Corps has unfailingly gained the praise 
of superior officers for smartness of appearance and precision in action” . In 1906 
at the Annual Inspection of the combined Grahamstown Cadets on the Drostdy 
by the Commandant-General of Volunteers, Colonel I.ukin of the Cape Mounted 
Rifles, the boy-commander of the St. Aidan’s detachment was Captain Justin 
O’Reilly. A sham fight was then organised, St. Aidan’s successfully defending 
their position. In the words of the Record, “ It is gratifying to be able to report 
that on this occasion, the first opportunity offered him of handling troops in the 
field, Capt. O’Reilly merited special commendation from the Commandant- 
General, being called for by name at the rendezvous which was held at the close of 
the Fight, and pronounced, “ A very smart and promising young officer’.”

A Signals class of 12 Cadets was formed at St. Aidan’s in this year (1906) for 
reading and sending messages in Morse and Semaphore. At the end of the year 
four Cadets qualified in all 4 subjects while three failed in one subject only. The 
following year, the Inspector of Signalling for the Cape came to examine the St. 
Aidan’s Signallers and passed 5 out of the 8 who presented themselves for 
examination. Signalling in Morse by lamp or heliograph, and in Semaphore by- 
flags, was in those days of prime importance as a means of communication 
between infantry units in the field, and from them back to their immediate 
headquarters.

In 1909 w.ith the First World War only five years away, the Government saw 
fit to withdraw all financial aid to the Cadet Units of South Africa. “ Without 
Government aid, the work must be confined to the mere details of Drill and 
Inspection” , as the Record put it. In 1912 General Smuts, then Minister of 
Defence, came to inspect the Grahamstown Cadets, and in June 1914 the St. 
Aidan’s contingent of 4 Officers and 57 other ranks attended its very first Camp, 
held for all the local Cadet Units on the Rovers ground a few minutes walk from 
St. Aidan’s. The chief event seems to have been a rebellion of native cooks at the 
camp during Church Parade, in an obvious attempt to sabotage Sunday dinner. It 
failed.

II : 1915 — 1935

This period began with the doldrums occasioned by the first World War, the 
second withdrawal of Range Rifles and ammunition, and the absence of Regular 
Army drill instructors.

Nevertheless, St. Aidan’s Cadet Unit made a determined effort to carry on 
during the First World War. Without rifles and ammunition, twice-weekly 
“ square-bashing” under the school’s own officers and senior N C O’s was all 
that was possible. The College Record for 1917 notes:
“ Since war broke out (i.e. since 1914) the local schools have been deprived of the 
services of a Defence Force drill instructor. It seems somewhat strange that in 
such an anxious and significant time as this, all encouragement to foster keenness 
and knowledge should be absolutely denied the Cadet Corps of the country. For 
instance, there has been no shooting at the butts since the close of December,
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1913, and there seems no chance of procuring rifles and ammunition for that 
purpose. For over two years all instruction devolved upon the officer 
commanding the Corps. Since April that onerous position has been held in the 
College by Father Furniss, S.J. Drills are held regularly twice a week and talk of 
going into camp is always cropping up. For ourselves we take the late Lord 
Roberts’ view, ‘Teach the men to shoot’. All the rest in comparison, is a side
show” .

In 1915, “ Fr. Rector engaged the services of Sgt. J.F. Condon, late 
Connaught Rangers, for the year, and thanks to his untiring energy and mature 
experience the Corps has carried out the full number of regulation drills and has, 
it is hoped, greatly profited by them . . . Sergeant Condon, by means of lessons in 
skirmishing, posting guard, range-finding, and advancing and retiring under fire, 
contrived to sustain the interest and fire the enthusiasm of our young cadets.

“ A member of the 1915 Corps, Cadet B. Kelly, left us in June and 
volunteered for the S.A. European Contingent. Our best wishes go with him and 
with the many old members who have left all at the King’s bidding.” Cadet Kelly 
was apparently the first St. Aidan’s boy who left school early in order to 
volunteer directly and specifically for service in Lurope, where the war was 
already intense and bitter. In 1917, “ We had no right to expect visits from many 
of our Old Boys, seeing that so many are engaged in the War. Hence the few who 
were able to come were all the more welcome. Sergeant R. Harrington looked us 
up in February, having returned from German Fast. He was then en route for 
Europe. In March, Frank, Bernard and Cecil Green came. The first two were 
back from German East, and returned there shortly afterwards. Cecil in due time 
proceeded to Europe.”

And in March 1917 the whole of the St. Aidan’s Corps, eighty strong, 
attended a 6-day Cadet Camp held on the Recreation Grounds at East London, 
the first for three years. It was a success, St. Aidan’s coming in for favourable 
comment by the senior camp officers for its “ knowledge and observance of 
military etiquette” . This probably means saluting. It also gained four prizes for 
correct and neat tent-keeping.

There is no further news of the St. Aidan’s Cadet Corps as such during the 
First World War. Cadet activity continued in a limited way, but no pen recorded 
it, or else no Editor saw fit to publish it. It was a time of difficulties, shortages 
(particularly of staff) and uncertainty. No doubt many of the Religious on the 
staff had their homes and their base in Great Britain, to which access was 
rendered hazardous and infrequent by the German submarine menace.

When the war was over, the South African schools made every effort to 
restore their Cadet Corps and bring them up to scratch in matters of training and 
equipment. 1919 saw every cadet taking part in miniature (.22) rifle shooting on 
the St. Aidan’s range. A team of ten Cadets was selected to fire for the Imperial 
Challenge Shield, which as a war-time measure was confined to ten shottists per 
school instead of the whole Unit. As the two highest scores of the St. Aidan’s 
team were 76 and 65 per cent only, much gnashing of teeth must have occurred.

Of the young men returning from the war with active service experience, a 
certain number joined the staff of boys’s schools after completing their university 
courses, and assisted in the training of their school Cadet Corps. These still 
paraded twice weekly and were inspected twice yearly by the District Staff
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Officer, who with his assistants conducted examinations for promotion to 2nd 
class Cadet, and from 2nd class Cadet to 1st class. In the year 1920 for example, 
the Record states that on 31st May “ Lieut-Colonel Mitchell-Baker, D.S.O., 
District Staff Officer No. 3 Military District, inspected the Corps on Parade and 
personally conducted the examination of the 1st and 2nd class Cadets in 
semaphore signalling. Forty-five 2nd class Cadets presented themselves for 
promotion to 1st class. All passed. Thirty-eight Cadets presented themselves for 
promotion to 2nd class, and of these, twenty-four were successful. The inspecting 
officer gave a very favourable report on the general efficiency of the Corps” . 
Coming so soon after the end of the war and its inevitable disorganisation, these 
results reflect very great credit on all concerned with keeping the St. Aidan’s 
Cadet Corps going during the war, and its revival so quickly afterwards. Since 
April, 1917 its Commanding Officer had been Father Furniss, S.J., alias Capt. 
J.C. Furniss, Adjutant and Quartermaster, who held command until 1927, by 
which time the previous three Platoons of the Corps had been reduced to two.

The Signals Section figures largely in the St. Aidan’s Cadet notes for these 
post-war years, as it did in many school Corps. There was a regional cup for 
Signalling called the Alice Cup, won by the St. Aidan’s team of four Signallers in 
1925, 1926 (no competition, St. Aidan’s therefore retained the Cup), 1927, 1928 
and 1929. “ Each competitor was required to send and read a message of 200 
letters in cipher, in a (time of not more nor less than five minutes.” After 1929, 
there is no further mention of any Signals Section in the Record. However, it is 
interesting to note that in 1931 an Old Aidanite, Captain Vernon Garde of the 
Grahamstown First City Regiment established a world record for signalling by 
lamp when he successfully transmitted across the seventy miles from Signal Hill to 
Katberg. Shooting (i.e. .22 shooting, even for the Imperial Challenge Shield) 
continued for some years under Father Whiteside, S.J., but all Cadet activities 
ceased in 1935 and the whole unit was disbanded in 1937. There was no Cadet 
Unit at St. Aidan’s during the Second World War, nothing at all with which to 
match the multitudinous Hitler Youth against whom some of the former St. 
Aidan’s Cadets were to find themselves ranged in battle.

Ill : 1948 — 1972

In 1948, three years after the Second World War was over, the St. Aidan’s 
Cadet Corps was reborn, after lengthy negotiations to ensure that it resumed its 
former designation of No. 10 Cadet Detachment. In fact it was a totally new 
Unit. It was not just a matter of unlocking cupboards, re-issuing equipment, 
cleaning old rifles and re-zeroing them, and fitting the old uniforms to new' 
wearers. After thirteen years of neglect, there was nothing — all had to be 
acquired or created afresh. Worst of all, there was not a single St. Aidan’s boy 
who had any Cadet experience at all. A daunting task, but it was tackled slowly 
and methodically until by 1950 the St. Aidan’s Record could report: “ The 
Rector, Father B. Whiteside, was asked by the Army to re-form the Corps and 
was promised full support, but owing to defective and over-tardy assistance from 
the military authorities, the first two years of the re-constituted Detachment were 
most disappointing. Last year, however, deficiencies began to be made good, 
uniforms to arrive in adequate quantities, the miniature rifle range to be re-built,
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and proper instruction to be given . . .  At the same time, thanks to the generous 
assistance of Mr. Beattie, the E.P. Command Bandmaster, the Band was 
inaugurated.

“ The coming of Father Morris, S.J. to the College Staff has ensured steady 
progress in the Detachment. Not only has he taken on the functions of liaison 
officer, but he has given much of his time and energy both to the organisation of 
the Detachment and to the training of the Band. College now boasts of a Fife and 
Drum Band in the making, the only such Cadet Band in the Union.” This band, 
18 or 20 strong, finished its days in 1973 as a Trumpet and Drum Band, still 
loyally kept going through every vicissitude by a handful of dedicated boys. “ At 
the general inspection in November, 1950, Col. Tasker, O.C. Eastern Province 
and Border Command, congratulated the Detachment and its Band, saying that 
the Detachment can compare favourably with any in the Command.” To have 
reached this stage after a mere two years, with all their other commitments in the 
way of work, games and religious duties, seems a wonderful effort on the part of 
both Staff and boys.

It was not all plain sailing. There was only one parade a week, instead of the 
two which had been the rule in former times. This reduced allotment of time 
made it much more than doubly difficult for the boys — especially the Junior 
boys — to retain in their heads whatever they may have learnt the previous week. 
Consequently anything like real progress was for them difficult to detect, and this 
led to boredom and indiscipline on parade. One of the motions before the School 
Debating Society in 1950 read “ Is Cadet-training worthwhile?” and in 1951, after 
another successful inspection by Col. Tasker, the St. Aidan’s Record was moved 
to note: “ That such a standard of efficiency was reached is the more surprising in 
view of the fact that a good deal of indiscipline had been noticeable during the 
ordinary Thursday parades. It is to be hoped that something like an esprit de 
corps will soon make itself evident without the necessity of holding extra parades 
for delinquents. The Cadets have shown of what they are capable; nothing less 
than that will be expected of them in the future.” The writer (in fact the CO) 
continues: "During the year very fervent prayers for rain have ascended from 
Grammarians on Thursdays when Cadet Parades were imminent. And their 
prayers have been very often answered. We would like to warn them, in their own 
interests, to be a little more specific in their requests; several whole holidays have 
fallen on Thursdays, and it has almost invariably rained.”

In 1952, Father W.B. Watson, S.J. arrived from England, where he had 
been headmaster of the large Jesuit school in Wimbledon, and had commanded 
its Combined Cadet Force unit. More important perhaps, was the fact that he was 
himself an Old Aidanite and thoroughly understood the St. Aidan’s boys and 
their Cadet Corps. The Record for 1952 observed: “ The arrival from England of 
Father W.B. Watson (O.A. 1929—1934) who held a King’s Commission in the 
British Army comes as very much of a relief. With his help and experience it 
should be possible to embark upon specialised courses for the Senior Platoons.” 
What exactly the writer had in mind is not stated, but Father Watson’s training 
programme for the Corps took shape fairly promptly and ran as follows: There 
were to be two major events in the year’s Cadet work, both of them entirely 
internal, both of them of a ceremonial nature, and both designed to display the 
whole Corps and its Band to the maximum number of visitors. These two events
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were ihe Trooping of the Colour on Easter Monday, before a large gathering of 
O.A.’s and parents, alternating with Retreat Ceremony held at the General 
Inspection in October and usually repeated on Speech Day. The choice of these 
two ceremonial movements, conducted and carried out by the boys, was a wise 
one — they were well within the capacity of the Cadets, even the smallest of them, 
to rehearse and execute without outside assistance, they were formal, precise and 
colourful and they demanded a high degree of concentration on the part of every 
member of the Corps including the Band. If it be objected that they form no part 
of modern military training, one must point out that on the contrary, they 
provide excellent training in that difficult but essential military art, the art of 
standing still — or, to use the term beloved by Inspecting Officers — Steadiness 
on Parade.

Father Morris, who had joined the College Staff in 1950, continued to 
devote himself to the Shooting and the Band until his tragic death in 1960. 
Thereafter the range practices were spasmodic, but the Band, whose shrill fifes 
had long been replaced by brassy trumpets continued successfully along the path 
laid down for them by Father Morris. In 1968 the present writer joined the 
College Staff, and found such a great demand among the boys for practice on the 
range that with the enthusiastic support of Father Watson, the C.O., most 
afternoons of the week saw him out there with the ageing .22 rifles and two details 
of boys, impatient to get down and get on with it. Scores improved until it 
became possible once more to fire rifle-matches against Kingswood and Graeme 
Colleges, and to take part in the annual inter-schools competition held by the 
University Rifle Club on the Fivingstone Range. In two successive years the St. 
Aidan’s team won the Prime Minister’s Cup, which had replaced the Imperial 
Challenge Shield as the annual shooting challenge to all South African school 
Cadet Corps. St. Aidan’s Cadet Corps thus went down with colours flying.
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CHAPTER VII

FROM BOER WAR TO WORLD WAR

Although not “ the closing year of the nineteenth century” as exuberantly 
described in volume one of the College Record, 1899 was memorable in that it 
saw the establishment of the St. Aidan’s Union. The idea was not new, having 
been bandied about in correspondence for some years previously, especially by 
Father Fitzgerald, then the College Prefect, who took an exceptional interest in it, 
but it was not until 1899 that the feasibility of the project was formally discussed 
at the Annual re union of Old Aidanites at the College, which was already 
traditional over Easter weekends. At a meeting on Easter Monday, April 3rd, 
1899, presided over by the Rector, Father Walmesley it was unanimously resolved 
to form an Old Aidanites’ Union (to include former pupils of Little St. Aidan’s), 
and a committee consisting of Rev. W. Quirk (President), J.C. Lyons (Vice- 
President) and A.W. Gately (Secretary & Treasurer) was appointed to circularise 
all Old Aidanites and seek their co-operation. Founder-members at the meeting 
were: Father William (Reuben) Quirk, Messrs. John Lyons, Aidan Lyons, 
Christopher Schermbrucker, Cecil and Cyril Lochee Bayne, Charles Smart, 
George Wilmot, Arthur Gately, A. Jordan, Charles O’Brien, Daniel Lyons, 
Father Walmesley (Rector) and Father Fitzgerald. The immediate objectives, as 
suggested in previous correspondence from Old Aidanites, were to consider 
whether “ It was possible that something in the way of a periodical or magazine 
might be published to revive interest in the College amongst the old boys and 
further, to institute “ a Union of Old Aidanites with a view of cementing their 
friendship still more firmly, of bringing them more in touch with one another, 
and of giving encouragement and aid to the present students by offering prizes for 
studies, games and athletics.” 60 The proposer and seconder of the original motion 
were John Lyons and Christopher Schermbrucker respectively. It was finally 
agreed that the annual subscription would be half a guinea (10/6d), the money to 
be devoted, initially at least, to necessary expenses of printing and postage, the 
annual publication of a “ St. Aidan’s Record” and the establishment of prizes to 
the extent possible.

So began not only the St. Aidan’s Union, but also the “ College Record” , 
that magnificently produced, lavishly illustrated journal which survived until the 
final closure, sometimes frustrating in the mere glimpses it provided of underlying 
human drama, sometimes driving the historian to despair through omission or 
glaring inaccuracy, but never exaggerating, never dull. It is clear that sometimes 
the editorship was a labour of love, to others a scarcely necessary chore; .that 
some editors insisted on delegated correspondents doing their job, whilst others 
simply left reports out if not submitted adequately or on time. (A complete set of 
the “ Record” was made available to the author. Without it, although the work 
could still have been done, the production of a formal history would have been 
vastly more difficult.)
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The three original office-bearers, all residents of Port Elizabeth, proceeded 
at once to draw up draft regulations for circulation, comment and possible 
amendment. They provided for honorary members, suggested, (unsuccessfully) 
that the offices of President, Vice-President and Secretary be permanent 
appointments, the balance of the committee being limited to a maximum of three 
consecutive annual terms in office; that sub-committees be established in other 
main centres and that the Annual General Meeting be held every Easter Monday 
at St. Aidan’s, coinciding with the annual re-union and Past versus Present 
cricket match.

Before anything further could be done, the Vice-President, John Lyons, died 
of pneumonia at the early age of 30, being replaced by Edward Dwyer. The 
outbreak of war and consequent travel difficulties also further handicapped the 
new venture, which numbered 36 by the end of the year. Nevertheless, a Cape 
Town branch had already been formed and on 21st February, 1900 the formal 
Inaugural Banquet of the St. Aidan’s Union took place in the Algoa House Hotel 
in Port Elizabeth, when virtually every Old Aidanite in Port Elizabeth plus a 
Grahamstown contingent sat down to the impressive menu of mock turtle soup, 
fried sole, lamb cutlets, peas and salmi of wild pigeons, roast beef and mutton, 
Yorkshire pudding, roast duck and chicken, assorted vegetables in variety, St. 
Aidan’s College Pudding, Masters Sauce, apple tart and cream, cheese, coffee 
and fruit. The President, Father Quirk proposed the toasts of “ The Pope & 
Queen” and “ St. Aidan’s Union” , Father Walmesley replying to the latter, “ The 
Guests & Bishop McSherry” was proposed, according to the Press and the 
“ Record” , by George Will, (although the name of Edward Dwyer appears on the 
original printed menu in the possession of the author) and replied to by the 
bishop and Tom O’Brien. An impromptu concert followed, terminated by “ God 
Save the Queen” at 11.00 O’clock, an unusually early hour in the annals of the 
Union which is glossed over in the contemporary accounts in terms of “ the rules 
of our worthy host” ! It was an excellent party.

Progress was rapid. Edward Dwyer was elected to the Vice-Presidency at 
Easter 1900 to replace John Lyons, the other officials being re-elected to office. 
There were 42 members that year who between them contributed £23 to the 
£32:9:6d account for the printing of the Record.

By 1902 the Union had sub-committees in both East London and Cape 
Town, the total membership being 69. Father Alban O’Riley was President with 
John Gately as his deputy. Both lived in the Cape Town area, the policy 
henceforth being to move the honour from region to region. The 
Secretary/Treasurer was Father Fitzgerald at the College. A further branch in 
Johannesburg was formed in 1903 when the membership had more than doubled 
to 142. Drawing on its superlative cricketing talent, this branch challenged and 
easily defeated the local champions, the Wanderers Cricket Club. By the time it 
was agreed to complete the Memorial Tower in 1904, membership had reached 
around 180. The Port Elizabeth branch was inaugurated this year.61

Superficially at least, the decade culminating in the First World War, was 
one of steady progress both for the College and its alumni. Certainly, there were
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periods of mourning — for the Music Professor, J.A. Muire, for a former rector, 
the much-loved Father Reginald Colley, who died in harness as Provincial of the 
English Province, for Mother Gertrude, Father Prestage, of Zambesi Mission 
fame, the Chevalier O’Reilly, twice mayor of Cape Town, a staff member Father 
Crowley, who was a victim of the Gaika Loop railway disaster, Bernard Tancred, 
three of the Lyons brothers, Aidan, Ted and William, a founder boy, John 
Gately, who was one of seven brothers at the College and Francis Wilson, one of 
a similarly distinguished family. Henry Voskule, a former soccer captain died of 
diphtheria as also did Edward Larkin, who in 1913 was the first pupil to die whilst 
at the College for over 25 years.

On the other hand, there were moments of sporting glory — the dramatic 
cricket performances of Louis Tancred in Test Matches, Gerald Flartigan’s soccer 
games for South Africa and his Springbok cricket honour in 1912, the brilliant 
soccer season of 1907, the “best ever” , when College won the Lawrence Charity 
Cup, Bertie Walshe’s President’s Gold Medal at the South African Bisley, and 
the brilliant athletics record of Deane Archer, who in 1914 notched up eight wins 
and one second in nine events. Several O.A.’s played in Currie Cup and other 
provincial sport.

Old Aidanites were also busy making their way in professional and civic 
fields. During this period, Sir Percy Fitzpatrick was elected Chairman of the 
Chamber of Mines in Johannesburg and also M.P. for Pretoria. Charles Smart 
produced the winning design for the new Johannesburg Post Office, Pedro 
Ferrero achieved the astonishing feat of being elected Mayor of Potchefstroom, 
Edward Joyce became Mayor of Mafeking, Charles Coghlan was first elected to 
the Legislative Assembly in Rhodesia in 1908. James Stratford was admitted to 
the Bar.

On the College Campus itself there was sufficient of the unusual from time 
to time to maintain the interest of all involved, not least the first gramophone 
which appeared in 1902. The establishment of Rhodes University College and the 
decision of its Senate that students were to board in denominational hostels or 
appropriate boarding houses or in private residences led to the three Church 
schools, St. Aidan’s, St. Andrew’s and Kingswood, providing accommodation 
for the relevant undergraduates, many of whom were former pupils in any case. 
St. Aidan’s undertook to provide for religious training as well. Two students 
appeared in 1905 and six were in residence by 1908. In due course, in 1914, the 
lodge was extended to accommodate Rhodes students. The original building had 
previously been converted into a sanatorium.

Within the school, shorthand and typing courses in preparation for Civil 
Service examinations were introduced in 1904 and, so rumour had it, not only was 
there to be a preparatory school for the younger boys, but there would actually be 
a lady teacher to man it! Sure enough, Miss A. Murphy arrived early in 1905, to 
be ignored by the Record editor who left her out of the staff list for that year. 
This was a vintage year for the College, the first in which the number of boarders 
reached over a hundred. A banquet was held in April to celebrate this milestone, 
which in the event was slightly premature. The current economic depression led to 
the regretful departure of several boys in July. Fortunately the setback was only 
temporary. The numbers continued to increase dramatically up to the pre-war 
maximum of 160, including 140 boarders. Forty new boys arrived in 1912. The
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princely sum of £500 was spent on 24 showers and 50 washbasins to cater for the 
increased numbers and a new infirmary was set up over the private rooms 
occupied by the Jesuit residents. Meantime, Bishop McSherry established another 
record, of a spiritual nature this time, by confirming 50 boys in one session.

The debating society flourished during this era. The boys agreed by a large 
majority that white people alone should enjoy the privilege of voting at public 
elections, yet were not prepared either at this stage to consider the case for home 
areas, the policy of the present government in this regard being also rejected. 
They were overwhelmingly against metrication and divided on the merits or 
otherwise of juvenile smoking. In 1908 they grudgingly enfranchised women by 
only two votes — but were totally opposed to the provision of higher educational 
facilities for the native races. They supported both the ideas of compulsory 
military training and the compulsory teaching of Afrikaans in schools. All in all 
this reflects the fairly typical conservative middle-class thinking of the period with 
a very slight flavour, but not too much, of condescending liberalism.

In 1907 Father Fitzgerald, who had already spent twelve years at St. Aidan’s 
in various capacities since 1883, returned for the third time as Rector. Father 
Walmesley departed to Britain but was very soon appointed to the high office of 
Assistant to the very Reverend Father General of the Jesuit Order in Rome. He 
had enjoyed a most impressive stint of eight years as rector, having built the West 
Wing, the North (study) Wing and Hall. He had served as first editor of the 
“ Record” and was the first to advertise freely for boys and offer scholarships to 
encourage the best prospects to attend the College. He was a member of the first 
Rhodes University Council and introduced the Catholic University Hostel at St. 
Aidan’s, an institution which survived until 1921 when the university built its own 
residences.

Father Fitzgerald, who remained as Rector until 1916, spent a total of 21 
years at the College, a period far in excess of the normal and indicative of the 
enormous value of the work he carried out. Perhaps for the first time, a financial 
genius was at the helm. During his period in office the building debts were paid 
off, the ground across Constitution Street where the preparatory school was later 
to be built, was acquired, the White House demolished — much to the delight of 
the boys who heaved with a will on the ropes which toppled the walls — and the 
swimming pool constructed. Both the latter events took place in 1913. The field 
was then levelled and extended to its final proportions. The White House had 
latterly been inhabited by Rhodes students, who now transferred to the new 
extension of the lodge. A second hostel for the prefects and students was 
completed in 1915. This subsequently became part of the preparatory school. 
Two tennis courts were added at the same time and a start made on a bow ling 
green, in the later Prep area.

Most conspicuous and popular was, naturally, the new swimming pool. The 
building itself measured 75 by 40 feet externally, the bath itself, 60 by 25 ft. in 
area being constructed of reinforced concrete eighteen inches thick. Originally it 
was roofed and designed for coolness, a fundamental error in the climatic 
conditions of Grahamstown. In the event the pool could be used for only a very 
short period each year. Nor was it filtered until 1937 when Mr. Justice Stratford 
donated a filtration plant. It was also intended at the same time to incorporate a 
heating unit, which unfortunately, was damaged in transit. It was replaced in
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1938 by the rector, when lighting was also introduced for night swimming. 
Eventually in 1941 the roof was removed, resulting in the water temperature rising 
by 10 degrees on average over previous figures. The high walls and balconies 
which shadowed the pool always ensured, nevertheless, that the water was 
unusually cold so that, in spite of the occasional brilliant exponent, swimming 
was never a major sport at the College.

In August, 1912, whilst Grahamstown was celebrating its centenary and the 
cadets were parading before General Smuts in Church Square, Father Fitzgerald 
produced yet another dramatic innovation which was to survive for the life of the 
College. For the first time the system of boy prefects was introduced. There were 
to be six regular appointments with, if necessary, three additional assistants. 
Appointed “ ex-officio were Ronald Freemantle, the Prefect of the Sodality, John 
Reardon, Captain of the Cadet Corps and Pat Irvine, Captain of the Football 
Club. Elected were Owen O’Neil, Deane Archer and George Stahl. Over the three 
years from 1912 to 1914, Deane Archer, still only in the Junior Matriculation 
class when elected as a prefect, came to maturity as one of the strongest college 
personalities of the decade — renowned debater, twice champion athlete, 
distinguished soccer player and latterly, the Grand Old Man of the St. Aidan’s 
Union, still actively involved right down to the final closure and beyond, to his 
death in October 1979.

Below the apparently tranquil surface of school life and the rosy optimism 
which increases in numbers encouraged, the College authorities grappled with 
two knotty problems, one of which at least was fundamental to Catholic 
education in South Africa. The lesser issue arose in 1905 out of the curious 
anomaly that although the City Council was empowered if it so wished to de-rate 
property devoted entirely to educational purposes, it was argued that when a 
portion of an educational building included dormitories, that part was in the 
same position as an hotel operating for business purposes and no longer eligible 
for reduction or cancellation of rates. The new building at St. Aidan’s having cost 
in the region of £4000, the Council increased the College rateable valuation by 
£2000 and charged it accordingly. Father Walmesley failed to attend the 
Valuations Revision Court, having overlooked the matter, whereupon the 
Council split violently over the vexed question of whether or not a refund might 
be made both to St. Aidan’s and to Kingswood College in the light of an already 
existing precedent in the case of the Salvation Army barracks. Eventually the 
Finance Committee moved that the rates on St. Aidan’s and Kingswood be 
“ adjusted” (it being impossible to alter the assessment at this stage). This, after 
fierce debate, was ruled out of order by the Mayor, Mr. John Webber, who then, 
unknown to the Council, acted on his own initiative in refunding to the schools 
from his “ table money” half of the rates imposed, this involving in the case of St. 
Aidan’s a refund of £10:8:4d.

Early in January, 1906, when this action was discovered, Councillor Oliver 
moved a vote of censure against the Mayor and the Chairman of the Finance 
Committee (who happened to be also the Chairman of the Kingswood Council) 
requiring the Mayor to refund the disbursed sums to the Council on the grounds
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that the annual grant of £300 “ table money” was for purposes of public 
hospitality and not for such irrelevant cases as in this instance. Many precedents 
of casual expenditure were raised and much slanging was hurled to and fro across 
the Council Chamber (all gleefully reported in the local press) before the motion 
was rejected by all except Councillor Oliver himself.

Not content with this, Councillor Oliver then took the matter to the Eastern 
District High Court, where Judge President Kotze ruled that although the 
Mayor’s action and the subsequent support of it by the Council was ultra vires it 
was impossible for the money to be repaid to the Council because the “ table 
money” was part of general funds and not a separate account. The Council had 
therefore merely ratified the improper expenditure of its own funds. The 
complainant therefore was awarded his costs and the case came to an end. A 
happy ending came in the following June when the rateable value of £800 on the 
new building was reduced by the Valuation Appeal Court to the nominal sum of 
£ 100.

Much more serious was the relationship of private schools to the state 
educational system. This had long been uneasy. As far back as 189162 Bishop 
Rooney, at a meeting in Cape Town had denounced purely government education 
as being education without religion and a return to ancient paganism, an extreme 
point of view in keeping with his general opposition to compulsion, to free 
education and to taxation for education. The knotty problem facing parents with 
children at religious schools was that although being taxed for a government 
education facility — which was not used — they were having to pay again, often 
heavily, for the denominational school of their choice. At the same time, it could 
not be denied that the denominational schools very often filled a real need in 
catering for children from areas where government schools either did not exist or 
were inadequate to meet the demand. Mr. T.J. O’Reilly was alleged to have said 
at the same meeting as Bishop Rooney that some 70% of the children in the 
Catholic schools were not Catholics and, although certainly not true of St. 
Aidan’s, this figure may well have been realistic for the province as a whole.

Early in 1904 Father Walmesley was approached unofficially to ascertain 
from other Catholic schools in the Cape Colony their reaction to the possibility of 
Government grants to denominational schools and to the mission schools and 
secondary schools in particular. Father Walmesley therefore sent a confidential 
circular63 to all the relevant schools advising them that an Educational Bill might 
soon be laid before Parliament, explaining the position and requesting answers to 
three questions:
1. Would such Goverment Grants be acceptable to Catholics?
2. How far would- Catholic schools be willing to submit to Government 

Inspection?
3. How far would Catholics be willing to submit to any change required in 

their school curriculum (Religious Instruction being left intact)?
He pointed out, further, that his advice was that Government would 

probably not require changes as in Question 3 and very possibly not insist on 
inspection as in Question 2.

The replies poured in. Everyone agreed that a grant would be only right and 
just and there were no serious objections to the likelihood of official inspection. 
Some were already inspected by private arrangement. Problems raised were that
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inspection could not include the right to dismiss or interfere unwarrantably with 
tried and tested teaching methods such as those evolved and practised by the 
Jesuits and Christian Brothers. Undoubtedly the religious orders were acutely 
aware that although their own academic and professional training was of a high 
standard it frequently did not embody formal qualifications or degrees as 
prescribed for secular teachers from time to time. Further, the scientific vogue of 
the period typified in the writings of such as Charles Darwin and Aldous Huxley, 
either openly atheistic or at least forcing new critical examination of biblical 
interpretations, led to the Church authorities expressing grave reservations about 
the possibility of anti-religious, or more specifically, anti-Catholic authors being 
possibly prescribed for use in aided schools.

Bishop McSherry was extremely passionate in his views on contemporary 
literature. His attack on Aldous Huxley and Marie Corelli in 1907 resulted in a 
lengthy report in Grocott’s Penny Mail and prompted the editor of the College 
Record to note — “ His Lordship’s remarks should be very carefully read and 
studied by all our young people, and they should serve as a timely warning against 
the multitudinous novels, magazines etc. that have swollen the book market of 
our times, too many of which unfortunately are a shame and disgrace to society. 
Their style, at times cannot but poison the minds and corrupt their hearts, or to 
say the very least, arouse morbid sympathies with vice in an adulterated and 
diluted form.” Strong words indeed for what was essentially an attack on the 
romantic novel and bad grammar!

The general hesitation on the part of the schools over the choice of 
prescribed books was therefore fully understandable as also, on reflection, was 
the feeling of one Reverend Mother Superior that her teaching sisters might not 
take kindly to the presence of a school committee!

Nothing immediate happened. The Education Bill was postponed and a 
further Commission appointed in 1910, to enquire exhaustively into all aspects of 
education in the Cape Colony. The investigation was to include the curriculum, 
examinations, supply and qualifications of teachers, the grading of schools, the 
education afforded by non-State-aided schools and their relation to the general 
system of'the Colony. The questionnaire accompanying the notification was 
lengthy and detailed. The local headmasters, including Father Fitzgerald, were 
invited to appear before the Commission when it sat in Grahamstown.

There is no doubt from the Jesuit correspondence between Fathers 
Fitzgerald and Fitzhenry64 that the St. Aidan’s authorities hoped to obtain State 
assistance for the College. They realised that the objects in offering aid were 
partly to foster bilingualism in the schools and partly to meet pressure from the 
Dutch Reformed (Dopper) Church to have its own Church schools. Perhaps 
cynically, they were prepared to let the latter body do the pushing provided that 
the benefits would accrue equally to St. Aidan’s. However, it was Father 
Fitzgerald’s brief to emphasise the usefulness of the private high schools in the 
towns meeting the needs of the more affluent rural parents, who would otherwise 
probably send their children to be educated overseas. He was to point out that 
large numbers attended these schools, that they were not in competition with the 
public schools, which catered essentially for the local populace and that the 
parents of children at the private schools were tax payers whose children were 
centralised at school for obvious reasons. These parents were entitled to some
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relief. Further, he was to point out that at St. Aidan’s in particular there were 
excellent buildings and a dedicated and experienced staff with wide training in 
F.urope. The College results in State examinations were excellent and the 
subsequent careers of former pupils often distinguished. In addition, optional 
subjects — art, music, drill, athletics etc. were offered and almost from the 
beginning the College had offered Dutch taught by a native of Holland itself.

In the event, St. Aidan’s did not receive (or did not accept) a grant, doubtless 
because of the all-embracing stipulation of the Education Act of 1865 which laid 
down that: “ All institutions . . . supported or aided . . . shall be subject to 
inspection . . . and also to such rules and regulations as may from time to time 
. . . etc.’’ No Schedule of Regulations was appended to the Act, this being issued 
annually as a Manual by the Superintendent General of Education. The 
correspondence has not survived so we may never know whether the ultimate 
deciding factor was a trivial one such as the dates of holidays or a major issue 
involving Catholic doctrine. However, as some Catholic schools in the Province, 
including the Assumption Convent primary school in Grahamstown, were 
subsidised, there is no reason to suppose the latter. Father Fitzhenry in his 
address at the prize-giving ceremony at the College in December 1911 offers us a 
clue. Having observed that Dutch had been taught at St. Aidan’s “ long before 
the bacillus of bilingualism came to trouble the peace of the schools” , he 
continued by remarking that for the next three years one could not help foreseeing 
with sadness the troubles which threatened the public schools of the Cape over 
questions of language, religious instruction, the personnel of the teaching staff, in 
which true education was lost sight of. At St. Aidan’s and most Grahamstown 
Colleges there would be peace. They received no Government aid. They paid for 
what they wanted and they got it. It might be a grievance but they had their 
reward this time. The decision, in the light of future developments, was 
momentous, although the ultimately disastrous consequences could not have 
been foreseen in the economic climate of the pre-war years.
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CHAPTER VIII

OLD AIDANITES IN THE 1914—18 W AR

As was the case with virtually every school in the country, the outbreak of 
war in August 1914 immediately became the main topic of conversation and 
volunteers flocked to the colours. Well over a hundred Old Aidanites, many of 
them straight from school, had joined up by the end of 1914, w ith a good number 
already off to Europe. This pattern was to remain for the duration of hostilities. 
Almost at once, too, the first Old Aidanite victim, Trooper John Patrick Quinn 
of the 1st Regiment of the S.A. Mounted Rifles, was killed in German South- 
West Africa on 26th September. A handful of others had been wounded or 
captured by the end of the year.

The first concrete description of action came from Father Henry C. Day, 
S.J., a former staff member of St. Aidan’s who was a Chaplain with the troops at 
the Dardanelles and who took part in the Suvla Bay advance.65

“ The division . . . was ordered 2Vi miles across a plain in broad daylight. 
Though the navy had shelled the enemy’s guns for two or three hours previously, 
a terrible shrapnel fire was soon greeting us. I was walking at the head of the 
regiment to which I am attached and near to the colonel. By looking round from 
time to time 1 could observe what happened. Whole troops were scattered by the 
shells which burst in the air and on every side. Yet the men never flinched. A 
regular who witnessed the scene from a little distance declared he had never seen 
such a wonderful sight. The men doubled up as if to an ordinary parade. Though 
they dropped at every yard, still the columns advanced as one man. Regulars, he 
said, could not have acted more bravely. The casualties were very heavy, but none 
of our men flinched, nor did they, so far as 1 could see, show the least sign of 
trepidation or fear. When we reached safety the regiments who had already 
arrived generously welcomed me with a rousing cheer. This, though wholly 
undeserved, for I had never fully realised the danger, was decidedly gratifying and 
not a little encouraging. Since then numbers of the men, nearly all non-Catholics, 
have assured me that my presence on the occasion gave them “ good heart” . 
Other signs have indicated to me that the incident deepened confidence and 
affection as between the troop and myself. Hence 1 have concluded that the risk 
and danger were well worth the running. Other ordinary risks and hairbreadth 
escapes are of daily occurrence, and, unless materialised are thought nothing of. 
They are too numerous to recount in a letter, as you may imagine, since for six 
weeks we have never been far from fire, cither rifle or artillery, and the enemy arc 
constantly peppering us for all they are worth. Fortunately they do not appear to 
have an unlimited supply of large ammunition, and so the guns are silent from 
time to time. But the crack of the snipers’ rifles is ceaseless by day and by night. 
Casualties follow' as a matter of course. Still the moral (sic) of the men is splendid. 
Personally 1 never anticipated being able to face fire without some feeling at least
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of discomfort. But since the very commencement both shrapnel and bullets have 
completely failed to disturb me. Even the advance 1 have described, in reality a 
terrible experience, only came as a mild and pleasurable excitement similar to the 
hunting in Norfolk or a football match at Beaumont or Stonyhurst. This is much 
to be thankful for, as it enables me to get about my work, always involving more 
or less danger, without worry.” He was later awarded the Military Cross and also 
the Serbian Order of the White Eagle for his continued gallantry in Gallipoli. 
Father Day survived, unlike his colleague, Father Denis Doyle, S.J., an Old 
Aidanite, who, after eight months of distinguished front line service in France 
with the 2nd Leinsters, was mortally wounded when a shell destroyed the 
advanced dressing station in which he was ministering to other casualties.

Meantime, Alick Miller of the Royal Flying Corps had been awarded the 
D.S.O. His letters also make enthralling reading:
“ I was flying just over the German trenches when suddenly the Huns began 
shelling me. Five or six shells burst quite close when I heard a loud explosion and 
the machine began diving to earth. She fell thus for five hundred feet, after which 
I was able to get partial control. However, I could not manage her properly and 
we continued falling and falling and falling. The earth was three thousand feet 
below us, and all sorts of things flashed through my mind during that terrible 
half-minute as 1 could not possibly see what on earth could save us from death. 
(N.B. Aircrew were not supplied with parachutes at that time — author). Behind 
me was my observer, who, of course, was absolutely helpless and who fully 
realised the precarious position we were in, and he told me afterwards that he was 
hoping that death would be instantaneous for both of us. When we were 1000 feet 
from the ground I collected my thoughts for a final effort to save our lives. Nearer 
and nearer the ground appeared, and the nearer it looked the more closely 1 
wratched it until when, within ten feet off the ground, 1 made the final effort and 
pulled the control lever right into my body. For some unearthly reason she righted 
herself. She soon lost speed and sank gracefully into a shell hole. I got out quicker 
than I have ever done before, without a scratch, helped my observer out, for he 
was wounded in the leg, and had a quick look over the machine to see what had 
happened, for we could not afford to stay long as the Huns were shelling heavily 
all around us. What had happened was this. A shell had gone right through the 
machine, taking away all the under framework, all my control wires bar one, hit 
my observer in the leg, took away the bottom of the seat and burst 20 feet away 
from the machine after it had done all this. No one would believe me when I got 
back until they came out to examine it for themselves. It is the most extraordinary 
piece of luck I have ever had in my life and moreover, the part of the country 
where we landed had only been taken two hours before. However, I am pleased to 
say the experience has not affected my nerves in any way as I went on flying the 
next day and have been doing so since.”
Miller was a popular hero on his recruiting campaigns in 1916 and 1917 especially 
at the College, the majority of the boys never having even seen an aircraft before.

Other O.A’s found themselves involved in various actions on the Somme. 
George Lamont was the sole survivor of his platoon and one of only 176 of over 
1000 in his battalion. He later transferred to the Royal Flying Corps, being shot 
down and killed in 1917. Jack Day, himself wounded, was one of three out of 18 
officers to survive in his unit. Jack Wright, in the famous South African Brigade,
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Plate 17
The First Prefects 1912

Left: Top to Bottom, Pat Irvine, Ronald Freemantle, Deane Archer. 
Right: Top to Bottom, Owen O ’Neil, John Reardon, George Stahl. 

Rev. W Hopkins.



Plate 18 
The S ta ff 1919

Back Row: (L to R) Prs. P. Hobart, ./. Verdin, R. Orel, J. H'ithnell, P. O'Dwyer, M. Kilroe, B. Patlreddi. 
Prom Row: (L to R) Prs. P. Stapleton, P. Molloy, C. Wilmot, J. Purniss, P. Condell.



Sir Charles Coghlan Chief Justice Stratford.
Plate 19 a, b

Two distinguished lay O.A. 's



d)

Plate 20 a,b,c,d
a) Father John McTernan (d. 1930) the first O.A. priest, 

b) and c) Father Joseph Verdin in 1893 and 1932. 
d) Father P. Stapleton Rector 1922 — 29.



. The distinguished 1923 Cricket XI
Back Row: R. Adam, A. Connell, O. Flemmer, /•'. Connell, H . Croucher, l). Hilton 

Front Row: M. Walter, Fr. Furniss, l.. Nell (Capl.), J. Robertson, S. Gott/ding Front: P. Waller



Plate 22 a,b
Drawings o f  proposed chapels 1918



1923

1924

Plate 23 a,b 
The new Chape1



Plate 24
Perspective drawing o f chape! showing decoration on tower.



Plate 25
Chape/ on occasion o f  visit o f ILK. 11 the Prince o f Wales in 1925 showing mistake in Lower.



Plate 26
Interior o f  Chapel.



Plate 27
(1976) Some clerical O.A. 's including Bishops O'Leary and O'Riley. 

Standing: Wr. L.h. Varrie (O.M.I), hr. M. Kilroe (S.JJ, hr. L. (lately
Seated: hr. II: Quirk, lit. Rev. B. O ’Riley (D.DJ, Rl. Rev. I). O'Leary (D.I)., O.M.I.), hr. hi. II. Buckland (S.J.)



Plate 28
Early tennis court. Note wall modification for ( Uta/tel.





Plate 30
The firs! Prep. 1935.

E. Mather-Pike, A. Bradshaw, P. Simon, F.G. Brown, L. Pullen, J. Robinson, G. Davidson, C. Fletcher, A. Pearl, J. Kelly, A. Mather- 
Pike, R. Fuller, L. McCarthy, J. Harcourt-Wood, ./. l.apersonne, I. Harrison, A. Cany, F. Robinson, A. Ilundermark, H. K/eine, A Jones, 
J. Berrell, Mrs. Bennewith, Fr. R. Ord, Fr. A. Ganley, Fr. .1. Baron, Mrs. Kelly, B. Jones, A. Guise-Brown, C. Guise-Brown, F. Osier, P.

Maitland, J. Pane, P. Berrell, T. Deluis, P. Leack.





Plate 31 
I'he old parlour.



Plate 32
Rt. Rev. Bishop McSherry, D.D.



also provided a memoir: “ July 4th (1916) saw us in the support trenches, and it 
was two days later that I saw war in all its nakedness. It was past description. It 
may be described as “ wholesale slaughter” , “ scientific murder” , “ mental 
torture” and all the rest of the piffle that you read, but it is nothing like it. It is 
worse. The best designation is “ Hell let loose” , because no one can truly describe 
Hell. Paintings are of no use. They do not give the noise and the smell. In the 
support trenches the dead were lying on the parapets. Gruesome were the sights. 
There were fine, brave fellows dismembered and the finest of England’s men 
decapitated. I cannot think of it without a painful shudder, and I do not wish to. 
It is terrible to see friends and pals lying stiff and stark. Yet in the midst of it all it 
is possible to smoke a cigarette, to crack a joke and even to feel light-hearted . . . 
On July 14th the British advanced to Longueval, where we held a trench system 
against numerous counter-attacks. In Longueval we remained until July, 1,7th, 
when we went “ over the top” and entered Delville Wood. Enemy shellfire cut us 
to pieces and it is a wonder that anyone lives to tell the tale of the great 
bombardment of July 18th. But we kept the Huns at bay and did some terrible 
slaughter . . . July 30th saw me in hospital.” Fred Gately and Cyril McCallum, 
also in Delville Wood, did not return.

Meantime, Deane Archer had been captured in East Africa, gone down with 
malaria and been eventually released with other sick and wounded after 
diplomatic negotiations.

The continued litany of death, wounds and awards continues through the 
pages of the Record in 1918 and 1919 as late news trickled back. The declaration 
of the armistice on 11th November, 1918 was a welcome relief. School was 
abandoned immediately and at 5.00 p.m. the boys, headed by the Union Jack, 
marched to Church Square, where the Mayor formally proclaimed the good 
news. The next day became a whole holiday, marred only by boisterous weather 
which prevented the planned bonfire. However, on the following evening, the 
Kaiser was solemnly burnt in effigy, whilst the Tower was illuminated with 
Japanese lanterns. The Sunday saw High Mass sung in thanksgiving both at 
College and at St. Patrick’s.

The “ Memorial Bronze” which subsequently adorned the new chapel, but 
previously was placed on the wall of the main entrance to the College facing the 
Lady statue, was unveiled by the Rector on Holy Saturday 1920 to coincide with 
the annual Old Aidanite Re-union, the guest speaker being the Secretary of the 
Union, Father Verdin, S.J., whose Silver Jubilee at St. Aidan’s had been 
celebrated the previous year. It contains the following list of names:—
Major C. Gordon, R.F.A.,
Rev. D. Doyle, S.J., C.F.
Lieut. J.C.D. Day, Ry. Sussex Regt.
Lieut. S. Edgar, London Regt.
Lieut. R.P. Freemantle, R.A.F.
Lieut. ©. Furley, R.A.F.
Lieut. J.R. Harington, R.A.F.
Lieut. T. McMillan, K.R.R.
Lieut. L. Meyer, Durham Regt.
Lieut. A. O’Shea, R.A.F.
Lieut. D. Sage, R.A.F.
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Lieut. J. Schmolle, R.A.F.
Lieut. O.M. Stahl, R.A.F.
Lieut. P. Wilmot, Ry. Sussex Regt. 
Sergt. J. Brennan, S.A.M.R.
Sergt. L. Laerman, S.A.I.
Sergt. M.FL O’Meara, S.A.I.
Sergt. L.M.N. Webb, S.A.I.
Corpl. J.J. O’Meara, S.A.I.
L. Corpl. R. Tidbury, S.A.I.
P. Benn, S.A.I.
R. C. Blackbeard, S.A.I.
W. Capper, S.A. Forces 
L. Chapman, S.A.I.
E. J. Curtis, S.A.I.
H. Edwards, S.A.I.
F. Gately, S.A.I.
P. Kelly, Rhodesian Regt.
S. Larkin, S.A.H.
C. Lowe, S.A.I.
W. Lynn, S.A.I.
C. McCallum, S.A.I.
B. McDonagh, S.A.I.
P.J. McMahon, S.A.I.
P. Murray, Australian Imp. Forces 
F. O’Meara, Canadian R.F.C.
J.P. Quinn, S.A.M.R.
J. Stewart, S.A. Forces
C. Varley, S.A. Forces 
C. Vroom, S.A.I.
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CHAPTER IX

THE INTER-WAR YEARS : NEW CHAPEL:
GOLDEN JUBILEE, DEPRESSION & REVIVAL

Superficially College routine continued much as usual during the war years 
and the early 1920’s. During 19J 7 and 1918 the entrance was improved by new 
teak doors and a teak staircase, a screen being also added in the refectory. The 
stairway by the main entrance was also given a new roof. In 1920, too, along with 
the installation of an electric lighting plant at the beginning of the year, a start 
was made on the new Schoolroom Wing, which was to form the third side of the 
quadrangle. This extension to the 1905 structure included two classrooms, a 
tuckshop, the domestic chapel for the staff, several of whom were provided with 
bedrooms in the extension, and a dispensary. Meantime, the boys’ refectory was 
being panelled with the intention of converting it into the school hall. This 
formed part of a major restructuring which was later abandoned (see below). This 
was a relatively prosperous period, with the number of boarders consistantly over 
a hundred and reaching 109 in 1920. Only in 1924 did the boarders temporarily 
drop below 100. Nevertheless, the school buildings were now insured for the 
princely sum of £20 000 and, although plagued by the perennial bugbear of bad 
debts, which amounted to over £730 in 1927, approximately 10% of income, the 
College auditor was able to re-assure the Rector, Father Stapleton that, “ you 
need not be alarmed as you are financially very sound, perhaps as sound as the 
Standard Bank, if not more so. You could carry on for a year at least without 
receiving any income at all, and still be solvent.” 66 Fees had in fact been raised 
towards the end of Father Wilmot’s period of office in 1920 or 1921 by an overall 
£6 to £46 and £56 a year respectively for boys under and over the age of twelve.

For the boys themselves all seemed well, the only cloud on the horizon being 
the institution in 1917 of the “ Concertatio” by which a particular class was 
examined from time to time by being “grilled” metaphorically in the “Community 
Refectory” . The idea subsequently expanded to incorporate what was virtually a 
demonstration written, oral and musical, of the talents and accomplishments of 
the particular group. 1918 and 1922 saw the boys struck down by influenza 
epidemics, fortunately without any serious complications. Between these 
outbreaks the new matriculation syllabus involving six subjects, including 
mathematics, all of which had to be passed at 40%, was introduced in 1921 and 
Afrikaans added to the list of subjects in the following year. And in 1928, as a 
result of we know not what enterprising entrepreneurship, the Rector found it 
necessary to ban the collecting of subscriptions without his written permission! 
On the sports fields, the boys alternately cheered and lamented the oscillating 
performances of their soccer team which reached the heights of two cup finals in 
1919, gradually to decline thereafter. They lamented the droughts which 
prevented swimming, applauded the record 217 not out scored by James
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Connerty in a class match and basked in the reflected glory of his selection for 
Eastern Province at the tender age of fifteen. Indeed, there later emerged in 1923 
and subsequent years the best St. Aidan’s cricket team of all time, eclipsing on the 
local scene at least, the achievement of Old Aidanite Jack Condon, who was 
selected as a tennis Springbok in the Paris Olympics in 1924 and who was to 
represent South Africa on many occasions subsequently. On the athletics side, 
Lionel Nell was winning three consecutive athletics championships, notching up 
in his astonishing school career, 22 wins and 11 seconds in the 33 events for which 
he entered. (For details of sporting records see Appendices.) Most significantly of 
all, on the Wednesday after Easter 1921, a school holiday, the senior soccer 
players betook themselves to the race-course where a crude and impromptu rugby 
match was soon under way. Rumous now flew thick and fast that the College was 
about to abandon its traditional soccer in favour of the handling code. Nothing 
official was known at this stage. Yet in that year St. Aidan’s did not enter the 
Grahamstown League nor compete for any cups, being content to play friendly 
games and also to watch the new-fangled cinema which the College now obtained 
for the first time. The following year, the team re-entered the league competition, 
but only at the request of the other teams, managing to win eleven of the thirteen 
games played. However, the writing was on the wall. The adult Grahamstown 
League was not really a suitable venue for any but the senior team and one-by-one 
previous school opponents transferred their allegiance to rugby. The final St. 
Aidan’s soccer season, the worst anyone could remember, was in 1925, the same 
year in which the new cricket pavilion was built. Towards the end of the season 
some experimental rugby matches were played and in 1926, under the direction of 
Father Furniss, St. Aidan’s formally changed over, the last of the Eastern 
Province Schools to do so. Naturally the standard was relatively low and the 
College team was matched for some years against only the second or third teams 
of rival schools. Only after coaching by the Scottish International F. Osier in 1929 
was there a marked improvement. Nevertheless, the College was always 
handicapped by a relative shortage of players and consequent lightness amongst 
the forwards, especially when much younger players had to be impressed into the 
senior side. Rugby was never the strong point at St. Aidan’s throughout its 
history, although sheer dogged determination did bring about the occasional 
unexpected victory.

The Old Aidanites also enjoyed their triumphs. There had been no re-union 
during the war nor in 1919 and, indeed, when the War Memorial Plaque was 
unveiled in 1920 only eighteen managed to attend. Nevertheless they were in the 
news. James Stratford, brother-in-law of the Rector, Father Wilmot, wps the first 
Old Aidanite to be raised to the Bench as a Judge in 1921 eventually becoming 
Chief Justice, Charles Coghlan received his Knighthood in 1924, and in 1925 a 
unique double was accomplished when two Old Aidanites, Father David O’Leary 
and Bernard O’Riley were appointed as Bishop of the Transvaal and of the 
Western Vicariate respectively. Bishop O’Leary had formerly been the captain of 
both cricket and football at St. Aidan’s whilst Bishop O’Riley was at the time of 
his appointment the President of the St. Aidan’s Union. They were the first two 
native-born South African Bishops in the South African Vicariate. Meantime 
too, George Pauling, had been elected Mayor of Wimbledon, a suburban area of 
London.
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Notwithstanding the achievements of both the College boys and the Old 
Aidanites, the early years of the 1920’s, insofar as the authorities were concerned, 
were pre-occupied with the arrangements for the building of the new chapel and 
the celebration of the College’s Golden Jubilee in 1926. Ideas for the chapel, at 
least, were not new, the earliest architectural drawing, apart from Bishop Ricard’s 
“ original” dating from 1882. For many years the ultimate ideal had been the 
erection of a separate chapel as distinct from the ultilisation of part of the integral 
school buildings for the purpose. Not, however, until 1918 did the hopes begin to 
assume concrete expression, when the Rector, Father Wilmot began 
systematically to plan for the future. The “ Record” editorials were to the point. 
A chapel was absolutely necessary as a war memorial, we were told in 1917. 
Further, it must be completed before the Golden Jubilee in 1926. Father Wilmot 
the following year was more cautious: “ With the still very high price of material 
and with the inad&juate funds at our disposal for such a purpose, there can be no 
question of the immediate building of the New Chapel.” Apart from a legacy of 
£2000 from Countess O’Ciery, the building fund was virtually empty. By the end 
of 1919 the estimates had already doubled from £5000 to £10 000 and “ we have 
yet to collect a great deal more, before we can think of making a beginning . . .  If 
old boys will co-operate and our numerous friends . . . will come forward with 
generous subscriptions, it should be possible to begin the work at the end of the 
year 1920” . This seed fell on stony ground. A similar appeal followed in the 1920 
Record, with derisory results. In 1921 also, “ the response to our appeal has been 
distinctly disappointing.” Apart from the legacy, less than £500 had been raised 
after some four years of serious endeavour. The only “ brightness” on this 
particular horizon was the recession already setting in, which, providing the initial 
capital of £5000 could be raised in time, would enable the College to take 
advantage of lower building costs and so save some £2000 of the estimated 
£10 000. The appeal in the 1921 Record was therefore urgent, heart-rending 
and, apparently more successful. Nevertheless, not until 1924 was it financially 
possible for the foundation stone to be laid. By this time the approximate cost of 
the building was £11 000. Meantime, unknown to the public, including the Old 
Aidanites, the College had almost been lost to Grahamstown. The Western 
Province clergy had invited the Jesuits to open a new college in Cape Town and 
they offered the site at Rondebosch subsequently taken over by the Marist 
Brothers. Naturally, this would have meant either the closure of St. Aidan’s and 
the birth of a new college or the transfer of the existing one to Cape Town. Father 
Wilmot enthusiastically supported the project, suggesting that St. Aidan’s be sold 
to her neighbour, St. Andrew’s College and that Grahamstown be abahdoned. 
Fortunately or otherwise — and we cannot say, for a Cape Town St. Aidan’s 
might have survived — the Superior of the Zambesi Mission, Father Sykes, 
turned the scheme down. It was only after this rejection that Father Wilmot called 
for designs in 1918, when he had also planned the extensions which developed in a 
modified form into the “ Schoolroom Wing” of 1921. His plans envisaged the 
refectory becoming the School Hall, the West Wing being modernised and turned 
into priests’ living quarters and, ultimately, the quadrangle being completed by 
buildings round all four sides. One of the suggested sites for the chapel places it 
parallel to the present one but much nearer the College entrance, so that in fact 
the chapel would encroach on the present circle. There are designs showing a
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squat, typically “ English country church” steeple, others with the very narrow 
more traditionally South African spire. Most intriguing of all, though, is the 
design which Father Wilmot seemed to have committed himself to, by which the 
new chapel would be an actual projection of the College building, that is, 
extending from the side of the tower towards the town at right angles to the main 
front. (See Plate 22):67

The ultimate decision to accept the plans previously prepared by Father 
Leboeuf, S.J., already renowned for his work on the Tower and West Wing, met 
with universal approval.

Basically the design was for a Gothic structure intended to harmonise with 
the existing buildings. The entrance from the main building is across the Chancel 
of the old chapel. This was the original intention when the Study Place w ing was 
added. The overall length is 101 feet, the nave, 24 feet wide, being flanked by 
aisles of 9 feet at each side. The height from floor to roof apex is 43 feet, 
exceptionally tall in proportion to the other dimensions. Rows of pointed arches 
divide the nave from the aisles.

The Tower was designed as a square measuring 10 feet by 10 feet at the base 
and rising to a slightly greater height (72 feet) than the other. Below the Tower is a 
memorial chapel, this and the tower itself being sponsored by the St. Aidan’s 
Union in memory of their colleagues who fell in the First World War. Most of the 
expense was indeed ultimately raised by the Union.

The high altar, when installed, was to be of Caen stone to a design by Father 
Leboeuf. Originally he had hoped that a Jesuit, Brother Kuchel, in Rhodesia, 
would be able to build this altar, but on his transfer back to Germany the contract 
— for a modified, less expensive design — had perforce to be sent to England. 
The altar is raised some three feet above the nave, so affording a good view to all 
worshippers. At this stage, though, there were insufficient funds to purchase it 
and it was uncertain if it would be installed before the chapel was formally 
opened. In the event, temporary altars were used in all four sites — high altar and 
three side chapels, the Holy Souls (Wilmot) Chapel altar being the first to be 
permanently fitted as a donation by Judge Stratford in memory of his sister.

At the other end of the nave a substantial choir loft, built of teak, spans the 
entire nave. The entrance to this is outside the chapel proper in the corridor 
leading to the main quadrangle. With the decision made, adequate funds ensured 
to begin the project, and the contract being costed by the contractor, J.G. Milne 
of Grahamstown, all that remained was the formal approval of the project from 
Rome. Meantime, Father Leboeuf had confirmed that once permission was 
obtained, the work might proceed in his absence up to the level of the window 
sills.68 Father Leboeuf was in fact engaged at the same time on the much larger 
project of building the new Cathedral in Salisbury. The designs are strikingly 
similar in many respects.

By the end of June, 1924, Father Stapleton had selected the place where the 
foundation stone was to be — behind the high altar facing Milner Street. The 
actual building began in February 1924 and the date selected for the laying of the 
foundation stone, the 15th August, the Feast of the Assumption, when all the 
staff and boys could be present. The stone itself is a block of freestone from the 
Orange Free State, faced with marble bearing the formal Latin inscription. Under 
it were buried copies of the “ Southern Cross” , “ Grocott’s Daily Mail” and the
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“College Record” , along with a copy of the appeal for funds for the buildings 
and medals of the Sacred Heart, the Virgin Mary, St. Ignatius and St. Francis 
Xavier. Several current South African coins were included “ to fix the date when 
documents may have perished some hundreds of years hence, perchance when the 
ruins become a field of activity of some archaeologist attracted by the name of the 
once famous centre of learning” .^

A large crowd, including Father Leboeuf, gathered amongst the scaffolding, 
heaps of bricks and other materials scattered about the site, to witness the 
ceremony, carried out by Bishop McSherry, who used the same trowel as that 
used by Mr. Justice Dwyer when he laid the original foundation stone in 1873.

The actual construction work proceeded steadily under the overall 
supervision of the Clerk of Works, Mr. J. Stirk. The shell of the building was of 
local blue quartzite with facings of cement blocks. Inevitably progress was slow . 
However, by Christmas 1924 the aisles and nave were virtually completed and the 
edifice was ready to receive its roof. The tower had also risen to the top of the 
large window. It had already been decided that the interior walls would be lined 
with brick faced with plaster. The money for the stained glass windows in the 
chancel had already been promised by Father E.H. Buckland and Father Bernard 
O’Riley and the window of the Memorial Chapel had been provided for by a 
bequest from Mrs. Jack of Kingwilliamstown whose deceased sons, Douglas, 
George and Henry had attended the College. Gerald O’Reilly had also agreed to 
donate the Lady Altar. It was appreciated, nevertheless, that to complete the 
internal fittings might take several years. The 1924 Record was still highly critical 
of the performance of the Union in raising funds, “ Exclusive of the generous 
donations already mentioned the sum total of subscriptions from the Old Boys 
for the year is only £65, a sum which speaks for itself without further comment.”

“ We may be allowed to remind them that the Tower is to form their special 
contribution to the building of the Chapel. This was the offer made at the Easter 
meeting of the Union. It requires £20 to raise the tower a foot and the total of 
£1200 is still far from being reached.” The author possibly overlooked ’that a 
recession cuts both ways!

Behind the scenes, all was not well. An anguished letter from Father Leboeuf 
to Father Stapleton, early in February 1925 pointed out that there was yet 
“another omission” by Mr. Cameron, the contractor’s agent in that there was an 
“ absence of windows on the east and west sides of the tower . . .  as well as the 
absence of the parapet mouldings . . . The mouldings are meant to carry round 
the tower in a modified form the lines of the parapet. Now there will be a lack of 
continuity in those lines . . .  if the eye does not miss these lines, let the thing 
remain as it is.” The windows were obviously restructured, but the mouldings 
remained absent, as indeed they still are. However, the effect is not obviously 
inferior and, without attention being drawn to the matter few will realise the 
incomplete nature of the tower decoration.

Subscriptions were still lagging behind the costs, which now amounted to 
about £11 000. Most of this had actually been raised or promised, but less than a 
third of the £1200 needed for the tower had been provided by the Old Boys.

By the time the boys returned on February 1926 the Chapel, although 
incomplete, had received the ecclesiastical blessing imparted by Monsignor 
Brown who said the first Mass there on February 2nd. During this Mass the last
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vows were taken by Father N. Ryan who had recently joined the staff of the 
College. The first High Mass was sung by Bishop McSherry on Easter Sunday. 
Unfortunately absent was the architect, Father Leboeuf who did not live to see 
the completion of his work.

Most of the furnishings at this stage were temporary, including three of the 
four altars. The High Altar had the tabernacle and throne from the old chapel, 
the altar from there being in the new Sacred Heart Chapel in the Gospel (left 
hand) aisle. The old Chapel benches were also brought down and re-installed. 
When sixteen of these were replaced by new teak ones as donations from Old 
Boys and friends, the originals were removed to the Preparatory School Chapel. 
Other items, including stained glass windows, and the metalwork encasing the 
tabernacle also went across to the Prep, in due course. The Stations of the Cross 
went to a mission in Rhodesia, the teak sanctuary screen to Addo and the large 
Sacred Heart statue was donated to St. Mary’s parish, Grahamstown.

Already though, the major stained glass windows had arrived. On the gospel 
(left) side of the Santuary two windows of two lights each represented St. 
Ignatius, with an open book showing the first words of his Rule “ Ad Maiorem 
Dei Gloriam” (To the greater glory of God), and St. Peter Claver with a negro at 
his feet receiving Holy Communion. Both saints wear chasubles, St. Ignatius’ 
gold and St. Peter Claver green. There are insets underneath, one showing St. 
Ignatius kneeling before Pope Paul 111 who first approved of the Society of Jesus, 
(not Paul IV as quoted in the 1925 Record), and the other depicting St. Peter 
Claver meeting a Moorish slave ship at Cartagena. This window was donated by 
Father E.H. Buckland, S.J. as a memorial to his parents. The other window, on 
the epistle (right) side was donated by Bishop O’Riley and his family in memory 
of their own parents. This window shows Blessed (now Saint) Edmund Campion, 
S.J., the Jesuit martyr who perished in England during the reign of Elizabeth I, 
with the symbolical martyr’s palm. He wears a purple chasuble. Originally this 
light was intended to depict St. Francis Borgia, S.J., as in the small window 
below. Next to him is Blessed (also now Saint) Robert Bellarmine, S.J. a noted 
theologian. He wears the scarlet robes of a cardinal and carries a processional 
cross. Below Edmund is a small picture depicting the reception of St. Stanislaus at 
Rome by St. Francis Borgia and below Robert is the first communion of St. 
Aloysius from the hands of St. Charles Borromeo. In the tracery are the 
monogram of the Jesuits and the initials A.M.D.G.

Even more distinctive is the large window in the Lady Chapel at the base of 
the tower, Mrs. Jack’s bequest. There are four main lights with eight smaller ones 
below. The two centre lights depict the Coronation of Our Lady. The picture is 
set off by an oval frame. The kneeling figure of the Virgin in a deep blue robe is 
on the left; on the right, Christ is seated, wearing a deep red robe. Both figures 
are crowned. Above and below, supported by angels, are two scrolls, “Ave 
Maria” and “ Ave Domina Angelorum” respectively. At the sides are scenes 
showing the Flight into Egypt and the Annunciation on the left and the Nativity 
and Presentation in the Temple on the right. The eight small lights at the bottom 
illustrate symbols of Our Lady taken from the Litany of Loreto. They are Tower 
of Ivory, Mirror of Justice, Seat of Wisdom, House of Gold, Gate of Heaven, 
Ark of the Covenant, Vessel of Honour and Tower of David. Above all at the top
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is canopy work of fleur-de-lis, symbolic of Our Lady’s virginity, and at the very 
apex a circular light depicts a dove as a symbol of the Holy Spirit.

All this work was executed by the Art & Book Company of London under 
the direction of Mr. Bartlett. They are in very dark tints to allow for the 
brightness and glare of the South African sun.

Subsequently in July, 1941 six further windows were installed above the high 
altar as a memorial to Father Verdin from the Old Aidanites. These represent 
Saints Joseph, Aidan, John Berchmans, Stanislaus, Aloysius and Francis Xavier.

Early in 1926 the celebrated Stations of the Cross also arrived from Belgium, 
having been ordered by the Art & Book Company on behalf of the College. The 
originals, very much larger than the 3 feet by 2 feet copies, were in the Cathedral 
of Notre Dame, Antwerp until their destruction during the Second World War. 
The St. Aidan’s copies are therefore of considerable historical value (although at 
least one other set exists at Wimbledon), apart from their artistic excellence. The 
faces in particular of the characters command instant attention. The style is 
medieval, no attempt having been made to reproduce any contemporary reality 
either in the dress or architecture of the Roman period in Jerusalem. Sister 
Bridget of the Assumption Convent produced the titles in gold lettering.

Meanwhile the ladies of St. Patrick’s parish had undertaken to raise the 
necessary funds for the purchase of the High Altar. The Floral Fete of August 4th 
in the City Hall subsequently raised £500 after the local parish priest, Father 
Kennedy, had generously agreed to forego any similar parish activity for the year.

The altar duly arrived in twenty-eight packing cases early in 1928 and was 
erected in time for the arrival of the boys. Both it and the Lady Altar are products 
of Messrs. Jones & Willis of London. It is in two parts: the table (mensa) with 
shelves (gradines) above, and the reredos with the canopy and niche behind. 
There is a narrow stair between the mensa and the reredos so that the monstrance 
may be easily placed on the throne during Benediction.

The altar stone (as with the others) contained relics (now removed) of the 
Saints and Martyrs Emeritius and Faustus, both of whom were martyred in Spain 
during the reign of Diocletian, Emeritius at Santander in 304 A.D. and Faustus at 
Cordova, probably in the same year. They are both obscure figures of whom very 
little is known.

The front of the altar consists of three panels, the centre one containing a 
representation of the Pelican in its Piety, the design of the Pelican feeding its 
young with blood from its own breast being a symbol of the Holy Eucharist. A 
similar statue stands in the quadrangle of Corpus Christi College, Oxford.

The tabernacle, donated by the Assumption Sisters, is ornamented with 
vines, again a symbol of the Blessed Sacrament.

The celebrations for the Golden Jubilee of St. Aidan’s were timed to 
coincide with the formal opening of the Chapel, at which, in the course of the 
first solemn High Mass, Bishop McSherry, always an eloquent speaker, preached 
one of his most distinguished sermons, one of the most glowing tributes to the 
Jesuits and to St. Aidan’s College that anyone has ever made. The original text in 
the Bishop’s handwriting has survived. It is worth repeating —

“ And this day shall be for a memorial to you and you shall keep it a Feast to 
the Lord with an everlasting observance.” Exodus 12/14.

“ Reverend Fathers — dearly beloved brethren. In the 25th Chapter of
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Leviticus we read that the Lord speaking on Mount Sinai to the leader of His 
people commanded that after the lapse of 7 weeks of years, the following year 
should be kept holy. “ And thou shalt sanctify the 50th year for it is the year of 
jubilee.” It was a year in which debts were forgiven, bond-men received their 
freedom — a year of general rejoicing and gladness.

“ Founded no doubt on that Levitical law, a custom has sprung up — with 
the sanction of the Church — of celebrating with greater or lesser solemnity 
certain epochs in the life of a nation, of an individual or of an institution. Such an 
epoch has now arrived in the history of this seat of piety and learning and we are 
assembled here today to celebrate it — to “ Keep it a Feast of the Lord” .

“ Fifty years have rolled by since St. Aidan’s College, Grahamstown, First 
opened its halls for the reception of students. My great and much revered 
predecessor, Rt. Reverend Bishop Ricards in blessing its foundation, uttered the 
following words: ‘May the work begun today speedily reach its completion and 
may it prove a blessing not only to the present generation, but to generations yet 
unborn!’

“ And cannot we now after the lapse of 7 weeks of years say in all truth that 
the pious hopes and wishes of the illustrious prelate have been amply realised? 
Witness the imposing pile of scholastic buildings with the crowning glory of this 
Chapel rearing aloft its fair and stately proportions on this commanding 
eminence!

“ Witness the succession of pious, learned, self-sacrificing men who have 
filled professional chairs in the College, men whose lives have been, and are, an 
inspiration and an edification!

“ Witness that long roll of students who have passed through its halls, having 
the talents God gave them refined and strengthened by the highest culture, their 
characters well formed, self-control and the repression of perverse instincts 
inculcated, their moral sense developed, the love and fear of God instilled!

These men are now found all over the sub-continent, or overseas, in every 
walk of life, in the professions, in industry, in commerce, one of them an eminent 
Judge of the Supreme Court, another Prime Minister of a vast dependency of the 
Empire, two of them raised to episcopal thrones wisely guiding their flocks in the 
two largest cities in South Africa.

What could be the feelings of the founder had he lived to see all this? How 
his aged heart would rejoice! How well rewarded he would feel for his labours 
and sacrifices in erecting the College! And truly they were very great. Great too 
must have been his faith and his courage in starting the work at such a time 
without resources except such as could be furnished by his scanty flock dispersed 
in small groups over a vast area, few of them dowered with much of the world’s 
wealth. What was the motive force that inspired such courage, such prodigality of 
effort? It was zeal for souls, my dear brethren, zeal according to knowledge, the 
knowledge, the conviction that ignorance is one of the greatest evils of our fallen 
nature. He knew that faith in its highest form is an appeal to intellect and the 
intellect of an uneducated man is stunted. Like uncultivated land it produces 
poisonous weeds. The Catholic Church, to the hierarchy of which he belonged, 
has always made war on ignorance. She is, in fact, the greatest educational agency 
the world has ever known. She had always led the way in all that leads to 
intellectual betterment. Have not the proudest universities of England and of all
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Europe been founded by her? But she has always held, and will always hold that 
religion and instruction must go hand in hand, and so we find her sisterhood, her 
brotherhood, her priests, her Bishops and Popes founding schools and colleges in 
which religious as well as secular knowledge is implanted. In this is she wrong or 
foolish? No, my dear brethren, not if man be worth more than a brute beast or of 
the human soul with eternity before it is of more value to him that the brief span 
of earthly existence.

“ And so, inspired by these principles, the good bishop built St. Aidan’s 
College. The question arose of finding a professional staff. He had no hesitation 
— he had his own decided views and they were also the views of his two 
predecessors. The men he had in view were the Fathers of the Society of Jesus. He 
knew that no body of men ever suffered more from evil report, that books 
innumerable had been written about the viciousness of Jesuit principles, their 
worldliness, the slavery of their obedience, the fanaticism of their loyalty to the 
Pope and so on without end.

But, scholar and historian as he was he knew that these were stupid 
calumnies and that really learned men, as distinguished from vulgar scribblers 
pandering to prejudice, that great minds of the Protestant Faith — men of the 
stamp of Keppler, Bacon, Leibnitz and Newton — admired and honoured with 
their friendship the Fathers of the Society of Jesus. He knew what eminent 
historians had written about them. He knew that Lord Macauly, for instance, 
speaking of the Counter-Reformation, said: “ It was at the foot of the Jesuit that 
the youth of the higher and middle class were brought up from the first rudiments 
to the course of Rhetoric and Philosophy. Science and literature, lately associated 
with heresy or infidelity, now became the allies of orthodoxy.

Dominant in the south of Europe, the great order went forth, conquering 
and to conquer. In spite of oceans and deserts, of hunger and pestilence, of spies 
and penal laws, of dungeons and racks, of gibbets and quartering blocks, the 
Jesuit was found under every disguise and in every country; scholars, physicians, 
merchants, serving men; in the hostile court of Sweden, arguing, instructing, 
consoling, captivating the hearts of the young, holding up the crucifix before the 
eyes of the dying.

“ The old world proved too small for this marvellous activity. The Jesuits 
invaded every country which the great maritime discoveries of the preceding ages 
had opened up to European enterprise. They were found in the depths of the 
Peruvian mines, at the marts of the African slave caravans, on the shores of the 
Moluccas, in the observatories of China. They made converts in countries which 
neither avarice nor curiosity had tempted any of their countrymen to enter. They 
conversed and disputed in tongues of which no other native of the west 
understood a word.

He knew what the greatest American historian, Bancroft, had written: ‘The 
establishment of the Society of Jesus by Ignatius of Loyola was contemporary 
with the early progress of the Reformation. It reached its perfect organisation 
when the first full edition of Calvin’s Institutes saw the light. The vows of the 
Jesuits were poverty, chastity, obedience and constant readiness to go on missions 
against heresy and heathenism. In addition to this, their cloisters became the best 
schools in the world. Immediately on the institution of the order their 
missionaries enkindled with a heroism that defied every danger and endured every
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toil, made their way to the ends of the earth. They set up the emblem of man’s 
salvation on the Moluccas, in Japan, in India and Tibet, in Cochin China and 
China. They penetrated Ethiopia and reached the Abyssinians. They planted 
missions among the Kaffirs. In California, on the banks of the Maranon, on the 
plains of Paraguay, they invited the wildest barbarians to the civilisation of 
Christianity.’

“ He knew that another distinguished American historian, William Hackling 
Prescott, after citing at great length Mr. Bancroft’s eloquent eulogies of the 
Jesuits had said: ‘The character of this order and their fortunes form one of the 
most remarkable objects for contemplation to be met with in human history, 
springing up, as it were, to prop the crumbling edifice of Catholicism, when it was 
reeling under the first shocks of the Reformation, it took up its residence 
indifferently within the precincts of palaces or on the boundless plains and forests 
of the wilderness. It held the consciences of civilised monarchs in its keeping, and 
directed their councils, while at the same time it was gathering barbarian nations 
beneath its banners and pouring the light of Christian civilisation into the 
remotest and darkest corners of the globe.’

“ All this and much more he knew and so he invited the Fathers to his 
Vicariate and it was a happy day for him and for South Africa when they reached 
Grahamstown.

What they have since achieved here in the educational field you all know. 
The little mustard seed of 1876 has grown into a great tree — 1400 youths trained 
in loyalty to God and country, a well-spring of Catholicity, a great centre of 
intellectual life, made perfect by Religious Truth — established here in our midst. 
All this is a source of joy and gladness to those who love God and virtue. This is 
the day the Lord hath made. Let us be glad and rejoice in it. Give praise to the 
Lord, for He is good, for His mercy endureth for ever.

And in claiming for myself a little share in the deep feeling of joy and 
exuberance of gladness inspired by this Jubilee I cordially felicitate the Fathers of 
St. Aidan’s, its alumni, past and present, on all the good that God’s blessing has 
enabled this College to achieve during the semi-centennial, on the impulse it has 
given to our Holy religion, a religion identified down the ages with all that is 
venerable, all that is true in faith and morals, all that is sound in philosophy and 
science, all that is beautiful in art.

“ So for so many blessings we humbly raise our hearts in thanksgiving to the 
giver of every good and perfect gift; borrowing the words of the Sacred Liturgy, 
we say, “ Gratias agamus domino Deo nostro” . To the King of Ages, immortal 
and invisible, to God alone be honour and glory.”

And, after the traditional Past and Present cricket match, and the rocket 
display, enlivened by a performance given by the band of the First City Regiment, 
it was left to Father Verdin to sum up the heartfelt feeling of everyone in his 
simple toast to the “Old Boys” at the Re-union Dinner.

“ I do not claim that, as a body, Aidanites are perfectly spotless, but they are 
a body of men of which St. Aidan’s has every reason to be proud.”

It could equally be said that Father Verdin was a man of whom the Old 
Aidanites might be proud. On 24th September, 1931 the College was honoured to 
celebrate with him the Golden Jubilee of his entry into the Society of Jesus. “ Old 
Quoits” had always intended to be a missionary amongst the natives of Southern
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Africa, possibly having been stimulated by the departure of the Zambesi Mission 
only two short years before his entry into the Jesuit Society. He arrived at 
Dunbrody as a student in 1886 and was transferred to St. Aidan’s three years 
later, to begin what was to become his life’s work. He became involved in 
practically every aspect of College life, teaching, prefecting, coaching sports, 
acting as choir master. He returned to Europe at the end of 1894 to complete his 
studies, was ordained in 1897 and returned to St. Aidan’s in 1900, where he 
remained (in his “ temporary” capacity) until his death in 1955. He had already in 
1931 given up active class teaching because of his advancing age, having achieved 
a brilliant success story in training boys for maths examinations, in which hardly 
anyone ever failed. Subsequently he became Spiritual Father. He was also for 
many years, the Secretary of the St. Aidan’s Union.

In his later years, when completely blind, Father Verdin nevertheless was still 
able to find his way around the College property and astonished both past and 
present boys by the keenness of his memory for voices. He seldom failed to place 
anyone who had ever passed through his hands. The dedication of an altar to him 
in the Chapel by the Union after his death seemed as natural a corollary as his 
presence had always been for over fifty years.

Economic climates fluctuate as rapidly as the weather. Yet even in the 
context of the notorious Grahamstown climatic vagaries, the dramatic collapse of 
the College economic fortunes is startling. There seemed to be, after 1926, a 
temporary feeling of anti-climax, made worse by a number of losses and 
emotional upsets.

The deaths of Sir Charles Coghlan, Father McTernan and Edward Niland, 
all founder-boys, seemed to signify in a positive way, the end of an era. A severe 
drought in 1927, which prevented use of the swimming pool, increased the general 
depression as did the tragic drowning of Luigi Morelli, whilst on a picnic in the 
Belmont Valley. A silly squabble, which nevertheless went as far as the bishop, 
between rector and parish priest over the availability of St. Aidan’s boys as alter 
servers at St. Patrick’s was symptomatic of the time. And the replacement of 
Father Stapleton as rector by Father Richard Corish at the end of 1928 did not 
help to maintain continuity. It led, in passing, to the gradual decline and ultimate 
demise of the College museum which he had done much to encourage. At his first 
St. Aidan’s Day banquet, the new rector felt sufficiently strongly motivated to 
speak out publicly against the use of bad language amongst the boys. Similarly, 
the transfer of Father (“ Fiery” ) Furniss back to Britain was a severe blow, not 
only to College cricket but also to the aspiring rugby footballers, in that they lost 
one of the best coaches the College had even been fortunate enough to enjoy. He 
had also served as C.O. of the cadets. Indeed, in retrospect, the brightest spot 
during these few years was the introduction in 1930 of Sunday afternoon hockey. 
This was an instant success, the beginning of a rise to local pre-eminence in the 
sport. Perhaps equally important, the revival of boxing in the same year under the 
coaching of the ex-lightweight champion of South Africa, Mr. Ellmore, also 
sowed the seeds of future greatness.

Meantime the number of boys slowly declined down to 74 in 1932 and below 
60 in 1933, when the full impact of the world-wide depression had reached the
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shores of South Africa. Father Corish and the rest of the Jesuit Community had 
become defeatist and disheartened long before the rumours of closure began to 
circulate early in 1933, as the correspondence between himself and his Superior, 
Father P. Beisly in Salisbury, testifies. On this occasion, as opposed to the 
decision of the 1960’s there is little doubt that the impetus towards closure was an 
internal rather than an external force and that the local Jesuits, or at least most of 
them, actively encouraged the decision of the English Superior to advise the 
Superior General to close down. It was, in fact, absolutely decided by the 
Superior General in Rome that St. Aidan’s should close at this time. The 
arguments in favour of this were two-fold and pressing and both, incidentally, 
were equally valid when the ultimate decision was taken in 1973. They did not 
apply with the same force when the Jesuits decided to withdraw in the 1960’s, 
when other factors come into the picture.

The first problem concerned numbers. The number of pupils had steadily 
declined from 145 in 1916 to below 60 in 1933. The reason could not have been 
entirely financial — although the depression was an obvious factor in 1932 and 
1933 — since the decline had already achieved a serious momentum before the 
depression had begun. It was clear that when St. Aidan’s was the only Catholic 
boarding school in the country, demand for its services was steady, but by 1932 
every major centre in the country possessed schools, catering often for both 
boarders and day scholars and offering an education which, if not entirely 
Catholic, in the sense that those of other denominations were excluded, was at 
least operated under the aegis of the Church, generally staffed by religious 
personnel. Given the availability of an adequate Catholic education near to the 
home, it was reasonable to suppose that many parents would find the added 
incentive of an “ all-Catholic” Jesuit education at considerable distance not really 
worth the added expense and loss of personal contact with their sons. At the local 
school a much greater parental involvement was possible. There was at least the 
inference, therefore, that the availability of Catholic boarding schools in the 
country was beginning to exceed the demand for places in them.

Secondly, there was a clear and immediate problem facing St. Aidan’s. In 
spite of the glowing picture of only a few years earlier, the College was almost 
bankrupt with no obvious improvement in sight. “ Financially we are on the 
rocks.” 70

It is quite clear, in retrospect, that the visit by the Zambesi Superior, Father 
Biesly, late in 1932, when he presented the prizes at the end of the school session, 
was motivated by more than the superficial honour done to him. It is probable 
that the Community was noticed on this occasion that the College would close at 
the end of 1933. Certainly, rumours to his effect began to circulate very shortly 
afterwards.

The bishops had also heard the news. Although it remains true to say that 
they had not really given practical support to the College — in the sense, for 
example, of providing bursaries from diocesan funds or encouraging their parish 
priests to do so locally, or even by insisting on local, clerical encouragement (and 
many local clergy were opposed to St. Aidan’s right to the end on the grounds of 
“ elitism”), yet they now rallied to the overall cause of Catholic education at their 
General Conference in 1933 —

“ The Ecclesiastical Authorities of South Africa, assembled in General
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Conference, records its concern and deep regret at the contemplated closure of 
St. Aidan’s College, Grahamstown, where for more than half a century the 
Society of Jesus has, despite great difficulties and at considerable sacrifice, 
rendered incalculable service to the cause of exclusively Catholic education.

The Ordinaries express their admiration at the Jesuit Fathers’ devotedness to 
an ideal so dear to the Holy See, grateful appreciation of the Catholic spirit with 
which the students have been imbued, and it is the united hope of the Ordinaries 
that the College may not only continue but be outstanding among the best 
educational institutions in this country.”

This document was adopted unanimously on 14th February, 1933, when it 
was ordered to be sent to the Very Reverend Father Superior and signed on behalf 
of all by Bishop McSherry.

The Old Aidanites also actively entered the fray. There were two meetings in 
Johannesburg, one in September at which the guest-of-honour was the Mayor of 
Grahamstown, Mr. W.P. Bond, a staunch St. Aidan's supporter, who had 
already written to Father Corish expressing the support of the city, and a second 
in October, at which Father Corish was present to explain the whole situation in 
detail. At this meeting the idea of a separate Preparatory School was first mooted 
and enthusiastically welcomed. A College brochure was also to be published by 
the Old Boys. The vigorous recruiting activity of the Old Aidanites in the 
Johannesburg area under Tom Kinna and the gradual revival of interest in other 
areas as their example was emulated played a considerable part in the survival of 
the College at this stage.

At the same time, there was also other activity going on behind the scenes. 
As far back as February, 1931, when the number of boys was around ninety, the 
eminent Jesuit preacher and writer, Father C.C. Martindale, had visited St. 
Aidan’s to assess the situation. He had become convinced that the retention of St. 
Aidan’s was a vital factor in the growth of the Church in South Africa.

During this visit Father Martindale first made the acquaintance of George 
Wynne (later the Hon. Mr. Justice Wynne). Coincidentally, both were deeply 
involved in Pax Romana, of which Father Martindale was Director of Spanish 
Affairs, a field of considerable significance in the years immediately preceding the 
Spanish Civil War. When both were later received in private audience by Pope 
Pius XI, in connection with Spanish issues, Father Martindale, with the 
concurrence of the English Provincial who had reconsidered, personally made a 
strong appeal to his Holiness to overrule the Jesuit decision. It is known that the 
Father General was interviewed by the Pope shortly afterwards and there 
followed the decision to continue with St. Aidan’s.

It was unfortunate for Father Corish that he was obliged to follow in the 
footsteps of the distinguished Father Stapleton; it was doubly unfortunate that 
his period of office should co-incide with the worst economic depression in 
modern times. Yet it remains that he did not really rise to the occasion. Morale 
was poor and the vicious circle of waning numbers, leading to poor sporting and 
academic results intensified. Apart from some good dramatic performances, a 
win over the Rhodes University hockey side in 1931 and the first boxing victory 
against St. Andrew’s College in 1932 there was little to enthuse about. There was
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not even an athletics meeting in 1933. Father Corish was not apparently worried: 
"It was always a pleasure to witness the boys’ success in studies and sport, but the 
College’s main work was to train them in religion and to turn out Catholic 
gentlemen whose principles and noble deeds would have an influence on those 
with whom they came into contact” , as he put it to the Old Aidanites in Port 
Elizabeth in 1931.71 This was no way to encourage an increase in numbers, as was 
quickly realised. “ Here, at College, the boys were prepared for the battles they 
would have to fight in the world” , contradicted Father Turner at the St. Aidan’s 
Day Banquet the following year. Father Corish was recalled to Britain in June, 
1934 leaving behind him the new Playroom, complete with billiard table and the 
exciting news that not only was the College to continue but that a new junior 
department with a resident matron was to be opened in 1935. He was replaced in 
August by Father Austin Ganley.

1934 was a year of recovery, of consolidation and of measles (when twelve 
unfortunates ate their St. Aidan’s Day banquet in the quarantined confines of the 
“ small dorm” to which they had been banished.) It saw, too, the completion of 
the two playrooms, senior and junior, the installation of hot water showers and 
the provision of cubicles for most of the upper division. It ushered in a new spirit 
within the College, which, under an excellent set of prefects (D. Reilly, J. 
Sumner, B. Watson and A. Dwyer), led to a vastly improved, largely voluntary 
discipline and sense of awareness. The Old Aidanites under Deane Archer, 
promised full support. Bursary schemes were instituted. Father Ganley personally 
went on successful recruiting tours, resulting in a dramatic increase in numbers to 
around 200. A “ Talkie Machine” was purchased, ostensibly for the convenience 
of home movies, in reality as a form of censorship, part of the “ Cleaner Films” 
campaign. It arrived the following Easter.

In keeping with the general feeling of relief and optimism, 1935 was not 
merely a repeat of previous good years, but instead saw several innovations and 
pointers to continued progress. For the first time since 1921 the number of 
boarders passed the century mark. This was the year in which Father Ord 
celebrated his twenty-fifth year at St. Aidan’s. It saw the first St. Aidan’s banquet 
at which ladies — staff members — were ever present. It saw the introduction of a 
House system, the three Houses being named Ricards, Bridge & Law (Loyola, 
Kostka and Xavier in the Prep.). It saw the new “ bioscope” in action in the hall. 
It saw the first broadcast from the College Chapel, instigated by Father Fanley, 
who had himself written to the broadcasting authorities requesting the privilege. 
Surprisingly, it was agreed that broadcasts, in English or Afrikaans only (except 
for the ‘O Salutaris’ and ‘Tantum Ergo’) might be made every six weeks. Sunday 
24th November therefore saw the beginning of an epoch, the first ever broadcast 
from a Catholic Church in South Africa. It was an outstanding success, bringing 
in about a hundred letters of appreciation from all over the country and 
instituting what was to become one of the finest aspects of St. Aidan’s tradition. 
It saw Old Aidanites distinguishing themselves in various fields: W. Kerr qualified 
as an Ear, Nose and Throat specialist, A. Lindenburg became Manager of South 
African Airways, S. Coughlan was appointed as cartoonist to the Cape Times, 
J.B. Robertson was chosen for the Springbok cricket team against Australia. It
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saw, sadly, the departure of the music master, E.A. Abbott, after thirty years of 
service to the College and the deaths of Fathers Buckland, Quirk and Kilroe, 
three of the old stalwarts of the early days. But, overshadowing all else, it saw the 
opening of the new Preparatory School.

As a result of the “ baby-snatching” activities of Father Ganley, the ‘Prep’ 
contained 28 boarders and 3 day boys during the first year. The old hostel across 
the road from College formed the nucleus of its buildings which rapidly expanded 
to meet the new need. The “ Blue Dorm” was begun immediately and “ Prep” 
caught the early attention of the City with an electrifying performance of its first 
play, “ Old Mother Shoe” , so setting a standard which was inevitably going to be 
very difficult to maintain. Unforgettable too, was the classic boxing match 
between T. Delius and P. Leask in which the former, although weighing in at only 
45 lbs yet managed to hold his heavier (50 lb.) opponent to an honourable draw.

Father Austin Ganley spent nine years as Rector. FI is was undoubtedly the 
inspiration which made the recovery of St. Aidan’s possible. During his period of 
office, constantly in ill-health — for even as a teenager he suffered from heart 
trouble — he developed the College along every possible line. In between his 
annual pilgrimages recruiting boys from all over the country he levelled the new 
playing fields at Bucklands, renovated and altered the pavilion to provide for 
change-rooms, built the balcony around the swimming pool, put down a turf 
wicket, the first in Grahamstown, sank the bore-holes, renovated the College 
buildings and completed the terracing of the quadrangle, provided study-cubicles 
for the senior boys, built the music rooms and a new classroom on the site of the 
old “ Red House” , equipped a sanatorium with a resident sister installed and 
provided the Prep, with its own chapel and dining-room. He also established 
several academic bursaries and spread the religious influence of the school 
through its regular religious broadcasts.

In spite of all this he managed to find sufficient time to become heavily 
involved in the affairs of Grahamstown, serving on several public bodies, 
including the Hospital Board and Rhodes University Council. His failing health 
which necessitated his transfer to Salisbury in 1943 was a severe blow. “ After nine 
years of Rectorship he had brought St. Aidan’s to a most enviable position of 
spiritual, academic and sporting achievement. The numbers had risen from some 
seventy to about two hundred. And, perhaps most important, the morale was 
high. Sober opinion sees in him St. Aidan’s second founder.” 72

Inspired by their rector and also by the continuing good fortunes of the Old 
Boys — in a period which saw Stratford become Chief Justice, C. Twomey 
selected to referee a world heavyweight wrestling title fight, S. Quinlan the only 
Catholic in the House of Assembly, Eric “ Ginger” Stewart setting a world record 
for shaft sinking on the West Rand Consolidated Mine and numerous other 
distinctions, professional and sporting — the boys responded nobly. Sporting 
results were good and were encouraged by the decision to award “ colours” from 
1937. There was a spate of new athletic records, excellent academic results and 
superb singing by the choir. Several boys became triallists, for the provincial 
sporting sides, Ken Dymond being chosen for the Eastern Province Hockey team 
whilst still in matric. Even the introduction in 1938 of formal detention for 
malefactors in standards 4 and 5 did not dampen the overall enthusiasm which 
characterised the years immediately preceding the Second World War.
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CHAPTER X

ST. AIDAN’S, THE SECOND WORLD W AR,
PINNACLE & DECLINE

Although the Old Aidanite Sylvester Quinlan was the only English speaker in 
the House of Assembly to vote in favour of the neutrality of South Africa (he 
later changed his mind), his views were in no way a reflection of the attitude either 
of the Old Boys or of the College itself. The boys generously agreed to forego the 
award of prizes “ for the duration” , the proceeds being donated to war charities, 
whilst their elders flocked to the colours. Indeed, for Martin Kennedy, who had 
first come to St. Aidan's in 1895, it was a third effort, for he had also joined up 
both in 1900 and 1914, a distinction shared by Digby Fraser.

The first Old Aidanite actually to see active service was the dentist Jack 
McMenamin, who was a staff officer in East Africa and eventually rose to 
command the First Royal Natal Carbineers. He was killed in 1941 by a stray bullet 
whilst observing an action, another early Abyssinian casualty being the hockey 
goalkeeper John Miller, aged only seventeen, who had left school early in order to 
enlist.

With over four hundred Old Aidanites on active service, it was virtually 
impossible to record all their various exploits, Two Military Crosses were 
awarded to Lieutenant Vernon Garde and Regimental Sergeant Major Charles 
Gudgeon, and the Distinguished Flying Cross to Captain R. Collingwood. Six 
others, Capt. R. Connell, Trooper C. Hussey, W.O.l. J. O’Grady, Lt. Col. O. 
Flemmer, R.S.M. B. McDermott and P. Nicholl were mentioned in dispatches. 
1 wenty eight became prisoners of war and a further thirty four laid down their 
lives. The Roll of Honour reads (with the date of starting at St. Aidan’s in 
parenthesis) —

John Austin-Smith (’34) Kevin Kelly (’37)
lan Berry (’36) John Lamb (’24)
Cuthbert Brand (’17) Cyril Madden (’10)
Charles Brown (’25) Derek Mahoney (’34)
Robert Connell (’18) Rudston Maytham (’36)
Denis Cuff (’36) John McMenamin (’12)
Eric Curran (’30) Bernard McCarthy (’26)
Peter Delius (’31) Robert McWilliams (’36)
Wilfrid Flemmer (’31) John Miller (’38)
Howard Funkey (’37) Vivian Neylan (’16)
Bernard Greeff (’36) Kevin O’Brien (’35)
Nigel Gunyon (’37) Patrick Reilly (’26)
Arthur Harrison (’03) Charles Ryan (’31)
Malcolm Jack (’23) Ernest Sargent (’27)
Arthur Jones (’38) Ronayne Stopford (’21)
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John Sumner 
Francis Thornton

(’32)
( ’20)

Gerald Wiilats 
Christopher Wilmot

(’29)
(’31)

The war seemed, in reality, to be very remote as St. Aidan’s concentrated on 
its normal pursuits with greater than usual success. The cricketing feats of 
Gunther Stemmier in 1940, including 95 against St. Andrew’s, the much 
improved rugby team of the same year, the Prep, aviary and the start on their 
own chapel and refectory in 1941, the three consecutive athletics championships 
won by E.A. (Jinks) Mather-Pike from 1942-44, whilst his younger brother Paul 
followed his footsteps in Prep, the departure of Father Ganley to St. George’s 
College and the arrival of the new rector Father Bernard Whiteside at the 
beginning of 1944, the introduction of Latin into College, Chapel radio 
broadcasts in 1943, when the fiftieth broadcast — a Sunday Compline — went 
over the air, the celebrations marking the centenary of St. Patrick’s Church in 
July 1944, that record hockey year when the team won fourteen and drew one 
game out of fifteen fixtures and were all awarded colours, the retiral from the 
Prep, of Mrs. Bennewith, at the end of 1945, were all landmarks claiming 
immediate attention and recognition.

St. Aidan’s was booming. The school was full to capacity w ith over 200 boys 
on the roll, so much so that from 1944 onwards entry was limited to Standard III 
and above, and Standard VI was kept at the Prep, in 1945, because there was not 
enough accommodation in the College proper. In fact, few of the Prep, leavers 
applied for the College that year and the Rector felt impelled to point out to the 
Old Aidanites at the Annual General Meeting of the Johannesburg branch in 
August 1944, that although he appreciated the support of the Catholic parents, 
they would have to realise that if St. Aidan’s was to compare with the top private 
schools, there would have to be improvements in several areas notably reading 
rooms, a better hall, tennis and squash courts, a prefects’ room, more kitchen 
and storage space and a dining room for the Community. Further, a new 
Preparatory School would have to be considered. This bait was swallowed by the 
Union President, Michael Gallwey who suggested that the Union sponsor a new 
Prep, as a memorial to Old Aidanites who had lost their lives in the Second World 
War. Obviously, though, this was a most ambitious scheme which would have to 
be very carefully considered, not least by the Jesuit authorities in England whose 
ultimate responsibility any such project would be. In any event, as Father 
Whiteside pointed out: “ . . . postwar education seemed to be undergoing 
exhaustive review, both in England and South Africa, so that the future position 
of private schools was uncertain.” 73

In Britain, the “ Beveridge Report” which had first appeared in November, 
1942 made the telling point that the evil of “ want” — poverty — was only a part 
cause of human distress, which also involved such other considerations as 
unemployment, disease, lack of education and inadequate housing, for all of 
which Government must accept responsibility in the post-war world. This blue
print for social justice was to be the foundation of the subsequent Welfare State 
which emerged once the war was over. A crucial part of it, the Education Act of 
1944, was revolutionary in that for the first time all British children were to be 
offered equality of opportunity by being educated according to their “ age, ability
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and aptitude” . This was completely contrary to the previous requirement which 
provided only for basic skills in reading, writing and arithmetic. Now, no child 
was to be prevented from having an education to as high a level as it could 
profitably reach and generous grants were made available at the higher levels to 
make this possible. (In fact, inevitably, there was still intense competition at the 
top and not all who qualified for university education could be guaranteed a 
place, least of all in the more prestigious universities and faculties.) Government 
schools were free but private fee-paying schools continued as an alternative, 
although during those periods when the Labour Government was in power they 
were actively discouraged. Similarly, the Act provided for the continuation of 
fully subsidised denominational schools for parents whose preference this was. 
Completely private fee-paying Catholic schools such as the Jesuit Colleges of 
Stonyhurst and Beaumont, co-existed therefore, with local Catholic schools 
maintained with government funds and offering a genuinely free education to 
their pupils. Although this was not the case in South Africa, where subsidy was a 
Provincial matter varying from one authority to another, it may well be that the 
English Province was already seriously re-thinking its position in the educational 
field and that Father Whiteside’s comment was a definite straw in the wind of 
Jesuit change.

In the event, the scheme for a new Prep, was not followed up by the Union 
which opted instead for a memorial plaque in the Chapel and a bursary fund. A 
new Preparatory School was certainly not a feasible economic proposition, not 
least when the new Rector Father Townsend, whilst praising Father Whiteside at 
the Easter Reunion in 1949, was still indicating the financial situation to be 
unsatisfactory, a most alarming comment considering that the school was full. 
Much more important, both from a practical and parental point of view was the 
decision in 1946 to go over to a three term year. Not oniy did this substantially 
reduce transport costs, but also made it possible to prepare a full programme of 
sporting fixtures against the other private schools which already operated under 
this system.

Meantime the school continued full. Father Verdin, now totally blind, 
celebrated the Golden Jubilee of his ordination in 1947, having calculated that he 
had said 17,000 masses at St. Aidan’s. His greatest happiness, he claimed, was 
spreading the devotion to the Sacred Heart amongst the boys. Two tragedies 
marred life at the Prep when Gerald Whitaker died during the influenza epidemic 
of that year and Dario Acquaroni drowned in the Douglas Dam. Boxing 
flourished, with Antony Goller completing an unbeaten school career in 1948. (A 
feat equalled by B. Brewer in 1952.) The following year saw the arrival of the first 
two Schoenstatt sisters, Sisters Hedwina and Bertholdis, to run the laundry, 
sanatorium and the like, the hundredth broadcast of the choir and the emergence 
of Ralph Liddiard as the best boxer of the year. The rector was also able to boast 
that of the 61 candidates entered for matriculation over the previous three years 
only 4 had failed, the remainder scoring 21 firsts, 20 seconds and 16 thirds, with a 
total of 30 distinctions. With the ordination of two new priests, J. Connellan and 
Barton Watson S.J., the number of Old Aidanite priests reached 32. On the 
secular front, Vernon Powys inherited the title of Baron Lilford, the first of two 
Old Aidanite peers, the other being Gordon MacKenzie, Baron of Redcastle. By 
1950, Claude Beckett had become Mayor of Johannesburg, a further crop of
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O. A’s were playing provincial sport, the school was full to capacity and there was 
a substantial waiting list for the next two years.

There now arose the curious situation for a Jesuit College, of the oldest staff 
member with twenty-five years service as organist, being a woman! Miss Vera 
Moody was suitably honoured in 1951, the year which contemporary boys will 
remember as that in which the punishment of “ lines” was abolished in favour of 
labour in the grounds.

Bishop Boyle’s first appearance at St. Aidan’s in the same year elicited a 
curious statistic from him to the effect that Catholics in South Africa numbered 
only 15% of the population and that St. Aidan’s catered for only 2% of the 
Catholic children at school. However unintentional, this inference of relative 
numerical unimportance even in the contest of praising their achievements, was at 
least unfortunate thinking. The rector, now Father Smithies reinforced this the 
following year. “ . . . I have spent the past couple of months steadily refusing 
applications, as we are already full to overflowing for next year. We are a small 
school and it is our settled policy to remain so.” Although the reasons for this as 
presented by the rector, were essentially academic, hinging on the better service 
available when classes where small, there was another aspect in the background 
which was brought into focus at the prize-giving in 1952 — “ There is one matter 
that I feel must be brought to your notice and it is the debt which we at St. 
Aidan’s owe to the English Province. The Province has come to our assistance in 
no uncertain fashion, and had it not been for their extraordinary generous terms 
and without constant support from England, we could not have carried on. I feel 
it our duty to put our house right with England before embarking on any new 
financial schemes.” Yet the scheme for a new Prep, had not entirely been shelved 
and rumours of a £50,000 outlay on this were in circulation. An Architect’s 
drawing, dated 1952, of a grandiose three-storey building is in the possession of 
the author.

Nevertheless, a more definite policy decision now had to be made. The 
numbers — 224 boarders plus 15 day boys — in 1953 and the prospect of only 
four or five vacancies in 1954 (there were 83 boarders and 7 day boys at Prep), 
coupled with the demand, made expansion virtually essential. The alternative was 
stagnation and a steadily increasing cost per boy ratio as overheads inevitably 
increased without being spread over greater numbers. The unfortunate long-term 
policy of matching income to costs was now beginning to bite. There was no 
capital reserve to cushion the shocks of major expenditure nor of increasing costs. 
The optimum number for a successful and viable school is uncertain — yet it 
would seem to be at least some hundred or two more than the St. Aidan’s roll at 
the time. But could revenue be maintained and increased over the long period 
necessary to pay off capital debt and interest? Although re-iterating that there 
were no plans to enlarge the College, the scheme for the new Prep was now laid 
before the Union at its Easter gathering for its consideration. Father Smithies’ 
comments were either not entirely correct or else they were being rapidly 
overtaken by events.

Meantime less ambitious schemes were carried out. The existing sanatorium 
at the Prep was converted into a dormitory for twenty boys and improvements 
made to the chapel. More importantly, to the design of architect Paul Nevay, an 
Old Aidanite, the new sanatorium was constructed. It was sited on the old
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bowling green in the college grounds and contained one wing of single rooms for 
retired priests (Fathers Verdin and Ord now took up residence there for the short 
time prior to their deaths in 1955), a suite for a nursing sister and three private 
wards for sick staff and boys who required isolation. Another wing housed the 
main ward of fifteen beds for both College and Prep. Off this was the sisters’ 
chapel with a plate glass window to enable patients to participate in the services. 
All wards had french windows to a sun terrace which was sheltered from the 
wind. Furnishings and equipment were lavish. This was in a sense, the memorial 
to Father Smithies, who, broken in health, now sought relief of office. Fie was 
replaced by Fr Anthony Williams who took the bull by the horns. — “ In general, 
one can say that at the moment St. Aidan’s is going through an awkward period. 
For years, we have aimed at being a small school — a one-stream school. But 
increasing overheads have made it clear that it is impossible to run a school on 
these lines. So my predecessor packed the school to capacity; and now wc are 
neither a one-stream nor a two-stream school: and Fr Smithies’ last words to me 
were, “ Don’t forget, you’ve just got to build.”

“ Nexi year there will be six classes with only 20 boys in each: that is 
delightful but very uneconomical. Hence we shall have to find the 
accommodation for a posi-matriculation class. The number of those asking to 
enter assures us that given the accommocation, we shall be able to fill these 
classes. So a building project is under way . . .” 74

And so one of the seeds of the ultimate disaster was sown in very fertile 
ground.

Unaware of what was to transpire, the College continued its satisfactory 
routine. It mourned the passing of the two “ indestructibles” . Fathers Verdin and 
Ord, as well as the famous Springbok soccer and cricket Old Aidanite, Gerald 
Hartigan, won all its bouts at the Round Table boxing tournament in the City 
Hall and dared to undertake a rugby tour to Rhodesia, the first tour by any 
College team since the cricketing adventures of the 1920’s. A Prep choir was 
formed, not though, with any remarkable success and, with some trepidation, a 
pet club saw the light, albeit on a diminutive scale, the larger carnivores and 
amphibians being strictly banned.

1956 was in retrospect, the historical turning-point of the fortunes of St. 
Aidan’s. It was the Year of the Great Squeeze, the Year of the Bulldozer, the 
Year of the New Wing, the Year of the New Field in Somerset Heights. In this 
Silver Jubilee of the Rector, Father Williams, his Annual Report was a glow ing 
one, full of hope for the future:

“ At the moment, St. Aidan’s is in the process of development from a small 
school to a medium sized school . . .  we were forced to the decision by sheer 
economic reasons. Nowadays it is impossible to run a small school and overheads 
are so great that they must be spread out over as many as possible. At the moment 
we could fit in another 50 boys if we brought our classes up to an economic 
number, without increasing our overheads. And the boys are waiting to come, 
which was the second reason that determined us to expand. Apparently, either 
there are not enough school places in the country, or parents are so keen on
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getting the kind of education given in the private Church Schools that the demand 
for places is greater than we can supply. As the sole all-Catholic school in the 
country we felt that we had to expand so that as many as possible could have the 
advantage of the kind of education that we provide . . . Hence the new building 
. . . Only a dream a year ago . . .  It is going to give us dormitory space for 102 
boys plus ten Post Matriculation rooms, plus five classrooms and all the 
accompanying extras. When the w hole is finished we hope to be 240 at the College 
i.e. we will have a double stream running from Grammar to Rhetoric, with a few 
staying on after their matric. We do not want to be larger than that, for we think 
that with those numbers we shall still be able to keep the individual touch . . .” 

“ There will be one great advantage in the new Wing; we shall be able to 
observe more fully the custom of the Society of Jesus in its Colleges. There must 
be divisions of some sort in every school of any size; and our custom is to have the 
divisions horizontally instead of vertically, as is the custom in the English Public 
School system. Over the last 400 years it has been found a very satisfactory 
system, by which boys of the same age groups are together and divided — by 
fairly tenuous lines granted — from those older or younger than themselves. Thus 
in future the Lower Line will be over at the Prep school, the Middle Line will be 
housed in the present College buildings and the Higher Line in the new w ing. Of 
course it is not strict apartheid — there is a certain commingling in the Chapel, 
the refectory and to some extent on the playing fields; but in general each age has 
its own problems and its own disciplinary needs: those of a boy of thirteen differ 
very considerably from those of a boy of seventeen: and to herd them together in 
one common lump under exactly the same rules is not an ideal arrangement. . .” 

Although the bull-dozing and general mayhem created by the construction of 
the New Wing was a constant source of entertainment, at least to the boys, the 
continued delays in the building were eventually a source of general frustration. 
The school opening in February 1957 was delayed for a week so that the new 
refectory would be ready. It was, but only just, the old refectory becoming a 
temporary dormitory. Numbers were now 182 at College, including 6 day boys 
and 110 at Prep including 10 day scholars, a grand total of 292. Meantime 
arrangements had been made for the formal opening of the building at Easter by 
Bishop Green. This took place, although the wing was in an incomplete stale. 
Only in May did the new classrooms come into operation, w ith Fathers Prime and 
Fdmonstone in residence in two community rooms on the top floor. The original 
sole inhabitants, three post-matrics, had been flooded out early in March, and 
forced to spend the rest of the term in the front parlour. The actual dormitories 
were still not ready and there was much speculation about who would have the 
honour of first sleeping in them. In the event this went to the Michaelhouse rugby 
team which was accommodated there on their visit on July 6th. Also installed in 
the refectory was a large painting of the Virgin and Child which was donated by 
Mrs. I. de Spa. The unknown artist is clearly one of the Murillo School and it is 
known that the painting had been in the de Spa family for over three hundred 
years. A large crucifix from Oberammergau also placed in the refectory was 
donated by Rohan Irwin in memory of his mother.

As early as November 1954, Father Smithies had suggested to the architect of 
the New Wing that some thought should be given to the construction of a Senior 
Block for the two matriculation classes.75 At that time the suggested siting was
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“ that stretch of ground on the Sanatorium side of the College, in front of the 
kitchen.” This would have obscured the original buildings on the town side.

Subsequently, Father Williams, in planning for the future, envisaged 
elaborate developments in which the New Wing could be only a part. The new 
Prep. — never built — and later on a new Hall, also to be no more than an 
architect’s drawing, were also being envisaged. The immediate objective was 
clear; at a cost of not more than £50,000, no less than 23,000 square feet of 
accommodation was to be provided to incorporate provisions for an additional 
extra floor in due course and, more immediately, to provide dormitories for fifty 
boys, cubicles for a further fifty, all the necessary classrooms, common rooms, 
dining rooms, masters’ facilities, sanitation and the post-matriculation project of 
ten private rooms plus separate common room, library and ablutions.

It was immediately clear to the architect that the financial restriction 
imposed on him made it quite impossible to construct the new building out of 
stone in order to match the existing structures. The figure was not arbitary but 
represented the amount of debt which could be repaid from the fees of the 
occupants assuming it was full. Since it would have to be a modern edifice 
consisting largely of glass (this, in itself, of course, being highly advantageous 
from the point of view of light and airiness) it was clearly undesirable to site it 
conspicuously in stark contrast to its fellows: hence the ultimate decision to 
change the site and place it relatively in the background, using the area then 
vacant, which had previously been servants’ quarters. The plan did involve 
excavating a corner of the sportsfield, but as the new (Somerset Heights) Field 
had just been acquired, this was a minor consideration, more than offset by the 
opportunity to utilise the ground floor as a dining hall for the whole College in 
close proximity to the existing kitchen. In due course, it was hoped that further 
extensions would create a second quadrangle in the area and meantime the 
starkness of the block would be mellowed by judicious use of creepers and 
appropriate landscape gardening.

The replacement of Father Williams as Rector by Father Copeland at the end 
of 1958 seemed only to stimulate the flow of good fortune to the College. No less 
than five of the 1959 leavers proceeded to undertake further studies leading to the 
priesthood, four of them as Jesuits. This year also saw the launching of the 
Centenary Appeal, that remarkably successful fund operated by the St. Aidan’s 
Union which ultimately raised over R40,000, as a means of suitably celebrating 
the 1976 centenary of the College by providing for the outstanding major needs 
including such dreams as a new Prep., Science Block, Hall and extensions to the 
already overcrowded Chapel. Beginning in a small way at Port Elizabeth with a 
competition offering a car as prize, the enterprise blossomed into the Centenary 
Endowment Fund by which Old Aidanites and friends of the College were 
encouraged to take out endowment policies over a period of fifteen years, the 
policies to be ceded to the Fund so that at the end of the prescribed period or 
earlier death of the assured, the requisite sum plus bonuses would accrue to the 
Fund.

Even more was to come. Although deeply saddened by the deaths of Father
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Edmund Turner, that stalwart of thirty years service at the College and famous 
both for the choir and his hockey skills which earned him the nickname of 
“ Worm” , and of Father Peter Morris, killed on his motor-bike whilst returning 
from Port Elizabeth — and older people also regretted the passing of Campbell 
Goulding who had taught Afrikaans for several years until 1944 — the College 
rejoiced when John Consani won the Queen Victoria Prize for the best 
matriculation English essay. It also was delighted to learn that the Industrial Fund 
for Assistance to Private Schools (mainly the Anglo American Corporation) had 
agreed to subsidise in part a new Science Block which was to be built in 1961. 
Again Paul Nevay, assisted by the science master Father Croft, prepared the 
plans for the building which at one stage, was going to be simply an additional 
floor on top of the New Wing. The final new building provided some 5,600 
square feet of science accommodation for the disciplines of physics, chemistry 
and biology with post-matriculation facilities. Two thirds of 4,400 square feet was 
sponsored by the Industrial Fund, the balance having to be found by the College. 
Subsequently the Crewe Trust donated R2,000 towards this balance. The Science 
Block, as in the case of the New Wing, could also be enlarged at any time by the 
addition of another storey.

Subsequently in 1963 at a cost of Rl,400 mostly provided by Durban Old 
Aidanites and parents, the remarkable entrance plaque was erected. It is made of 
South African Pilkington Tiles, the design artist was a Catholic, Miss France 
Marot of Durban and the design was processed onto the tiles by the 
Grahamstown Potteries.

The essential purpose of the plaque is to affirm that the study of science is 
the study of the works of God and that the Church does not see any conflict 
therefore, between science and religion.

The design is summed up in the words which are written across the centre: 
WITHOUT HIM WAS MADE NOTHING THAT WAS MADE. The 
illustrations circle this fundamental inscription. On the left is our own galaxy. 
The Andromeda Nebula is at top centre with below it the globular star cluster of 
Hercules. Above right is the smoke ring Aquarius and beneath it is the Spiral 
Nebula (the Virgin), whilst at the extreme right is the large Magellanic Cloud.

In the left hand corner are the letters Alpha and Omega (Apocalypse 1 : 8) 
which represents God as the God of History, the Alpha being pronounced and the 
Omega in recession. Following on in a roughly evolutionary order are various 
forms of life including the coelocanth at the bottom left (in recognition of the 
discovery of this by a local scientist, the late Professor J.L.B. Smith). Man 
appears halfway up the right hand side, followed by two works of pre-Christian 
man (Stonehenge and the Pyramids). The cross, representing Christ and then 
some modern technological feats from St. Peter’s Church to a diagram 
representative of the atomic age. The gap which follows is itself significant in that 
it indicates that further progress must follow, this being also the reason why the 
Omega is in recess.

Although no-one could realise it at the time, this marked the end of building 
development at the College.
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Superficially, the year 1965 seemed routine. The Oppenheimers visited the 
new Science Block; Father Myerscough gave up the headship of the Prep on 
medical grounds and returned to teaching duties; two well-known personalities 
passed away - Father Philip Prime, the gardener-historian with the “ million 
dollar smile” and in December 1964 Mrs Kelly, the beloved founder-member of 
the Prep, who had taught the youngest class there throughout its existence. 
Meantime St. Aidan’s greatest swimmer, Robin Burnham was rewriting the 
record books at all levels. The twins, Richard and Michael Terry-Lloyd were 
appointed Captain and Vice-Captain respectively of the College.

More significant developments were taking place behind the scenes. It was 
officially recognised that the College had changed its policy of admitting only 
Catholic boys to its ranks: “ Though we did not see it at the time” explained 
Father Copeland at the Prize-Giving, “ this decision was almost made for us when 
in 1955 we built a building enabling us to take an extra 100 boys. Without 
announcing any change of policy, I have over the last three years, accepted 
several non-Catholics and they have been so happy here and added so much to the 
life of the school that I shall be surprised if this policy followed more widely is not 
productive of even more benefit.”

Secondly, in May, Father Pedro Arrupe S.J. an enthusiastic supporter of 
Vatican II, became the new General of the Society of Jesus. A Spaniard, who had 
been Superior of the Barcelona Province, he had latterly served as Provincial of 
the Province of Japan. But there were already straws in the wind as early as 1964. 
“ Now although throughout the world we are well known for our educational 
work” reported Father Copeland in 1964, “ we have in fact 3,(XX) different 
schools and 11,000 of our numbers are engaged in teaching (he also referred to 33 
universities and 566 secondary schools and colleges in 1966) — schoolmastering is 
only secondarily our task as Jesuits.” (author’s emphasis).

In fact Father Copeland had been nursing for three months the terrible secret 
that the official Visitor, Father Gordon George, who had spent a week at the 
College in July had already confirmed to him that the decision to close St. 
Aidan’s had already been taken.'1' He had not been previously consulted about 
the decision, nor, to his knowledge, were his views and comments given any 
subsequent weight in the bitter debate which was to follow. Meantime he found 
himself unable to give categorical assurances that the future education of boys 
entrusted to the College would be secure.

The second Vatican Council had opened late in 1962. (It continued until 
September 1965.) The consequences of Vatican II were profound and the full 
implications still perhaps not fully realised. In the first flush of reaction, though, 
it was clear that the Church found itself deeply committed to the problems and 
difficulties of the under-developed “ Third World” which had emerged from the 
unseemly haste and unpreparedness of the post-war colonial stampede to 
independence. Jesuit policy undoubtedly changed to encompass this trend. 
Indeed, in a widely quoted letter to the Provincials of South America on 12th 
December 1966 which has reached even the pages of the Encyclopaedia 
Britannica, Father Arrupe instructed them to set up an “ objective hierarchy of 
urgency” in their apostolic activities (even if that meant a loss of support from 
the bourgeoisie) and he followed this up a year later with another letter to the 
American Jesuits on race relations deploring the fact that there were so few negro
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Jesuits and recommending the setting up of Jesuit residences in poor negro 
sections of the major cities. In 1978, too, the English Province sold off its shares 
in Consolidated Gold Fields in South Africa,77 presumably as some form of 
protest as in recent years gold shares have been very desirable sources of 
investment. In this socio-policital climate, the provision of a highly privileged 
education to a relatively wealthy minority group, especially in a country where a 
policy of total racial segregation was being ever more firmly implemented, must 
inevitably have seemed to be not only out-of-step with contemporary opinion, 
but also possibly bad politics in the long term as well. Further, in circumstances 
where a Catholic education was already available to some extent, unnecessary 
duplication was to be avoided. This certainly explains why St George’s College in 
Salisbury which was pioneering multi-racial education as well as providing the 
only source of Catholic education for boys in Salisbury has survived to the 
present time. It would nevertheless be quite wrong to infer that St. Aidan’s was to 
be abandoned solely because it was not multi-racial or because it was geared to an 
“ elite,” The latter is true of all private schools to some degree and in any event, 
part of the recurrent financial problem was occasioned by the very fact that 
considerable numbers of boys were admitted either free or at greatly reduced fees, 
thus cancelling out the “ elitist” reality, if not the image.

In truth, St. Aidan’s was already running heavily into debt, for the 
repayment of the cost of the New Wing had depended on this part of the College 
containing its full complement of one hundred. The New W ing had actually cost 
some R 140,000 and the College share of the New Science Block amounted to a 
further R31,000. Deficits were R6,537 in 1963, and R8,038 in 1964. Although the 
balance sheet showed a nominal surplus of R14.891 in 1965, there was no 
provision made in that year for depreciation on the property. By early 1964 at the 
latest, the Rector, Father Copeland, had become convinced that the existing 
number of approximately sixty boys in the New Wing represented probably the 
maximum the College was ever likely to have. Indeed, his statistical analysis of 
the demand and supply of Catholic school places, especially for boarders (which 
this author entirely substantiates) suggested a future decline rather than 
improvement.78 It was therefore quite valid on economic grounds for the Jesuits 
to cut their losses by withdrawing from the scene, provided that adequate 
arrangements to eliminate the debt were made. Yet, “ even if this (financial 
problem) could have been settled, the decision to close would have been made.” 79 
Why? Overriding all other considerations, according to Father Rea, was the 
dismal reality of the calamitous fall in the number of vocations following on the 
Second Vatican Council.” Even though the Jesuit decision to withdraw from the 
College was taken well before the end of that Council it was already obvious that 
the immediate consequences of the Council might be unfortunate, at least 
temporarily. Inevitably the Council occasioned much questioning of established 
values and precedents, experimentation and demand for change, leading to a 
justifiable hesitation on the part of potential vocations to make their own decisive 
commitment to an indecisive role. There was, for a time, a lack of clear and 
definite ideals and a blurred image of what the religious life entailed. The issue of 
clerical celibacy is symptomatic of this. Further, since matters affecting faith 
itself came under scrutiny it is not surprising that many flickers of vocation were 
permanently extinguished.
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Another aspect of Vatican II activity, the increasing pre-occupation with the 
problems of this world, also led to a resurgence of the secularist fallacy that 
everything in the universe is equally sacred — ignoring the basic premise that 
sacredness implies a specific dedication of some kind to the glory of God. If it is 
assumed that everything is sacred, then in the original sense, nothing is, and this 
again is a detraction from the ideal of a life apart dedicated to the service of God 
and His Church. There was a world wide decline in the number of vocations 
affecting not only the Jesuits but all the other orders and secular clergy as well. 
This, in turn, made it difficult or impossible, when the time came to find 
replacement staff in the religious field whenever any particular order was obliged 
to abandon one of its enterprises through lack of man-power. The Society of 
Jesus declined from some 33,800 in 1970 to about 28,000 in 1978.80 At the Easter 
meeting of the Union in 1966, the Rector further indicated that within the English 
Province specifically, numbers had fallen from 370 in 1938 to 239 in 1965. Five of 
the fourteen Colleges of the Province were to be closed, the final detailed decision 
not yet having been taken. It was expected soon.81 The decision to close St. 
Aidan’s (or at least to withdraw from it) was not, therefore, taken in isolation. 
From the Jesuit point-of-view even more serious losses were contemplated 
including the pride and joy of the English Province, Beaumont College, clearly 
the most prestigious college after Stonyhurst. Beaumont was closed before St. 
Aidan’s. Others at Leeds and Liverpool were also to be closed later. In short, 
there was an inevitability that a number of Jesuit establishments were going to be 
abandoned by the Society, the ultimate choice depending on the availability of 
local alternative opportunities for Catholic education, the financial viability of 
specific institutions and the extent to which the institution could, or in the future, 
would, meet the needs of the changing impetus of Jesuit educational policy. In all 
of these criteria, St. Aidan’s demonstrated a prima facie case for closure.

Another fundamental point generally ignored by the critics of the Jesuit 
decision is that the College should in no sense be seen as geared to Grahamstown 
or the Eastern Cape. It will be recalled that as early as 1918 Father Wilmot had 
enthusiastically supported a suggestion that the College be re-established in Cape 
Town. In his analysis of future prospects which he prepared for his Visitor, 
Father Copeland had also come to the conclusion that the future of St. Aidan’s 
did not, in any case, lie in Grahamstown. Arguing that the very reason which had 
prompted the siting of the College in Grahamstown in the first instance was the 
need to bring education to the people in their developing centre of population, so 
now he pointed out that the same criteria applied in 1964 for a similar move. 
Rather than face the ultimate inevitability of closure — and in 1964, with 
remarkable prescience, he forecast ten more years — St. Aidan’s should move to 
where the need existed, namely in Johannesburg, Pretoria or Cape Town each of 
these centres being certainly capable of supporting another Catholic school.

In retrospect we believe that Father Copeland was essentially correct in his 
diagnosis, given the Jesuit attitude at the time. As events proved, it was folly to 
expect parents to continue to send their sons to a school some hundreds of miles 
away, in decline and abandoned by its mentors, when adequate facilities existed 
on their doorsteps at much less expense. It also became clear as time passed, that 
much of the loyalty of the Old Aidanites was directed towards the Jesuits 
specifically rather than to St. Aidan’s per se. This was a crucial point. Although
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the image of a new St. Aidan’s in a metropolitan area would change radically — it 
would, for example, become primarily a day school rather than a boarding 
establishment — yet the required lay staff would easily be recruited and if 
necessary, accommodated, the parents would have welcomed the temporary local 
Jesuit presence and, once seen to be a success, the society might even have been 
persuaded to maintain at least a token presence on a permanent basis. In 
Grahamstown itself, nothing less than a completely new image, sufficiently novel 
and attractive to win essentially local support, would suffice; and this, in due 
course, the Interim College Council was to attempt. In the event, Father 
Copeland’s views, whether they were considered or not, were rejected by the 
English Province.

Inevitably from mid-1964, through 1965 and into 1966, rumour was rife, 
partly because of the declining numbers, partly because it was known through the 
press that the Jesuits were going to take action somewhere. Their specific 
problems were discussed in the Southern Cross of May 20th, 1965, and in August 
of the same year, the Union in a circular stated quite openly that a Jesuit 
withdrawal was a possibility. It pointed out the inevitability, anyway, of having to 
increase the number of lay staff, with consequent extra expense, called on the 
members to take steps to increase the number of pupils from 250 to 350, to raise 
funds to pay off the crippling debt and encouraged them to join in the Centenary 
Insurance Scheme. The new prospectus appeared later in the year. The positive 
declaration of intent was not finally made until 28th June 1966, on which date a 
circular was issued by the Superior, Father P. Ennis, to all parents and old boys. 
It was later released to the press on 6th July.

The circular was succinct and to the point — . . . “ It is with regret that I 
have to tell you that the English Province of the Society of Jesus cannot coritinue 
the responsibility for the running of St. Aidan’s College. There are several 
reasons that have led to this final decision, but chief among them is the critical 
shortage of manpower in the Province and the consequent imperative necessity of 
reducing commitments. Over the coming years there will be more than one 
hundred less Jesuits to do the work which even now is too much for the present 
numbers. This shortage has already led to curtailment of other important works 
in the Province.”

“ As Superior . . .  in Southern Africa, I would want you to know that Father 
General’s decision that we must withdraw from St. Aidan’s as soon as is 
reasonably and fairly possible has been made only after the most prolonged 
enquiry into all the works of the Province. I would also want you to know that 
this step is taken with the full knowledge and agreement of the South African 
hierarchy.”

“ At the moment it is not possible to say whether St. Aidan’s will be able to 
continue under the new management of other religious priests or brothers or 
whether it will have to close completely. His Lordship, Bishop Green, in whose 
diocese St. Aidan’s lies, is most anxious to arrange for the former if at all 
possible. For this purpose he will be leaving for Europe very shortly to investigate 
possibilities. The final decision on this point will be made known by 1st 
September at the latest. Meanwhile the Society will continue to staff St. Aidan’s 
in all departments until the end of 1967, and in the event of it being necessary to
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dose the College the Society would also make all necessary and adequate 
provision for the boys due to matriculate at the end of 1968.”

. ■ Lastly I would add that our withdrawal from St. Aidan’s will not mean 
our withdrawal from the Republic.”

Reaction was swift. An emergency meeting of the branch chairmen of the St. 
Aidan’s Union was held at the College, and a memorandum to Bishop Green 
followed. Basing their case on the assumption that “ it is of national importance 
to the Church in South Africa that St. Aidan’s College continues as a major 
Catholic school (which assumption Bishop Boyle had largely refuted when he 
presented the statistics already referred to (see p. 87 above) and on the more 
reasonable logic that the man-power shortage within the Society of Jesus had 
already been partially alleviated by the closure of Beaumont and Heythrop so 
removing any pressing urgency for a total withdrawal at the end of 1967 or 1968, 
the Union made the vital point that Bishop Green was unlikely to find adequate 
substitutes to staff the College and therefore made perhaps the most responsible 
suggestion possible under the circumstances —”

“ . . . We hope that your Lordship will request the Society of Jesus to allow 
you the services of those of the present staff at St. Aidan’s College who wish to 
remain on at the school and to provide you with the services — should you need 
them — of any of its members who were educated at the College and who w ish to 
serve your Lordship there. This arrangement should be guaranteed for a 
minimum period of five years from the end of 1967. By (then) . . .  we shall know 
the answers to many of the problems afflicting Catholic education in this country 
. . . furthermore, the policital uncertainties of Rhodesia and Central Africa . . . 
will . . . have found some solution . . .”

Attention was also drawn to perhaps the most serious undermining influence 
of all — “ Irrespective of whether the Society gives the help we have suggested we 
feel that your Lordship should take the strongest possible action to dispel the 
widely held view that the Society’s decision to abandon the College inevitably 
means that it will close. This view, in our opinion, results from reports and 
statements made over the past eighteen months by responsible people which 
indicate a lack of confidence in the future of all private education in South Africa 
or imply that your Lordship’s determination to keep the College open is a forlorn 
and futile gesture doomed to fail . . .

“ . . . it is our opinion that the College has been gravely harmed and your 
Lordship’s task greatly increased by the atmosphere of gloom and uncertainty 
which has been allowed to gather round the College during the past eighteen 
months.”

The Bishop was also requested to ascertain whether or not the “ present 
administration” of the College shared his confidence that the College would 
survive and whether it was capable of making the positive contribution necessary 
for the success of the enterprise. For, certainly, the Jesuit staff were themselves 
divided on the issue. There were some pangs of conscience on the racial issue, 
whilst others realised full well that the white elite, inevitably destined to control 
the country in the immediate future would receive only benefit, from a tarring, 
however small, from the Jesuit brush. Others were plainly defeatist. Some had 
given up hope. The Union called bluntly for a change in administration during the
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interim period before the diocese assumed responsibility, should this be necessary 
to restore confidence.

Although by the end of 1966 a “ new deal” had been agreed upon by which 
the Society was prepared to run St. Aidans for another ten years, but without any 
increase in the current Jesuit staff, or replacements for wastage, l ather 
Copeland, already two years overdue for replacement, had become a casualty of 
the storm. “ I realise,” he commented at the 1966 prize giving, “ that these last 
two years have been dismal ones for many, with uncertainty and sadness, and 
even, at times, anger. I am sorry that this should have been so, and if I should 
have added to this by anything 1 personally may have said or done, 1 can only say 
1 am sorry . . . ” The reins of office in this crisis now passed into the hands of 
Father Donald Johnson S.J., whose powers were greatly increased, in that the 
positions of Rector, First Prefect and Prefect of Studies were combined into the 
single post of “ Headmaster.”

Father Copeland had not exaggerated the unhappiness of the period 
immediately prior to his departure. Although the Chairman of the Port Elizabeth 
branch of the Union, Mr. A.J. Scott-Parkin, had at once written in most friendly 
and loyal terms to Father Copeland and his letter had been passed on to the Jesuit 
hierarchy, yet only a few days later he felt obliged to point out to the Provincial, 
Father Ennis that — “ As South Africans I think most of us feel that the Society’s 
decision has come at a most unfortunate time and that it may have an adverse 
affect on Catholic education here” — the fear being of a chain reaction of closure 
of other Catholic schools in financial difficulties, and, he continued, “ My 
original interview with the Bishop took place after I had written to the Rector. 
From the substance of that and other talks with the Bishop I find that 1 am unable 
to assure the Branch here that the Bishop is satisfied that the Society’s decision 
was taken objectively and after due consideration had been given to the interests 
of the Church in South Africa . . . (This) may seem to contradict our loyalty but 1 
hope you will agree that loyalty to a body does not require blind approval of the 
decisions of its current administration. The Bishop’s comments on the recent 
decision are sufficiently disturbing and of sufficient weight to allow us to 
disapprove strongly of their decision without in any way diminishing our loyalty 
to the Society as a whole . . .” 82 The following day in a letter to Father Copeland, 
Mr Scott-Parkin was also able to add that the Bishop no longer regarded his 
previous remarks as being in confidence. Father Corrigan, the English Provincial 
and the General, Father Arrupe were also informed of these developments.

Meantime Bishop Green had proceeded to Rome in hopes of having the 
decision rescinded or failing that, to try to recruit some other religious 
organisation to take over the College. On 21st July he was received by the English 
Assistant and also by the General to whom he submitted the following 
memorandum —
“ 1. I hereby respectfully ask you to rescind your decision to withdraw from the 
College as the general reaction to the published news of the withdrawal has made 
me, as a Bishop in Missionary South Africa realise more and more what a terrible 
blow to the Church this will be.

2. If you cannot rescind the decision I respectfully ask you to postpone the 
implementation of the decision for at least ten years. I would also ask you to let 
the College have the assistance of those South African members of the Society
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presently working in England or elsewhere for the ten year’s period. After the ten 
years the position should be reviewed.

3. If you cannot grant the above then I respectfully ask you to allow those 
Jesuit Fathers, who wish to do so, remain at the College which will then become 
the responsibility of the Diocese. In this case 1 would also ask you to let the South 
African Jesuits return to Grahamstown. The Diocese would be responsible for 
personnel and finance.

4. Before God as a Bishop I beg you to consider these requests favourably. 
The Church in South Africa needs the Jesuit Fathers at St. Aidan’s College today 
more than ever.”

This memorandum was included in the circular from the Chairman of the 
Johannesburg Branch of the Old Aidanite Association, Roger Henman, on 27th 
July, in which he called for the Old Boys to “get on their knees.”

The immediate results were not impressive. In correspondence with Mr 
Scott-Parkin, Father Ennis rejected the charge of lack of objectivity (on 30th 
July) and on 11th August, Father Arrupe requested him “ to recognise and accept 
the will of God as manifested in the decision which has been taken only after'long 
prayer and investigation.” 83 Deadlock seemed to have been reached. Further, 
Bishop Green was warned very seriously by the Jesuits to consider very carefully 
all the implications of attempting to run the College with another Order, and even 
more seriously should he contemplate continuing it as a diocesan venture. His 
complete failure to recruit staff coupled with these admonitions sent him back a 
very worried man with his enthusiasm considerably dampened.84

Up to this stage in the proceedings the arguments had ranged on the 
economic and personnel problems involved. Now the legal implications were also 
brought under review. At a meeting with Bishop Green on 19th August, a small 
group led by Mr Deane Archer drew attention to the Trusts being operated in 
connection with the College, stemming from the original foundation by Dr. 
Ricards and subsequent public subscriptions and donations, and convinced him 
that the Jesuits’ decision to withdraw was in breach of the Trust. Having been 
informed of the situation, Bishop Green indicated in his written reply to Mr. 
Archer that, “ I no longer consent to the Society’s abandonment of the St. 
Aidan’s College Trusts. My consent to the Society’s withdrawal from the College 
will only be given when the Society satisfies me and any other persons with a legal 
interest in the school that it has made suitable arrangements for the continuance 
of the school, thereby honouring the Trust obligations.”

“ From my own recent fruitless attempt overseas to obtain a suitable 
replacement of the Society, I am satisfied that the Society will find great difficulty 
in doing this. Accordingly I feel that it must remain on at St. Aidan’s College if 
the Trust obligations are to be honoured.”

“ Before I left for Europe last month I stated that final arrangements 
regarding the future of the College must be made by the 1st September 1966 as in 
that month the parents of the present pupils must know the future of their school 
from 1967 onwards. Because of this I consider it imperative that the Society 
before that date advises all parents and others concerned, including the general 
public, that the decision contained in Father Ennis’ circular letter is no longer in 
force and that the school will continue as usual until such time as the Society 
makes the suitable alternative arrangements referred to above.”
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Plate 33 
1944 Hockey M .

Top (l. to K): B. Atcock, P. Stewart, A. Moir, D. Harrison, I). Madden.
Seated: K. McCue, C. Guise-Brown, I r. L. Turner (Coach), E. Malher-Pike (Capt.), A. Guise-Brown, P. Berrell.

Trout: A. Peart.



Plate 34 
S ta ff 1957

Back Row: hr. D. Myerschough, Br. H. Tryers, hr. McKenna, hr. l.oseby, Br. Divers 
Middle Row: Fr. P. Prime, Fr. Morris, Fr. Higham, hr. O ’Neill, Fr. Watson, Fr. Edmonstone, Fr. Copeland, Fr. Sharp

Front Row: hr. Jackson, Fr. Erasme (OMI), I'r. Pearson, Bp. Whelan, Fr. Williams, hr. Warrington, Fr. Turner.
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Plate 35 a,b 
The New Wing 1955
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“ I have no objection to your applying for an Interdict restraining the 
implementation of the Society’s decision and I hope that your action will make 
some provision which calls on the Society to notify parents . . .  (as mentioned 
above) . . .

“ 1 confirm that I have given no permission for the sale or disposal in any way 
of the buildings and assets of St. Aidan’s College.”

In the event, although the matter was seriously considered, the idea of 
possible legal action was not followed up.

Explaining that “ Since my last (circular) letter dated the 28th of June, the 
close consultation between the Society and the Hierarchy, which preceded my 
announcement, has continued,” Father Ennis went on in a diplomatic 
masterpiece to parents and Old Boys dated 31st August, “ Satisfactory 
arrangements have now been concluded whereby the Diocese will assume 
responsibility for St. Aidan’s College from the Society on the 31st of December 
1967, but at the same time sufficient of our Fathers (in fact seven — Author) will 
remain at the College for a further period of ten years to assist the Bishop in 
transferring St. Aidan’s to a Diocesan College.”

“ It was never intended, in the event of transfer to alternative management, 
that the Society would terminate its responsibility abruptly. We contemplated 
leaving some Fathers to ensure a smooth transition . . .” (two had been suggested 
— author) But on the more likely probability of there not being an alternative the 
Jesuits were silent. Indeed, the available evidence indicates that an abrupt closure 
at the end of 1967, except possibly for dealing with the residual matriculants, was 
a specific intention.

Unfortunately, the compromise now reached, for it was nothing more, did 
not solve the problem of the Trusts. It also created a measure of ill-feeling 
between the Society and the Diocese, especially as Father Ennis had not been 
advised in advance that the Bishop had sanctioned legal action. Indeed, Father 
Ennis was at first inclined to discount the idea that the Bishop’s consent to 
closure was necessary at all.85 More importantly though, the question of who was 
ultimately responsible for the property of the College and the Trusts invested in it 
was resolved between the two parties by common consent and the entire project 
transferred to the Diocese. From the legal point of view the situation was 
complex. (However, at its meeting on 31st January 1979 the Grahamstown City 
Council agreed to a request from Bishop Murphy on behalf of the Diocese of 
Port Elizabeth that the restriction placed on the land in 1876 when it was sold to 
the Rector of St. Aidan’s College stating that it be used “ for ever hereafter” for a 
Roman Catholic Seminary be lifted, on the grounds that the situation then was 
“ vastly different” to that prevailing today. This meant, in effect, that, always 
subject to town planning approval, the Grahamstown City Council would not 
object to the Diocese selling off all or parts of the property for other than 
educational or religious purposes.)

Meantime, though, Bishop Green was preparing to assume responsibility for 
the College and was already speaking in terms of forming an advisory committee 
including financial and educational experts to assist him. But in the judgement of 
Father Copeland, “ Unless I believed that Almighty God was behind this, I would 
think the Bishop had taken on very much more than he was able to manage.” 86

The St. Aidan’s Union was still disposed to continue the struggle for greater
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Jesuit representation at the College and therefore, early in 1967 prepared a 
memorandum to be presented to Father Snoek S.J., the General’s personal 
advisor on matters relating to the English Province, who was soon to visit 
Grahamstown. The memorandum, addressed to Father Arrupe, although the 
“ carefully considered opinion” of the branches of the Union, was a disastrous 
error. After pointing out, with justification, that the reputation and numbers of 
the College had fallen greatly due to “ the extraordinary way in which the future 
of the College was handled during the past two years” and condemning the 
support offered by the Society as inadequate to restore its reputation, the author 
went on to request Father Arrupe to allow the South African Jesuits to be used at 
the College, arguing essentially on the large flow of vocations from it. Claiming 
that the present arrangements “ can at best, ensure only the bare survival of the 
College and that as a second rate institution,” itself scarcely a comment designed 
to encourage enrolment; they then made the absolutely damaging submission that 
“ We believe that St. Aidan’s College, can only be a first rate Jesuit College or 
nothing.” 87 Although modified in the final draft to read, “ its continued existence 
in any other form is highly unlikely,” the damage had been done. The implication 
that the Union would not seriously back the continuation of St. Aidan’s under 
anything other than Jesuit control was now in print. At the same time that the 
new Fleadmaster, Father Johnson was writing to Deane Archer — “ . . . the only 
way we can convince Father Ennis that we are needed at St. Aidan’s is to present 
him with a full school. He has the idea that we will never be able to fill the school 
and that our services as educationalists are not needed in the Republic. If only we 
could organise a recruiting drive and present Father Ennis with a reasonably full 
school then I think he would become more sympathetic to our requests . . ,” 88 
and, in fact — numbers were slowly creeping up — 176 in 1967; 212 in 1968; 245 
in 1969 — the Union was essentially being discouraging, especially when it must 
have realised that in the light of the poor relationships then existing between the 
Society Superiors and the Union and Diocese the chance of further co-operation 
over St. Aidan’s was remote.

Shortly after the news of the pending closure was officially announced yet 
another development arose. Some time previously a close friendship had arisen 
between two colleagues on the staff of the Waterford School at Mbabane in 
Swaziland, Mr Tony Farnell (who later served on the St. Aidan’s staff) and Mr 
Michael Sadler, whose home town was Grahamstown. Both were experienced 
teachers in South African conditions and in addition Mr Farnell had previously 
taught at the famous Gordonstoun School in Scotland, where his interest in the 
type of discipline and extra-mural self-reliance which characterised the approach 
of such a school had been enkindled. Both were convinced that an adequate 
demand for such a type of school existed in South Africa and were seriously 
considering establishing one on similar lines to such existing ones as Woodridge 
near Port Elizabeth or St Thomas More at Kloof, where Mr Farnell had also 
taught for a time. When the news of the possible closure of St. Aidan’s became 
known, the two drew up a carefully considered proposal which was forwarded to 
Bishop Green and acknowledged. However, as Bishop Green was about to leave 
on his mission to Europe the matter was postponed and apparently forgotten. No 
further reply to the proposed take-over was ever received.89
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CHAPTER XI

THE END OF AN ERA: THE INTERIM COLLEGE COUNCIL: CLOSURE.

Although the only unexpected departure from St. Aidan’s was Father J. 
Goller, who became the National Director of Christian Life Groups, the failing 
health of Brother Tryers virtually reduced the Jesuit staff to the five stalwarts, 
Fathers Johnson, Watson, Myerscough, Jackson and O’Neill, who remained to 
the bitter end. Inevitably, therefore as more and more lay teachers were recruited 
to fill the essential gaps, the overhead expenses of the school rose. The ranks of 
the lay staff as the 1960’s drew to an end already included some with long and 
devoted service to the College. Mrs Imogen Clymer had been serving in the Prep, 
since 1954. Mrs Brooker had joined in 1960 (the last survivor of the teaching staff 
still in Grahamstown in 1969) and in 1962, the Verwey’s, Miss G. Gillespie and 
the redoubtable Mrs Eve Keeble arrived. Mrs Keeble, the school secretary and 
honorary Secretary of the Union and of the Interim Council soon became 
virtually indispensable.90 Ossie Cuff, the much-liked accountant came the 
following year, continuing until 1970 when his sudden passing saw the arrival of 
Miss Mary Larkin, who at the time of writing (September 1979) was still running 
the daily affairs of the former College with dedicated efficiency. Part-time 
teachers, notably John Gay from St Andrews were also continually in evidence, 
whilst Ron Mallett (now a medical doctor) appeared in 1967, Tony Farnell, 
Seamus Moloney and Matron Mrs von Kemenade were appointed in 1968. The 
Cuffs, Peter and Desiree and Bernard Brown with his dog arrived the following 
year, closely followed by Louis Piovesan. Mr Hilton-Green too, had achieved the 
distinction of being the first lay master to “ live in” before his marriage in 1970.

The news of the reprieve in 1967 led at once to a feeling of gay optimism and 
revival of the drooping spirits of the College. Even the enrolments increased from 
176 boys in 1967 to 212 in 1968 and 245 in 1969. Sport improved, with the boxing 
trophy being regained and numerous sports records broken after the blank year 
without an athletics meeting in 1966. A. Twomey hit the headlines, by achieving 
the best matriculation in the English medium with four distinctions and the JMB 
Bursary for the best matriculant of the year. And Miss Moody retired again! 
Cardinal McCann and Father Snoek visited the College this year and were duly 
impressed by the spirit and determination of all concerned. But it was all illusory 
and transitory. Morale began to slump again in 1968 and the slow decline of the 
College continued.

Partly to blame for this renewed depression were a number of factors 
stemming essentially from Vatican II, which, in their interpretation and 
implementation by the Jesuits served further to emphasise to already depressed 
parents the changing nature of the school. The splendid choir, a focus of 
attention to the outside world, and potentially a rallying point around which 
future advertising and recruiting could have been concentrated, was suddenly

101



abolished in favour of congregational singing. This was, of course, a period in 
which adequate English substitutes for the much loved Latin masses were sadly 
lacking — indeed, to many, they still are — but nevertheless, the blow to the 
external image of the College was very real. Added to this came the decision, 
admittedly realistic, not to award any further religious prizes, on the grounds that 
the new techniques of developing spiritual awareness as practiced since Vatican II 
were not really examinable. The final blow was the announcement that daily 
attendance at Mass would no longer be compulsory, options of alternative study 
being now available. One by one, therefore, the fundamentals of earlier Jesuit 
education, — the constant exposure to the cultural value of the sacred music of 
the inspired composers, the solid grounding in the basic doctrines of the Catholic 
faith, the daily reality of the Eucharist — were cast aside. It was already 
becoming virtually impossible to demonstrate the continuing validity of St. 
Aidan’s on religious grounds.

Into this trying situation, came, in August 1969, the Interim College Council. 
The idea was not new, for Father Johnson had asked for the formation of a 
Board of Governors or Advisory Council almost as soon as he had come to office 
and by the end of 1968 Bishop Green had agreed that such an Advisory Council 
on financial matters might be formed. Advocate Tom Mullins was asked by the 
bishop to chair this council and select its members, who were, initially, the 
Headmaster (ex officio), Dr Ronald Currey, the retired headmaster of St. 
Andrews College, Mr Brian Godlonton, then the General Manager of the E.P. 
Guardian Trust and Investment Company, Mr Gordon Lawrence, an accountant 
and the College auditor, Mr Eral Moser, President of the Union in Port 
Elizabeth, Mr Alan Page, Assistant Registrar of Rhodes University, Advocate 
Bobby Wilshire-Jones, of the Rhodes Law Department and the author. Mrs Eve 
Keeble was Secretary. There were only two Catholics on this council, Mr Moser 
and the writer, which was selected very specifically to provide a cross-section of 
the business and professional expertise needed for the attempt to revitalise the 
school which the council proposed to make. Subsequently, pressure of work 
forced the resignation of Mr Godlonton, and Mr Moser died in 1970: the year in 
which Mr Justice M.J. Hart and Dr Brian La Trobe, a local dental-surgeon both 
Catholics, joined the Council. Occasionally in attendance also, were Mr John 
Ireland, who replaced Eral Moser, and Father Myerscough, once he had been 
appointed as College Bursar. Bishops Green and Murphy, and Father F. Martin, 
the Vicar-General, who acted as liaison officer as required between the Council 
and the Diocese attended on a regular basis. Mr Herbie Arnott joined late in 1971 
(as replacement for Mr Godlonton).

The situation was complex. It was already confirmed that there was 
definitely no chance of a Jesuit change of heart, although the possibility of a 
possible continuing Jesuit headmaster or chaplain was not discounted. Nor was 
there any thought at this stage of any other religious order taking over. What, 
then, was to be the role of the Council and of the Diocese? Was the property to be 
eventually vested in the Council through Trustees or was it to remain with the 
Bishop? Meantime all the fixed assets had been transferred to the Bishop, the 
Bond was some R120,000 at 8 — 8 ‘/ 2 % interest and the overdraft R30.000, the 
official maximum, this latter being occasioned by the deficits of R19,232 and 
R11,904 in 1967 and 1968 respectively. Even though fees were immediately
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increased on a sliding scale up to R160 a term for tuition and R410 boarding per 
term at the Standard X level it was obvious that on fees income alone it was 
impossible to reduce the overdraft effectively. Yet without the tremendous 
burden of interest the school would pay its way.

Further complicating the position was the St. Aidan’s Trust, an essentially 
private venture organised by Messrs G. Consani, A.M. Attwood and T. 
McIntosh, all of Cape Town. The Trust, not to be confused with the Centenary 
Fund, had busied itself, largely through the energetic efforts of Mr Gimmy 
Consani, himself a generous contributor, to raising money throughout the 
country with the intention of wiping out the overdraft once the Bishop had taken 
over control. It held a bond of R33,000 over the College of which R20,000 was 
handed over. Bursaries were awarded and the agreed interest paid to the Trust. It 
was one of the unfortunate factors in the situation that although the Trust was 
unwilling for the College to operate any other formal fund-raising schemes, its 
own operation became moribund once it became clear to its disillusioned prime 
mover, Mr. Consani, that clerical staffing within the College was definitely not 
going to continue.

Although the Council envisaged that it would ultimately assume full 
responsibility for the College, and, indeed, devoted a great deal of time and 
attention to drawing up an appropriate constitution, with the full know ledge and 
tacit consent of Bishop Green, another difficulty immediately arose once the 1966 
Agreement between the Jesuits and Bishop Green was examined in detail. 
Paragraph five reads as follows —

“ During the first five years of assistance from the 1st January 1968, effective 
academic and administrative control of the College shall remain vested in the 
Society through its Community. Thereafter, that is to say from the 1st day of 
January 1973, the Bishop shall be free to appoint alternative academic and 
administrative control but in such event the Society shall be free, in its sole 
discretion, to withdraw the Community except two priests who shall remain for 
so long as may be needed in the judgement of the Bishop, but not after the 31st 
day of December 1977, to assist and facilitate the new administration. No Priest 
of the Society shall remain on the College Staff after the 31st day of December 
1977.”

In short, by handing over control to his Advisory Council the Bishop ran the 
risk of forfeiting the services of three of the five Jesuits, and in any event, his 
hands were tied in this respect until the beginning of 1973.

Meantime, the creation of the Council had led to yet another resurgence of 
enthusiasm, at least amongst the boys and the Grahamstown parents. Already the 
famous “ Big Walk” , the inspiration of Mrs Pat Mullins, had swelled the coffers 
of the College by over R8,500 and in subsequent months the “ Diamond Rush” 
for the Beach Buggy and the magnificent ring donated by the Sullivans, the latter 
won (with apologetic inevitability) by the Crowe’s, and a spectacularly successful 
Film Premiere, organised by Mrs Sarah Maltman brought many hundreds of 
rands more into the funds. Two mini-buses arrived during this period, one 
provided in 1969 from funds raised by the Grahamstown parents, the other 
donated in 1971 by the Johannesburg Old Aidanites.

The Grahamstown parents Union of St. Aidan’s which met regularly, under 
the chairmanship of either Advocate Mullins or the author, and latterly, Mr
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Mather-Pike, was very active. Apart from the “ Big Walk” and other fund-raising 
ventures, they undertook responsibility for arranging the Easter re-unions, 
catering at sports events, social activities liaising with the staff and generally 
sustaining morale which at this time was very high amongst them.

Superficially, all seemed well in 1969 and 1970. The local parents were very 
active, the Old Aidanites enthusiastic under their youngest ever President, Roger 
Henman, a director of Western Bank. Other Old Aidanites were also 
distinguishing themselves, F. Berning, L. Slater and R. Frazer being appointed 
respectively as a Director of Anglo American, Chairman of the Argus Group of 
Publishers and a Director of Charter Consolidated. The College came second to 
Michaelhouse in the Business Game, and in 1970 won the Calitz Cup for boxing 
for the fifteenth time out of sixteen. The orginal trophy was now presented 
permanently to the College and a new one donated for competition. This was, 
unhappily the final appearance of St. Aidan’s in this competition. Athletics 
“ went metric” in 1970, when many new records were established on a conversion 
basis.

Behind the scenes though, the problems continued. The deficit was only 
R4,110 in 1969 but soared to RIO,325 in 1970 when the number of boys began to 
decline. Indeed, the deterioration was now steady as the statistics indicate —

Year Deficit No. of Boys
1967 R19.232 176
1968 11,904 212
1969 4,110 245
1970 10,325 229
1971 12,580 208
1972 9,045 160*
1973 22,000 (estimate) 144 f

"■including 54 at Prep and declining to 151 at the end of the year, 
f declining to 135 in the second half.

A detailed analysis of the staffing situation led to the dismissal of one full
time and three part-timers, the amalgamation of the streams in Standards six, 
seven and eight and the introduction of a Standard I, all effective from the 
beginning of 1971. The Headmasters’ Conference, of which St. Aidan’s was the 
only Catholic member, agreed further to waive its normal advertising restrictions 
and so permit an advertising campaign for boys. In due course a full-page 
advertisement was placed by the Council in the Financial Mail and in seven local 
papers, but without appreciable effect on the enrolment, which by now was well 
below the estimated “ break even” point of 250.

When the Council met again in February 1971, Bishop Green had already 
resigned from his episcopal duties. In attendance were the Vicar-General, Father 
F. Martin and Monsignor John Murphy, who, in due course, would succeed 
Bishop Green. But at the time this could neither be guaranteed nor even 
anticipated. The diocese was in a state of hiatus during which no major decisions 
could be taken. Nor was there any guarantee that an appeal to Rome would be 
expedited by the officials there or even favourably considered.

The immediate picture was gloomy. Enrolments were down and the 
retrenchment savings of the previous year swallowed up in salary increases. The
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overdraft had reached its absolute maximum of R40,000 and, through a 
misunderstanding with the Trust the Council had committed itself to some capital 
redemption payments the funds for which the Trust now found itself unable to 
supply. Even though the staff generously agreed to forego all but one notch of the 
official salary increases scheduled for January, the financial problem was critical, 
not least because not less than 75 of the 208 boys in attendance were in the top 
two classes and would soon be gone. Entries were relatively few and the (accurate) 
forecast of the headmaster was therefore that by 1973 the overall number would 
be only around 140, a figure which was completely unrealistic in terms of 
viability.

It is clear that the solution had to be radical and immediate. It is dear, 
further, that unless there existed a fully autonomous body able to take and 
implement the necessary decisions, disaster was almost inevitable. It was the 
opinion of the Council that there were so many vested interests involved — the 
Jesuits, the Diocese, the Trust, the St. Aidan’s Union, the Headmasters’ 
Conference and the Council itself, — that to obtain early consensus on crucial 
issues was impractical and that only a clear-cut definite statement by the Diocese 
that the College would continue, under the control of the Council would suffice 
to allay the continuing rumours of pending closure which otherwise could not be 
discounted. The delay of almost two years in the appointment of the new bishop 
was to prove disastrous. Monsignor Murphy could offer no practical help 
meantime, other than to urge the Council to endeavour to maintain the position 
until the new appointee could finally decide on the viability of the school. Nor did 
the newly announced very mediocre matriculation results, the inevitable 
consequence of an inability to be selective, help to sway waverers to send their 
sons to the College.

By March 1971 the Trust had used up all its capital in bursaries and nothing 
further could be expected from it. The Council, desperate financially, now began 
to investigate all avenues of further progress, including the possible partial or 
total amalgamation in some way with St Andrews — which for numerous valid 
reasons came to nothing — coeducational integration with the Convent, which 
also failed to get off the ground, but w hich, this writer believes, might have saved 
both schools, a massive publicity campaign which included a major article in the 
issue of Personality on April 9th, the possibility of taking in Rhodes students as 
boarders, perhaps abandoning the Prep buildings for this purpose and purposeful 
enquiries from the Government and private enterprise for assistance. In the event, 
the despondent Council, augmented by Archbishop Gordon, the Apostolic 
Delegate, and some of the O.A. executive, was finally advised in June that 
Government assistance would not be forthcoming, although the matter had gone 
as far as consideration by the Cabinet, which had decided not to interfere with the 
provincial right to regulate such matters. Added to the difficulties was the fast 
approaching deadline of August by which staff would have to give notice should 
the lack of security persuade them to seek posts elsewhere. The Council, at least, 
was painfully aware that without increased income (in excess of the 10% 
surcharge on fees now imposed) coupled with drastic economies the College 
would not be able to pay accounts and salaries by the end of the year. And still 
the indecision continued. The headmaster wanted a definite mandate on what to 
say to the parents who offered boys for 1972. Monsignor Murphy could not

105



provide an answer. He was absolutely correct, as Archbishop Gordon was himself 
obliged to confirm, pointing out once again that even an appeal to the 
Congregation in Rome was unlikely to succeed. No decision was taken and no 
answer given. Subsequently, a well-reasoned memorandum submitted to the 
Bishops’ Conference was passed on as a purely diocesan matter for reference to 
the Chairman of the Education Commission. He was Bishop Green who had 
resigned. His successor, Archbishop Hurley, was politely regretful that the 
Conference would never accept any financial liability. This official refusal to 
become involved reached the Council in August, when it entertained Sister Marie 
Augusta Neal from the United States, who had just completed a controversial 
survey of Catholic Schools in South Africa at the request of the Bishops’ 
Conference. Her message was brief and at the time, unrealistic. Pointing out that 
“ The function of the Jesuits is leadership of where the Church is to go in the 
future,”92 she indicated that if the Jesuits were to continue and the College be 
maintained by international support, it would have to be in the vanguard of the 
“ new way of Catholic thinking in South Africa.” It was not, at present, 
“ attracting those parents who were in favour of justice and charity” , and, in 
short, would have to offer a programme of religious education in terms of the 
new values of Vatican II and become multi-racial. Given this, she was sure that 
foreign financial aid, including United States personnel could be obtained. The 
absolute legislative ban on integration at the time left her unmoved and the 
general impression gained was that the Council should actively defy the 
Government on this issue. The immediate impracticality of the suggestion, to 
which the Council was not specifically opposed, left the members feeling that the 
meeting had been largely a waste of time. It was probably for all of them, their 
first contact with self-righteous radicalism.

The situation had thus reached a crisis point by the end of August when the 
Council met to review the position. The memorandum to the Bishops had been 
very specific — “ Whether St. Aidan’s is of sufficient importance in the scheme of 
Catholic education in South Africa is a matter for the Church to decide at the 
highest level. If the Church decides that St. Aidan’s, as a Catholic College, is 
unnecessary, then it must dispose of the College and the Council’s functions 
become unnecessary. If the Church wishes it to continue, it — the Church — 
must determine its character in a practical form. The Church cannot relieve itself 
of its responsibility in this regard by relying on the Advisory Council to provide a 
solution, nor can the Advisory Council on its own recreate the College . . .  To 
put the matter (ie. the continuation of support for the College) to the test and give 
the College a chance of survival it is absolutely essential, therefore, that those 
responsible for the administration of the College should be in a position to 
announce authoritatively that the College will continue.” Further, Sister Neal 
had made clear that under the current racial image no external assistance would 
come from the Church overseas. Finally, as anticipated, several staff had resigned 
because of the uncertainty. Meantime, there were to date only seven confirmed 
new entries for 1972 and a probable fifty leavers. Father Johnson had become 
convinced that the school must close and rumours were rife to such an extent that 
Canon Aubrey, Headmaster of St. Andrews, had generously offered to take on 
the matriculation class for a year as day-boys. There was, therefore, a prolonged 
discussion, in the absence of the headmaster, in the course of which Monsignor
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Murphy announced that he had now been given the authority to state that the 
College would continue if this was the recommendation of the Council. It was in 
the light of this definite statement that the Council reluctantly concluded that 
Father Johnson should be replaced by Father Watson as Headmaster. Father 
Johnson had worn himself out in the service of St. Aidan’s. He was ill, 
thoroughly tired and depressed and convinced in his heart that the Council had 
already failed in its task. The decision to relieve the old warrior was easy; to avoid 
a painful blow to a loveable personality and friend impossible. In acceding to the 
decision and personally assuming the unpleasant duty of breaking the news, 
Monsignor Murphy clearly demonstrated that the diocese had not yet 
surrendered.

Indeed, the immediate publicity did create a surge of optimism. It was about 
this time that the opportunity to sell the “ New” Somerset Heights fields to the 
Municipality arose through the decision of the latter to sell the City Lords sports 
complex to Kingswood College. The generous municipal offer, which would have 
obviated the immediate financial problem, fell through, ironically largely because 
of public protest, many of the same objectors later complaining about the closure 
which their own action had helped to precipitate.

Concurrently an approach had also been made to the late Mr “ Punch” 
Barlow', a prominent industrialist and supporter of private education for advice 
on how financial security could be obtained. But again, the core of the advice 
received — to allay the rumours of closure and maximize favourable publicity, 
with at the same time transferring governing powers to a Council — was 
impossible during the diocesan interregnum. Potential sources of temporary 
financial relief were also discussed.

It was at this time that Mr Godlonton resigned through pressure of work and 
Mr Arnott joined the Council. Mr Ireland was appointed for the next meeting 
early in 1972. Meantime, a monthly newsletter to parents had been instituted and 
the new headmaster sent on a wide-ranging recruiting tour, including making 
contact with parents of boys in Marist Brothers’ Colleges, which were then about 
to close. A Bursary Sub-Committee consisting of Dr. La Trobe, Advocate 
Wilshire-Jones and the author was appointed and also a new Finance Committee 
of Messrs Lawrence, Page, Father Watson and the author. This group, along 
with Advocate Mullins, was henceforth to form the Executive Committee of the 
Council. Sadly, though, eight staff had left.

Although the intake of 31 new boys when the College opened in 1972 was 
about average, it was much smaller than the number of leavers, with the result 
that the total (including 54 at Prep) was only 160. On the other hand, a new 
recruit to the teaching staff was Mr Stan Alexander, a veteran of 17 years 
experience and a man possessing the dynamic competence which the school 
needed if it was to survive. In retrospect 1972 will probably be remembered by 
those at St. Aidan’s more than the final year itself. It saw Gary Lai reach the final 
of the Maths Olympiad and the unusual sight of two Old Aidanites, Father Denis 
and son David McEvilly both completing the Comrades Marathon within the 
qualifying time. It ended with a memorable candle-light cheese and wine party in 
the Library as a preliminary to the prize-giving ceremony. Never at any other 
time, had a sense of historical perspective been created as on this occasion. The 
matriculation results, too, were excellent. Yet the opening of the year, at least for
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the Council was depressing. Advocate Wilshire-Jones and the author had earlier 
been charged with the production of a memorandum to attract business support 
in the form of bursaries or a temporary interest-free loan to eliminate the 
crippling interest which was draining the College income. After many hours 
analysis, it was clear that a number of definite answers to specific points would 
have to be clarified. These included:
1. Who would control the College (and therefore, its firtids)? Could the 

diocesan representatives legally hand over control and the assets to an 
independent Council?

2. What type of school was envisaged? Who would provide the mandate for 
any change to, for example, an interdenominational and/or co-educational 
school with, perhaps a specific emphasis?

3. What future support could be expected from previous supporters?
4. Why is Ihe College having to seek financial aid?
5. What control would any sponsor have over the funds?
6. What precise form of financial assistance was required?

The general consensus, with which Monsignor Murphy agreed, was that the 
College could certainly be run as a Catholic College by a Council with diocesan 
representation on it and it could be so represented to potential sponsors, whose 
function would be to provide relief from the interest burden for ten years in 
return for a bond over the College. It was clear that any substantial funding from 
the Old Aidanites was unlikely. Equally, though, but for the interest burden, the 
College was running at a profit on working expenses, the deficit being R6,105 in
1971 and Rll,220 in 1972, the interest charge in that year being R15,500. It was 
agreed to increase fees by a further 10% in 1973 and 5% per annum thereafter.

The appointment of Monsignor Murphy as Bishop had not altered the 
overall picture when the Council reconvened in September. Bishop Murphy still 
hoped to see the College progress on the lines of its colleagues, St Andrews and 
Kingswood. It was agreed therefore to continue for a further twelve months, after 
which the situation would be reviewed. It was agreed further, with the support of 
the headmaster, to offer Mr Alexander the position of lay deputy-headmaster and 
to charge him primarily with the task of recruitment. Numbers were now critical.
1972 ended with 151 boys, and 1973 began with 144 of whom 23 were new. 
Arrangements were made for Mr Alexander to conduct a rugby tour at Easter and 
address the Annual General Meeting of the Johannesburg Old Aidanites in May.

Compounding the problem of recruitment was the additional dilemma that 
the Council had to meet greatly increased overheads including a 15% increase in 
teachers’ salaries scheduled for April. The budget deficit for 1973 was therefore 
an estimated R23.000. St. Aidan’s was now at its lowest ebb and even the most 
optimistic on the Council had to face up to the probability that sufficient demand 
for a school of its kind just did not exist. On the credit side the Centenary Fund 
was expected to raise R76.000 in 1976, the Parent-Teachers were thinking in terms 
of RIO,000 and there was a possibility at least that Old Aidanites would respond 
to interest-free loan schemes. However, there was an urgent need for repairs 
costing R15,000, and only 10 — 15% of the pupils were sons of Old Aidanites. 
The Bishop was genuinely concerned that the College might well become a “white 
elephant” within two or three years at most. It was therefore agreed that Father 
Watson would appeal to the Old Aidanites, the Parent-Teachers would expedite
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their own fund-raising and an approach to a big business organisation would be 
made at once. Meantime a Finance Committee chaired by the author would 
investigate immediate economies and the entire issue would be resolved one way 
or another in May, immediately prior to the Bishop leaving for overseas.

In the event, although the Finance Committee made an exhaustive analysis 
of the situation to the Council in April 1973, and proposed sweeping domestic 
economies including the disposal of the Prep buildings and Bucklands Field along 
with a definite judgement that the fee structure for a round figure of 135 boys 
must cover the costs regardless of other savings (which implied an increase of 
R120 per annum for day boys and R210 for boarders) the Council was not able to 
finalise the situation in April and did not meet again until September 19th. Bishop 
Murphy had, however, responded to the Finance Committee Report by indicating 
that it did not go far enough and that in his view the Council was merely 
postponing the inevitable.

During the interim period the considered judgement of sources close to the 
Anglo-American Corporation had been received indicating that the chances of 
assistance were not good. On September 5th, realising that he could do no more, 
Advocate Mullins had already tendered his resignation to the Bishop. However 
this resignation was not yet implemented.

The meeting on September 19th saw the end of St. Aidan’s College. With the 
Council having failed to obtain external help, with nothing immediate in sight 
from the Old Boys and with the potential 1974 numbers down by 18 on the 1973 
figure, Bishop Murphy, who had meantime consulted his Diocesan Senate for the 
first time during the entire proceedings, announced to a silent council his 
decision. He regretted that the Diocese could not entertain the guaranteeing of 
the capital debt, even if an independent council could henceforth balance the 
annual budget. He pointed out that the number of Catholic boys at St. Aidan’s 
was so small (there were only 20 diocesan boarders) that it would not benefit the 
Church in general to maintain it as a lay-controlled school, and that in his view 
the Church could better utilise the property in some other way. He indicated, with 
absolute truth, that the rumours were now worse than ever. No longer was the 
College a prestige Catholic school and its loss would cause scarcely a ripple on the 
Catholic educational scene. His conscience would not permit the school to 
continue.

Apart from the subsequent failure to bring to fruition alternative plans for 
the use of the property by the Church, the arguments presented by the Bishop 
were very cogent. The Council could not but concede that St. Aidan’s had already- 
failed as a Catholic boys school. Indeed, it had seriously discussed a future 
interdenominational and co-educational approach coupled with a specific image 
— “ outward bound” , academic or some other aspect calculated to make a small 
school both attractive and viable in competition with larger ones. The plight of 
the local day-boys was not a major consideration in this overall context.

The meeting re-convened for the last time on September 27th to consider 
how best to close down. The Council, meantime had drawn up (and later issued) a 
circular in which, whilst admitting that it could not guarantee the future viability 
of the College, nevertheless felt that the decision was premature and that an 
attempt should at least have been made to operate under the control of a lay 
council. Bishop Murphy was at pains to emphasise to the Council that the
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decision to close was his alone, that he had not been pressurised in any way and 
that the motive was entirely the failure to make the College viable. No other 
criterion had entered the picture. There is no evidence whatever to dispute this 
statement, even though as was pointed out, the “ Neal Report” had listed St. 
Aidan’s as one of the schools which could be dispensed with. Bishop Murphy did 
not destroy St. Aidan’s College. Its death warrant was the interminable delay by 
the Church authorities in failing to replace the bishop of the diocese for almost 
two years, during which period it might not have been too late to mount the 
rescue operation which Bishop Murphy saw as impossible by late 1973 and which 
even the Council itself realised was at best a desperate last chance.

The meeting was both constrained and emotional. By now the Bishop had 
reconsidered the position to the extent of being prepared to remain open during 
1974, but after the author and Father Jackson had analysed the numerous 
objections to this, it was generally conceded that it was better to close down with 
dignity at the end of 1973 rather than die slowly through attrition over an entire 
year.

The original announcement, it was decided, would come from the Bishop. 
The news would then be given to the staff and boys and a circular, preceded by a 
telegram would be sent to the parents of the boarders. The author was deputed to 
advise local parents by telephone. All of this was done on the morning of 28th 
September. Some of the stern young men wept . . .

THE AFTERMATH

The news of the pending closure of St. Aidan’s was received with shock and 
dismay, particularly by those who had failed to read the signs, and especially, 
naturally, by the parents of the day-boys who were immediately faced with the 
prospect of a loss of Catholic education for their sons. A petition was hastily 
organised, signatures collected, the City Council approached and ultimately, a 
deputation including the Mayor, Town Clerk and the author despatched to Port 
Elizabeth to attempt to pursuade the Bishop to relent or at least indicate on what 
terms he would consider keeping the College open. Nothing was achieved. In any 
event, logically, the damage had been done and it is very doubtful if any of the 
boarders would have come back even if the decision had been reversed. Nor 
would the staff.

Subsequently, the property became liable in some respects for payment of 
munipical rates, expenses mounted, the fabric began to deteriorate and it became 
obvious that alternative uses within the Church were at best long-term 
propositions whilst immediate financial pressure became paramount. An attempt 
was made for a time to use part of the premises as a hostel for Catholic students 
under the wardenship of the University Chaplain Father David Dargie. This 
petered out as the problems incurred made the venture unfeasible. Meantime the 
main field was leased to St Andrews College, the swimming pool serving as 
irrigation reservoir for this, and the Science Block to the Department of Nature 
Conservation prior to its installation in the abandoned South African 
Broadcasting Corporation Building once the latter had transfered its studios to 
Port Elizabeth. The Milner St. house was sold and, in 1976, the entire Prep
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complex. Part of the latter is now a medical centre, the field has been subdivided 
for building purposes — sorns flats are already there — and the Prep Chapel itself 
was reconstructed as a private house. The Somerset Heights f  ields now belong to 
Graeme College and Bucklands to the Municipality. Nothing has yet (October 
1979) been decided about the main buildings and the Chapel. The original 
building and the present library area are deteriorating rapidly, the roofs leak and 
the water storage tank in the tower has rusted through, allowing dampness to 
percolate throughout. Ivy is overgrowing the older buildings, even across the 
windows, despite the efforts of the skeleton staff who keep the grounds 
superficially tidy. The Chapel has been partly stripped. The Stations of the Cross 
were removed by the local Knights of da Gama and will be presented to another 
church by the Bishop” . One of the altars has gone to a mission and the relics have 
been removed from the others. A portable altar stone from the Community 
Chapel is used by the Knights of da Gama for their monthly house-masses and is a 
cherished possession of the Knights’ Council. The commemorative plaques of the 
two world wars are in the safe keeping of the Knights. They will eventually go into 
St Patrick’s or the Albany Museum, where repose already the original trowel and 
several sporting trophies. The photographic records which remained are in the 
possession of the author. They, along with the College archives and other 
documents used in research for this book and a complete set of the “ College 
Record” will in due course be lodged in the Cory Library for Historical Research 
at Rhodes University.

What was probably the final function to be held in the College property took 
place at Easter 1979, when an outdoor mass was said in the entrance courtyard 
outside the Chapel by Father Edmonstone S.J. to honour the centenary of the 
departure of the Zambesi Mission. But St. Aidan’s will not be forgotten. Already, 
this year, the author led the Grahamstown Historical Society on a lecture tour 
and there exists sufficient both in print and in affectionate memory to ensure it a 
permanent and unique place in the history of South Africa.
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CHAPTER XII

THE FEW: A PERSONAL NOTE 
by J.A.O. Farnell.

The lot of the lay schoolmaster at St. Aidan’s living in the college with the 
Jesuit Fathers but having one’s own little niche in it, could bring much peace and 
contentment, and sorrow when it came to an end at the death of the school. Life, 
not death, was the idea propounded week in week out by the J ’s — the happier, 
fuller, less selfish life set by St Ignatius for his Society to follow. Perhaps no 
layman can absorb the Spiritual Exercises of St Ignatius in the totality of their 
demands, certainly no St. Aidan’s boy was ever made to feel his religion to be a 
dead weight, nor anything other than a joyful skirmish in the company of the 
Dear Soldiers of Jesus. And if O Salutaris and Tantum Ergo were sung with more 
than usual vim in the evening after a successful Rugby match, they knew that this 
was in accordance with Jesuit school practice; it was the boy’s version of the 
Spritual Exercises of St Ignatius, reduced to the span of a boy’s voice.

It was this accurate judgement of what boys can best do, bred over centuries 
by the Society in their schools in all continents, that was evident at St. Aidan’s 
and stamped the school with something apart from others. The boys were not to 
know this, for — except for the few who had already attended or would attend 
some other place — St. Aidan’s was the only school they would ever experience. 
However faintly it might show, they would bear its mark till the end of their lives. 
There have no doubt been boys whose parents were married by a Jesuit priest, 
who were christened, married in their turn, seen their children christened and 
educated, and were themselves buried, all by the good offices of the Society. 
Jesuits such as Father Jackson would drive long miles across the veld, across mud 
and boulders, to a small hut, there to administer the last rites to an African who 
had called for him. Such are the men who have been gunned down in our time. 
They do not serve either side, their war is not of governments and politicians. 
Although not the oldest of Orders, the Society is far older than any government 
or political party in existence today. The aid they bring cannot be dedicated to the 
destruction of man or of his material. It is a message of hope for the individual, 
bringing to his troubled, anxious or endangered mind a memory of One who 
spent the last hours of His earthly life nailed to a cross.

From the ranks of the Jesuits have come saints and martyrs, not least in 
England, but now the lives of the majority of them can be humdrum and 
outwardly undemanding, or may appear so to the outsider, unaware of the rigid 
self-disciplines which go to the formation of these lives. At school, their work is 
with them throughout their waking hours and long after the senior boys have 
turned in. Waking the boys, early Mass, a heavy teaching programme, a game to 
take, extra classes or coaching, Benediction or Night Prayers, dormitory 
supervision, the correcting of voluminous boys’ papers, the setting of further
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ones, the preparing perhaps of a sermon to be delivered in the school chapel or 
some outside church — and “ I haven’t said my Office yet,” uttered in some 
desperation! It can be seen that the Jesuit Fathers of St. Aidan's undertook much 
of the routine work of supervision which in lay schools would devolve onto 
assistant staff, Housemasters and Prefects. With their depleted ranks during the 
last years of the school, the “ J ’s” might have understandably delegated some of 
these out-of-school disciplinary duties to the lay staff but no, they hung on to 
them for this was a Jesuit school and the proper conduct of it was their’s and 
their’s alone. No moment of the day was less important than any other. Only 
once was I called upon to stand in for a Jesuit, when Father Johnson’s health 
demanded that he be relieved of taking boys’ lunch in their Refectory. So for a 
few weeks I sat at the high table in the company of the Prefects, sharing their 
fare, absorbing the school ethos with regard to food, intervening only when I saw 
Ethos degenerating into Greed. There was ritual about this. The Head Boy’s right 
was to claim any food or tit-bit, which caught his fancy, as his own, and his 
luckless victim had to deliver it up. The remaining Prefects had the right to 
requisition items of food from Rhetoric, Rhetoric from Poetry, Poetry from 
Syntax, Syntax from Grammar and so on, until one wondered whether the 
youngest boys were left with any food at all. An occasional tour of the Refectory 
revealed that their tables were loaded, and they themselves bulging, with choice 
fodder. They easily outwitted the Prefects, by evolving a system of their own. 
This depended for its success on the geographical fact that the serving-girls, on 
entering the Refectory loaded with trays of food, had first to thread their way 
past the junior tables before they reached the seniors. It is not easy for a daughter 
of Africa to proceed to her goal, if two or three small white boys are hanging 
firmly onto her apron, while a fourth lightens her tray of part of its cargo. I, 
imagining that this might be an old Jesuit custom evolved at Manresa or St 
Beuno’s, never intervened, while the Prefects — busy with their heads down over 
their own plates — never noticed.

At the end of their long day it was the custom of the Jesuit Fathers to 
assemble in their Library for what was officially known as Recreation. On many 
occasions they were kind enough to ask me in to join them, and this was a 
privilege which I valued then and still in retrospect value deeply. Here one met the 
Society, as one might say, with its hair down. All sat comfortably in arm chairs, 
bottles and glasses were at hand, one poured oneself out one’s drink and relaxed 
My own relaxation took the form of silence mostly, and listening to their 
conversations among themselves, or the general conversation when some topic 
moved them all to utter their thoughts on it. They were fine talkers. There were 
certain areas of life and thought where their minds were made up, had been long 
made up for them, by generations of Jesuit mentors — other areas where they 
were free to form and express their own judgements. It took one some time to 
discover where exactly the boundaries between these two regions lay, for they 
seemed to differ from one individual to the next. This soon exploded in one’s 
mind the conventional and false concept the Society of Jesus as a monolithic 
block of automatons, all trained to think alike, act alike, utter identical 
sentiments at the same moment, then halt and turn to the left with the precision 
of a well-drilled platoon. Nothing could be further from the truth. There is no 
stock Jesuit answer to any conceivable question or proposition a layman might
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pul to them. We all loved Father Edmonstone’s dog, but a visiting Dutch Jesuit 
was horrified by it. Horrible dog, he exclaimed. It appeared that Father 
Edmonstone had taken him out in his car, with the dog (a lady dog) sitting on the 
back seat, breathing heavily down the back of the Dutch Jesuit’s neck. Who has 
not felt the warm, panting, welcoming breath of a friendly dog? Maybe it was the 
fact that the dog was a lady and rather obese at that, that so disconcerted the 
Dutch Father. Horrible dog — a surprising verdict. Beautiful, faithful, lovely dog 
— perhaps an equally surprising verdict, in the eyes of all save her master. 
Anyhow, it was clear that the verdict on Father Edmonstone’s dog was one of 
those areas where the Spiritual Exercises of St Ignatius did not apply.

Reminiscence figured often in the “ SJ” conversations. Father O’Neill was a 
true Scot, born and educated there. When he discovered that I had worked in 
Scotland and had a feeling for the country and its people, he would motion me to 
sit beside him and would regale me with anecdotes of his early days. His memories 
of childhood in Ayr and schooling in Glasgow were exact and luminous; his 
verdicts on contemporary life as clear-cut as any Presbyterian minister’s and not 
nearly as easy to forecast. He had come out to St. Aidan’s during the war, but an 
accident had left him with a severe and permanent limp which would have 
hampered, if not crippled, many a lesser man. In spite of this injury, he would 
race up and down the hockey field, whistle in mouth, coaching and admonishing 
one hockey team after another. He was meticulous and precise, so were his 
sermons, his room, his written notices and instructions, his large collection of 
carefully kept carpentry tools. He had an attractive brogue and a beautiful 
singing voice. He cut much ice with the nuns and schoolgirls at the Convent. At 
his Requiem Mass, not long after the school closed, St. Aidan’s chapel was filled 
with such an array of clergy, some even from Rhodesia, as I never saw before. 
They were paying their tribute, but his own spirit may have been far away — 
walking, not limping, by the River Afton.

Father Watson was most given to sudden bursts of laughter, at the absurdity 
of the world in general or the foolishness of its inhabitants in particular. I think 
he was of Irish-South African origin; he showed an Irish humour and a South 
African carefree attitude in his daily dealings with life. It is absurd for me to use 
the past tense. He is now Headmaster of a Jesuit preparatory school near 
Chesterfield in Derbyshire, and I have twice visited him there. He is going great 
guns, and he did go great guns all the time I was at St. Aidan’s, where in those 
days he was Headmaster of the Prep, school becoming Head of the College in 
time to preside over its dissolution. Since he is a born prep, school master, his 
room at Prep, was filled with all the knick-knacks, model aeroplanes, broken 
gadgets needing mending, cricket pads to be refurbished, team photographs, 
discarded exercise books, confiscated catapults and all the paraphernalia 
necessary to the running of a happy prep, school. Not forgetting his cane, for this 
was the room in which the erring boys received whacky-whacky. This never failed 
to bring tears to their eyes — tears not of repentence, I fear, but of surprise — 
and they would hurry away, clutching at their affronted behinds with both hands. 
Small boys have to have whacky-whacky; they are disappointed if they don’t. It 
brings them a kind of martyrdom.

Father Watson knew that my boyhood home had been Oxford. All English 
Jesuits of his generation had spent a part of their training-years at Heythrop, a
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large and magnificent country house on a big estate some dozen miles north of 
Oxford city, which the English Province of the Jesuits had acquired and 
converted into a College for their own use. No better place for young students to 
settle down in and learn to come to grips with themselves, their faith, their 
Society’s teaching thereon and its application in the modern world, could be 
imagined. The Society of Jesus has now — quite recently — parted with 
Heythrop lock, stock and barrel, in exchange for teaching premises in Cavendish 
Square, W.l. Their’s not to reason why, no doubt, but Cavendish Square and 
what the poet W.H. Auden called the “ parish of rich women” might be thought 
nearer to the Jaws of Death than Heythrop was. Two hours drive nearer.

Father Watson was by way of being a military man, in that he commanded 
the St. Aidan’s, Cadet Union of the South African Defence Force, as he had done 
at other schools. When I arrived, I discovered that range-shooting, an obligatory 
part of Cadet Training — all the more in South Africa with its unsurpassed 
standards of Markmanship — had fallen into abeyance, the l ather who took it 
having departed for England. So we refurbished the rifle range and the rifles, and 
the latent enthusiasm and skill sprang to life. Soon the standards of shooting rose 
to the point where St. Aidan’s teams could fire creditably against other schools. 
Finally we entered for the national shoot for the Prime Minister’s Cup, won it 
two years in succession, and in all this, Father Watson and I, with Eastern 
Province Command and the Cadets themselves, acted in tremendous unison. The 
St. Aidan’s Cadet Shooting with its moving and swinging targets, its split-point 
rivalry between the leading shottists, was the happiest daily school activity 1 
knew.

Of all the Jesuits staffing St. Aidan’s during its last years (there were barely 
half a dozen of them), perhaps the most familiar figure in Grahamstown and the 
neighbourhood, was Father Jackson. He bore over-all responsibility for games 
and matches, and was to be seen in all weathers, at all of them. Totally modest, 
totally adamant in matters concerning Conduct and Belief, Right and Wrong, he 
would begin his first Spiritual Talk of the year (he gave these to the school every 
Saturday evening in the Chapel, after Benediction), with the unvarying 
admonition, “ Now you’ve Got to Remember, this is your Last Chance, of 
Eternal Salvation” — as if, were that really so, one could possibly forget.

1 too was among Father Jackson’s devoted and perhaps incredulous 
congregation of listeners to his Spiritual Talks, for I was the organist of St. 
Aidan’s Chapel, and at the end of Saturday evening Benediction — having played 
the Reverend Father and his acolytes off-stage so to speak — I had to bring 
whatever piece I was playing to a speedy conclusion, for he would return in a few 
seconds alone, to deliver his Talk. Thereat I was trapped, for I had to put away 
the Benediction music and set out the Mass music for the following morning. It 
would have been bad manners for me to have risen and made my exit half-way 
through Father Jackson’s Falk; besides I was intrigued with his Talks, and 
anxious to ascertain which one he was going to give. He had five Talks; the boys 
knew them by heart, and would inform one afterwards which Talk it had been — 
“ Sir, it was Number Two.” If you disbelieve this, then how do you account for 
the following phenomenon which I witnessed a hundred times at the end of the 
Talk, instead of waiting for the Reverend Father to finish uttering his final 
admonition, they would rise as one man and firmly leave the chapel as soon as
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they heard him begin his ending. How could they know he was beginning his 
ending, unless they knew the whole talk by heart? As a matter of fact they did not 
know any of the talks completely by heart. He had the endearing habit of 
interlarding the talks at varying places with new anecdotes, culled from his recent 
experiences of life as it came his way. Some of these were as good as they were 
unexpected, and the boys laughed freely; when the anecdote misfired, one heard a 
suppressed groan. It was a cunning device, this anecdote technique, for it ensured 
the audience’s continued attention, even if for the wrong reason.

Father Jackson was a stickler for tradition, for the old, the conventional and 
therefore the right way of doing things. Innovation of any sort he despised and 
rejected and made no bones about it. When it was an innovation in Catholic faith 
or practice, or the Calendar, his mutterings became audible and were meant to be. 
He had the misfortune to live and work throughout the period of Vatican Two. 
As the developments and reforms (he would not agree with either of these terms) 
which gradually emerged from the deliberations of that august Council began to 
be promulgated in concrete and compulsive form, Father Jackson 1 think realised 
that it was up to him to stage a one-man rear-guard action in support of the Old 
Latin Church. He would have been quickly joined by a cohort of Catholic Clergy 
including very possibly members of his own Society, which had after all spear
headed the Counter-Reformation, notably in England where it failed but 
gloriously failed in the blood of its martyrs. Had he lived four centuries earlier, he 
would have been among these.

As it was, he was a martyr to hard work. He used to say that he wanted to die 
with his boots on, (as indeed he did.) This was I think no idle boast made to draw 
attention to his laborious days, but simply his way of stating that he had long ago 
made his terms with death, and would be ready for it at any moment without the 
need for elaborate preparations or the benefits of spiritual first-aid and hushed 
corridors.

I think some of the older boys knew this, knew that Father Jackson was an 
unalterable, immovable rock in the landscape of St. Aidan’s — knew too that it is 
good for a school to have a rock in it, always there, as solid as the Drakensberg 
and as South African. That came out in numberless little deeds of kindness done 
to his African groundsmen and to the very poor for whom there was no work. 
Some he chid — no doubt justly — but with that, a coin or an old pair of shoes 
was bestowed on the suppliant. Not that Father Jackson was alone among the 
Jesuits in such acts, but it was for him — or so it seemed — that they specially 
waited. For whom do they wait now? He kept his room severely locked — or 
attempted to do so. In it was an ever-swelling tide of essentials for games; balls of 
all sorts, bats, batting gloves, tennis gear, stumps, score-books, flags, javelins; 
also (and this was the point) sundry money boxes, and maths, papers past, 
present and future, inviting the attention of the curious eye, the casual glance. At 
critical moments, such as just before a cricket match or a maths exam, Father 
Jackson tended to find that not only had he locked himself out of his room, but 
that his keys as an added safety precaution, were inside. Then boys were sent 
scurrying to find Father ^atson who had the master-key, while other boys ran to 
find a ladder and force an entry through the window. On Sundays after Mass the 
newspapers would arrive, boys spread these and themselves on the floor of his
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room to devour them (that”is, the sports pages) while Father Jackson reclined in 
his arm-chair, completely happy and at peace with the world.

And that is the picture of him which I shall always have. But there is another 
picture — complimentary in its way — of a Father Jackson transformed and 
quivering with wrath, flushed with anger and ready to strike the offender right off 
the calendar with his fist. The offender in this instance was no boy or young 
person (who would have earned Father Jackson’s understanding even if 
accompanied by reproof), but an adult Catholic priest, not a Jesuit, who was 
brought to St. Aidan’s for lunch and showed himself disagreeably given to talking 
non-stop and never pausing to listen, let alone think. We were in the Priests’ 
Refectory, it was about the time of Vatican 11, and our visitor, who clearly- 
disliked St. Aidan’s and all it did and stood for, had been holding forth from the 
time of the soup onward, lauding the merits of the new dispensations and 
alterations in the liturgy which were then being promulgated by Rome. He 
reminded me of a rich Yorkshire woman just returned from a visit to L.ondon, 
expatiating non-stop on the beauty and dazzle of the new fashions she had seen at 
the sales. Latin was out. Confession was out. Benediction was out. The Kiss of 
Peace was in. Some of the Saints were Out, others were still allowed In where 
local sentiment demanded it — a sort of Gallup Poll for survival. We all fell 
a-gaping. “ And of course the Ten Commandments were Out.” Silence, during 
which I could see Father Jackson struggling to contain his rage at this outrageous 
faux pas. To try and keep some sort of decency going, I turned to the offender 
and suggested to him. “ You mean that the Ten are replaced by Two, our Lord 
gave us.” I was at once rend asunder. Neither Ten nor Two, was the correct 
answer. The correct answer was Nil. There were no Commandments. Then came 
Father Jackson’s explosion. It was terrible — swift, violent and destructive. He 
was red in the face, and beside himself with wrath. He affirmed in the most 
shattering terms that there were Ten Commandments, and don’t you forget it. 
His eyes blazed, his hands trembled, his voice rang out across the vegetables. The 
priest and his edifice of libertinism were demolished like a Chinese summer 
house.

The outburst was, I think, powered by a force older and more elemental than 
anything that mere conformity to belief could have generated. It seemed to come 
from a deeper level, where the words suddenly well up to utterance without the 
speaker’s fore-knowledge or intention.

Father Jackson showed me, on that day at least that on the list of second 
essential Christian virtues, is Anger.

It is an old tradition in boys’ schools run by Religious, that the training of 
the School Boxing Team is the responsibility of the Spiritual Father. One cannot 
win one’s bout on guts alone, blood has its role to play too, and a certain spiritual 
quality born of both. This cannot be taught in classroom, but can be punched 
into one till it becomes a hidden reserve of which others may be ignorant.

One of the triumphs of St. Aidan’s College, with its paucity of numbers, was 
Father Jackson’s boxing team. For thirteen consecutive years, his team of fifteen 
boxers returned from the Eastern Province Schools Boxing Championships with 
the coveted Calitz Cup, which thus passed into the permanent possession of St. 
Aidan’s. Permanent — but where is it now? Where is the fine boxing-ring 
lovingly erected by Father Jackson in the school hall? Where are the boxers.
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Nothing and nobody is permanent, but they may be touched by forces which are 
age-old and unchanging and can permanently strengthen that inner-self of which 
one is so often unaware. “ Murphy is a fighter, but a novice as regards boxing. He 
did the only thing he could — fight. It was a very good effort, but he lost the fight 
in the second half of the third round. It was a very weary Murphy who heard the 
final bell.”

So wrote the Spiritual Father. For the boy, put to the test thus in a crowded 
public hall, this must have been a Spiritual Exercise of the highest order.

It was Father Johnson, who as Headmaster engaged me to work at St. 
Aidan’s chiefly at first on the chapel music. He claimed in his modesty to be non
musical and unable to sing, but he was deeply involved in the Mass and when the 
one largely unvarying form of the Latin Mass began to be replaced in public 
worship by two or three different versions of Mass in the Vernacular (in our case 
English), he saw to it that these got a fair chance and a fair hearing. From the 
musical point of view, the change-over from Latin to second-rate English was and 
is a disaster of the first order. It meant the abandonment of the Gregorian chant, 
after some thirteen centuries of use, in favour of little ditties invented by nuns for 
the English versions of the Latin texts they were attempting to render. The 
Vatican Council must have decided that God and the Saints no longer understood 
Latin, therefore they were now to be compartmentalized into an English God 
understanding nothing but English, a French God understanding nothing but 
French, and so on, leading pretty soon to the nationalisation of God and the 
death of his universal music. The convenience of the idea is, that you now do not 
have to go on teaching Latin in the schools. Latin is out, at least as a vehicle to 
public worship. This means, inter alia, that Palestrina is Out. Palestrina is too 
difficult for God to understand. Whether or not Father Johnson mourned the 
passing of the Gregorian and Polyphonic masses, he devoted to the new 
vernacular mass such a wealth of feeling and dignity as to move the boys to do 
likewise. Mass became the school’s chief cultural activity. It touched many more 
boys than before. In addition to those serving at the altar, the main body of boys 
in the church found themselves engaged in a dialogue with the celebrant where 
formerly their role had been merely that of a dumb listener, or if you like dumb 
waiter, passive onlooker. In addition, they now had eight or nine choral pieces to 
sing en masse from the nave of the church. This new involvement in the dialogue 
mass in English was in Father Johnson’s eyes, one of its merits. The thing had 
shape, one knew where one was. This at St. Aidan’s had always been the case, 
even in Latin days, but in the parishes people had tended to go to sleep, say their 
Rosary, or simply read the Sunday newspapers. Favourite dogs and cats would sit 
in the pews and demand to be fondled. With mass in the vernacular all this came 
to an end, and the parishioners now knew what was going on, at least from the 
moment of the Elevation, signalled to the Faithful by the ringing of the Bell. If 
the Latin words eluded them they had on the opposite side of the pages of their 
Missal an exact English translation. Many young boys learnt some Latin in this 
way, and learnt moreover, a more authentic pronunciation of it. By singing 
Latin, they got the feel of it; more than they would ever gel in the class-room.

Father Johnson was merciful and allowed us to sing in Latin once a week, so 
as not to forget it. This was on Fridays at Benediction, and it was embarassingly 
noticeable how, as soon as the boys launched forth into O Salutaris and Tantum
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ergo in the authentic Gregorian settings, the lights seemed to go up, and the 
chapel was suddenly awash in the old melodies, and I could afford to pull out 
more stops in the organ.

It was refreshing and unusual for an organist to have a Chaplain who cared 
for the dignity of the Mass. For that is what Father Johnson was and did. Besides 
being Headmaster of St. Aidan’s, he was also its Chaplain, Rector of the Jesuit 
Community, Prefect of Studies, Prefect of Discipline, Housemaster of Seniors, 
Catechist, in fact there was scarcely a moment in the day when he was not actively 
involved in one or other of these responsibilities. Physically he was not strong, 
but he was endowed with an austerity of countenance and a firmness of utterance 
which revealed the spiritual stature of the Priest who was also the Boss. These two 
aspects of his nature marched hand in hand in all he did, were present I believe in 
all his dealings with the school, the staff, the boys, their parents, and officialdom 
both lay and clerical. Certainly no boy was left in doubt where his duty lay, and 
where he had erred from it. There was but one standard for us all. Those of us 
who had never found a Vocation, or not yet found one, (in fact the vast majority) 
received a wonderful and continuing object-lesson in what a Vocation really 
meant, and what a Vocation as Priest and Jesuit would demand of one. Father 
Johnson was a man given to silence. Not that he did not speak winningly and with 
authority when it was called for (his sermons to the boys never lasted for more 
than five minutes), but 1 think he knew that the magnitude of the task set to him, 
initially by St Ignatius of Loyola the founder of the Society of Jesus, and to which 
his vows bound him, would demand all and perhaps more than all, than it lay in 
his rather frail body to give.

Frail? The lame writer of this memoir remembers taking part in one of those 
sponsored road-walks organised by well-wishers, to raise funds for the school. 
The further one walked, the more money the well-wishers would give. The whole 
school took part, and 1 walked in company with Father Johnson. There came the 
moment when I could do no more, and withdrew. Not so Father Johnson. He 
limped on, and completed a further circuit of the course.

At his final return, he found a group of boys waiting at the school entrance 
to cheer the lag-lammases in. They were in rollicking mood, but when they saw 
Father Johnson, his body and face contorted with exhaustion and pain and 
determination, there was something in that sight which moved them to sudden 
silence. Silence is a boy’s most sincere tribute to a master. They saw that it was 
their turn to be silent now.

And where was Father Myerscough, most of this time? Below stairs in the 
kitchen, larders and store-rooms, concocting menus, organising African 
domestics, replacing fuse-wires, mending everything which had gone awry. He 
was the Manager, which in a Jesuit establishment means House-keeper, Handy 
man, Desk-repairer, Bulb-replacer, Carpenter, Overseer, Feeder of Hungry 
Souls, Mender of Windows, Disciplinarian of reluctant Africans, Carver of fine 
furniture for the Chapel.

He had a large room near the kitchens, and this overflowed with invoices 
past and present, paid and unpaid, things mended and unmended, inventories 
updated and out of date. In this room, the dampest, darkest and most uninspiring 
of the whole College, he lived, calculated and slept — but on what? His was the 
most arduous life of any at St. Aidan’s, a private inferno of non-appearing
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African domestics, mysterious disappearances of food and equipment, non- 
fulfilment of their avowed intentions by tradesmen, anonymous breakings of 
valuable and irreplaceable objects by valuable and irreplaceable boys. Not his, 
the peaceful, pastoral life of a Religious, but endless chores below stairs, amid 
constant interruptions by the impatient, the ignorant and the downright greedy.

By nature very quiet, he was made quieter by his endless, trivial duties and 
the non-spirituality of his work. Not for him the relaxed, reminiscence-filled 
evening sessions with stimulants to hand; he never attended these. One saw the 
light in his room, and surmised that Father Myerscough was still hard at work, 
still wrestling with facts and figures which had little to do with his religious 
Vocation, Order or Office. He did not complain of his lot. Had he not vowed to 
Obedience? One wonders nevertheless, whether what seemed like almost total 
separation from the daily life of the boys and priests of St. Aidan’s (he did not 
take his meals with the priests, nor say Mass for the boys) was really what St 
Ignatius would have intended for a member of his Society. For a layman to write 
such a thing as this, is quite uncalled for and amounts to nothing but a display of 
ignorance — an ignorance, however, based on sympathy and the desire to 
understand, not criticise. The lay student of St Ignatius and his Society — 
perhaps the most radical group of thinkers and doers ever to have worked in the 
Church — cannot but be deeply affected by the recent study of the Saint of 
Father Imhof S.J., and Father Rahn S.J., in particular by the brilliant imaginary 
letter from Ignatius to his successors the Jesuits of today. Viewed in the light of 
this letter, Father Myerscough’s attitude of reserve, and his obvious resolve to get 
on with his allotted task to the exclusion of all else, became the more 
understandable.

He hailed originally from Lancashire, where he attended the Jesuit day- 
school in Preston. He talked to me once — warmly and with some degree of 
nostalgia — of his early days in industrial Lancashire, the cotton mills, the rows 
of mean houses, the cold damp landscape and the warmth of hearts therein. He 
seemed always more at home and more forthcoming when conversing with 
townspeople, working people, trades people, people who made things with their 
hands. He was himself a gifted wood-worker. One surmises that life in 
Grahamstown, where the whites are mainly white-collared, must have grated on 
him harshly and continually. .

To solace him in his loneliness, he had a cat. As the years advanced, the cat 
relapsed into old age, decrepitude, decay and misery. One holiday, when Father 
Myerscough was absent, Father Jackson and I took this unfortuna' cat — far 
too woebegone to protest or even to comment — to the vet for hirr y ender into 
the late lamented. We then took the corpse, wrapped peacefully in the 
Johannesburg Sunday Times, to the African groundsmen on Bucklands Field, for 
it to be given a decent burial. Its grave was anonymous.

“ But all the town knew
Where they buried Red Hugh.”

What I have written is only the surface part of Father Dunstan Myerscough’s life 
at St. Aidan’s, the part which might strike the casual passer-by or the caller who 
required to have business with him and then go on his way. With such a bread- 
and-butter visitor Father Myerscough had no need to show himself anything but 
courteous, friendly and prompt, if God willed. The caller would depart satisfied,
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without paying further attention to the quiet man in the black suit who had 
handled his business and had carefully weighed his answer before giving it. “ Slow 
of mind but meticulous,” might have been the verdict, “ Not likely to set the Vaal 
or the Zambesi on fire.” And he would never know how wrong he had been.

Beneath the hum-drum waters of Father Myerscough’s daily life there lay 
unsuspected depths of mental strength, supporting the shallow surface stream 
and its muddy flotsam, guiding its murky flow to the cleanliness of the open sea 
and far waters of the Atlantic. These were the spiritual deeps in which Father 
Myerscough moved, and from which he drew his solace, his silence and his 
courage. They formed the unseen power that was to preserve him by a miracle 
from the score or more bullets fired directly at him by a terrorist murder squad 
one dark night in Rhodesia after he had bade St. Aidan’s farewell.
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FOOTNOTES

N.B. CR = College Record: G = Grocotts Penny Mail: 
S.A. = St Aidan’s Archives: J = Grahamstown Journal.

1. Fr R.F. Copeland — Rector: Speech night 1963. CR 1963 p. 25.
2. Figures in Wilmot Life of Ricards pp. 21 and 104.
3. The Standard Encyclopaedia o f Southern Africa Vol. 3 p. 655 gives 1838. 

Brady J.E.: Princes o f the People suggests January 1839, but claims Bishop 
Griffith himself started the school. “ Notre Mere” : Little St Aidan’s CR Vol. 
1 1899 p. 24 states that Devereux accompanied Bishop Griffith to the Cape in 
1838.

4. O’Riley: "Notre Mere” p. 190.
5. Ibid.
6. Clinton J.H. of the Eastern Province Herald in Wilmot p. 15.
7. The descriptions which follow are from O’Riley p. 201 ff.
8. O’Riley op cit p. 205.
9. Clinton in Wilmot op cit.
10. The Dictionary o f South African Biography Vol III p. 212-3 quotes 20th 

December 1849 as the date when this paper first appeared. This is obviously 
an error and is possibly in confusion with Ricard’s arrival in South Africa 
(which was 4th December 1849).

11. CR 1901 p. 119.
12. Dictionary o f South African Biography gives date of birth as 1805. The 

Standard Encyclopaedia o f South Africa Vol. Ill p. 655 gives 1802. A useful 
obituary appears in The Colonist, February 1854.

13. See article by T. Mullins in CR, 1969 p. 126.
14. These events were all described in detail in the local newspapers. The 

Grahamstown Journal and The Eastern Star (now The Star of 
Johannesburg). In addition there are two versions of an article by Mother 
Gertrude (“ Notre Mere” ), one in CR No. 1, 1899 p. 24 and the other in CR, 
1950 p. 283. An article from The Eastern Star is reprinted in CR, 1966 p. 47. 
The author acknowledges all of these sources in the compilation of this 
section of the work.

15. E.B. Dwyer. CR 1957, p. 33.
16. From research carried out by Fr Copeland in 1966.
17. Currey R.F. St Andrews College 1855-1955 p. 15.
18. Currey R.F. op cit p. 19.
19. A Life o f St Aidan o f Ferns was published in 1900 by the Irish Messenger 

Office, Dublin and reviewed in CR 1901 p. 126.
20. Wilmot op cit p. 103.
21. J. 19th June 1874.
22. J. 8th January 1875.
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23. Wilmot op cit p. 99-100.
24. CR No 1. 1899 p. 24 ff.
25. Quoted in full in CR 1965, p. 46 ff.
26. Quoted in part in CR 1965, p. 49-50.
27. Mullins T.M. CR 1968/9 p. 127.
28. For obituary see CR 1933.
29. E.B. Dwyer. CR 1957 p. 32 ff.
30. CR 1900 p. 25.
31. C. Coghlan. CR 1900 p. 75.
32. Fr Wilmot CR 1918 p. 16.
33. Dwyer op cit.
34. Extracts from In Memoriam CR. 1901 p. 101-2.
35. CR 1903 p. 195.
36. There is a fascinating description of his journey and discovery by Fr Prestage 

in CR 1905.
37. Depelchin & Croonenberghs Journey to Gubulawayo etc p. 15.
38. Figures given in the original Prize-Giving Programme in the possession of the 

author. (S.A.).
39. E.B. Dwyer op cit.
40. CR. 1939 p. 124.
41. Coghlan op cit.
42. Storey J. St Aidan’s College 52 Years Ago. CR. 1940 p. 210-15.
43. G. 8th August 1883.
44. Quoted by Fr P. Stapleton. CR 1928 p. 193.
45. CR. 1902 p. 140.
46. Wilmot op cit p. 152.
47. Personal information.
48. SA.
49. SA.
50. Full lists of donors appear in CR 1904 and 1905.
51. CR 1904 p. 230.
52. From the Official Programme. For details of casualties see text. p. 45,
53. CR 1904 p. 233.
54. CR 1899 p. 13.
55. CR 1900 p. 79.
56. CR 1900 p. 80-1.
57. G. 18th November 1901.
58. CR 1899 p. 26.
59. CR 1900.
60. Included in a memorandum circularised and quoted in part in CR 1899 p. 19.
61. Information from the Fifth Annual Report of the O. A. Union in 1904 in the 

possession of the author.
62. G. March 2nd, 1891.
63. SA.
64. SA.
65. CR 1915.
66. SA. Letter dated 20:8:27. Various annual accounts are also preserved in these 

files.
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67. Originals are in the SA files.
68. SA. Letter to Fr Stapleton dd. 3:12:23.
69. CR 1924.
70. Fr Corish to Fr Beisly 23:6:32. St George’s Archives, Salisbury.
71. CR 1931.
72. St George’s College Chronicle 1959.
73. CR 1944.
74. CR 1955.
75. CR 1957.
76. Letter from Fr Copeland to the author dd. 3:12:75.
77. “ Candidus” June/July 1978.
78. Fr Copeland to the author, 3:12:75.
79. Letter from Fr Rea to author, 5:7:79.
80. Figures published in the Southern Cross 12:3:78. Comparative approximate 

declines over the same period are —
Franciscans 26,700 — 21,500

De La Salle Brothers 16,200 — 11,500
Marist Brothers 9,700 — 6,300

Christian Brothers 3,800 — 3,100
81. Minutes of A.G.M. of St Aidan’s Union 10:4:66 (S.A.).
82. Letter from A.S. Scott-Parkin to Fr Ennis S.J. dd. 18:7:66.
83. All the correspondence referred to in this chapter is in the possession of the 

author.
84. B. McEvilly to J. Terry-Lloyd. 18:6:66. St Aidan’s Union files.
85. Scott-Parkin to D. Archer 9:9:66.
86. Fr Copeland S.J. to B. McEvilly 22:9:66. St Aidan’s Union files.
87. Memorandum produced by the Port Elizabeth Branch of the St Aidan’s 

Union for approval by the other branches and submission to Fr Arrupe S.J.
88. Letter dd. 9:3:67.
89. J.A.O. Farnell to author 3:5:79.
90. The untimely and sudden death of Mrs Keeble soon after leaving St Aidan’s 

robbed the author of a personal friend as well as probably his best potential 
source of College latter-day affairs. Although Mrs Keeble had planned to 
advise extensively on the content of this book she was not, in fact, able to do 
so.

19. Copy in Interim Council Files. Unless otherwise stated all subsequent 
information and statistics are extracted from these files which are in the 
possession of the author.

92. Minutes of a Special Meeting of the St Aidan’s Interim Advisory Council, 5th 
August 1971.
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R E C T O R S  O F  S T  A I D A N ’S C O L L E G E

NB. I. Up to 1907 the office was frequently designated as Vice-Rector, 
depending on what other role the occupant played in the Society of 
Jesus. The Rector was not necessarily the Head of the Jesuit 
Community.

2. From 1967, the Office was designated Headmaster.
1876 John Bridge
1879 John Lea
1884 Edmond Delplace
1885 Alfred Weld
1888 Alphonsus Daignault
1892 Reginald Colley
1893 John Ryan
1898 Herman Walmesley
1907 William Fitzgerald
1916 Christopher Wilmot
1922 Philip Stapleton
1929 Richard Corish
1934 Austin Ganley
1944 Bernard Whiteside
1948 Henry Townsend
1952 Edward Smithies
1955 Anthony Williams
1959 Richard Copeland
1967 Donald Johnson
1971 Barton Watson
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1899
1901
1906
1908
1911
1914
1920
1922
1925
1928
1931
1937
1940

1945
1949
1952
1955
1959
1961
1964
1967
1968
1972
1976

P R E S ID E N T S  O F  T H E  S T  A I D A N ’S  U N IO N

Father W. Quirk 
Father A. O’Riley
J.J. Yates 
Father L. Gately 
V.E. Scaer
C. Flanagan
D. J. Lyons
E. Hartigan 
Bishop B. O’Riley 
E.B. Dwyer
D. P. Archer
G.A. McLoughlin 
M. Gallwey
E. Hartigan acted during the war.
G. Beckett 
E. Moser
D. Hilton
A. Beckett
0 . Flemmer
B. McEvilly 
V. O’Riley 
B. Digby 
R. Henman
1. Harrison
H. Beckenstrater
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SOME SPORTING RECORDS

First Sports 1887
100 yds A. Seccull 12.00 secs
220 yds J. Lyons 30.5 ”
440 yds A. Seccull 65.0 ”
1 Mile A. Dwyer 5 min 45 secs
Pole Vault A. Seccull 9' 4"
High Jump A. Seccull 4' 11 VC'
Long Jump A. Seccull 17' 9"
Shot Putt A. Seccull 28' 6"

Final Records
100 yds 1963 J. Terry Lloyd 10.00 secs
220 yds 1964 V. Lamberti 22.9 ”
440 yds 1964 V. Lamberti 51.9 ”
1 Mile 1958 W. Thring 4 min 37.1 secs
Pole Vault 1973 P. Moore 3,4036 m
High Jump 1972 G. Shankland 1,752 m
Long Jump 1943 W. Koch 6,337 m
Shot Putt 1967 L. Scribante 12,688 m

Other Final Open Records
880 yds 1964 H. Jessiman 2 min 3,8 secs
2 miles 1967 B. Edwards 10 min 41,2 secs
Hurdles 1964 B. Dalias 14,9 secs

1969 R. Channing 14,9 secs
Triple Jump 1972 R. Harel 12,79 m
Discus 1957 A. Brewer 40,221 m
Javelin 1963 C. Hiltermann 51,156 m
Cross Country 1972 T. Crowe 21 min 6,0 secs
3000 m 1971 A. Diggeden 10 min 10,4 secs
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Open Swimming Records 
Crawl
440 yds 1958
220 yds 1958
100 yds 1965
40 yds 1967
Breaststroke
440 yds 1966
220 yds 1965
100 yds 1965
40 yds 1957
Butterfly
100 yds 1965
60 yds 1969
40 yds 1967
Backstroke
220 yds 1967
100 yds 1967
40 yds 1967

R. Strong 5, 25,4
R. Strong 2, 27,0
J. Loughlin 58,1
D. Basson 20,1

R. Burnham 6, 6,0
R. Burnham 2, 52,7
R. Burnham 1, 9,0
E. Manger 25,8

R. Burnham 70,0
M. Attwood 38,0
C. Visser 24,0

C. Visser 2, 55,7
C. Visser 69,5
C. Visser 23,9
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ALPHABETICAL INDEX

Academy, Mercantile & Classical. Cape Town. 
Aidan of Ferns, Co. Wexford.
Alexander, Stanley 
Algoa Bay 
Anglo-Boer War

St Aidan’s boys killed in action 
Ray Carr
Tom Niland and Capture of Gen. Oliver 
Ted Kelly
St Aidan’s Cadets called out 

Archer, Deane 
Arnott, H.
Arrupe, Father Pedro 
Assumption Convent 
Assumption Sisters 
Atherstone, Dr Guybon 
Athletics
Athletics go Metric 
Aubrey, Canon

A
2

16-17
107

3
45- 9

45
46- 7

46
47

47- 8
59,61,67,98, 101

102 et seq. 
92, 93, 97, 98, 100 

3, 6, 10 
3,4, 8, 10 

26, 37 
35,70 

104 
107

Banner, St Aidan’s College 
Barlow, “ Punch”
Bash, Brother Thomas 
Beckx, Father-General 
Beveridge Report 
“ Big Walk”
Bioscope (School Cinema) 
Bishops Conference, SA 
Boer War — see Anglo-Boer War 
Boxing (see also Calitz Cup) 
Bridge, Father Walter 
Brooker, Mrs 
Brown, B
Buckland, Father Edward

B
11, 18 

107 
20, 26 

20 
85 

104 
70 

106

80, 82, 83, 87, 88 
20,21,26-7 

101 
101 

32-3

Cadets 43, 50-6
Drill Hall 51
Shooting 51
Captain Justin O’Reilly 52
Signals Section 52
Field Days 52

Calitz Cup (see also Boxing) 104
“ Cape Colonist” Newspaper 6
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Catholics in Cape Province 
Centenary Appeal of St Aidan’s Union 
Chapel, early position of

Planning, building and dedication of present Chapel
Stations of the Cross
Organ
Choir
Formal inauguration of Chapel 
First broadcast 
Fiftieth broadcast 
One hundredth broadcast 

Chemistry in early days 
Choir — (see Chapel)

2, 6, 17 
89 
40 

71-6 
75, 111 

99
26, 35, 101-2 

76 
82 
85 
87 
33

Clothes list, 1880’s 
Clymer, Mrs Imogen 
Coghlan, Charles 
Coleman, F.L.
Colley, Father Reginald 
Condon, Sgt. J.F.
Condon, Jack
Consani, G. (see also Trust, St Aidan’s)

15
101
28

102 et seq. 
59
53
70

103
Copeland, Father 1, 90, 92, 93, 94, 95, 97, 100
Corish, Father Richard 
Corrigan,Father Richard 
Corrigan, Father Provincial 
Cricket, early days

St Aidan’s cricketers of national fame

79-80, 82 
79-80, 82 

97
32, 33, 34

up to 1915 
up to 1923 
up to 1940 

Crowley, Father 
Cuff, Ossie 
Cuff, P.D.
Council — see Interim College Council

34
70
85
59

101
101

Currey, Dr R. 102 et seq.

Daignault, Father A. 
Debating Society 
Devereux, Bishop 
Diphtheria epidemic 
Dubois, student in 1849

D
36
60

2,5,6, 7-8 
36-8

Dunbrody 37

Eastern Cape Vicariate, original extent of 
Eddie, Capt. L.A.
Edmonstone, Father G.

E
7-8
50

111, 114

130



Emoluments, teacher 
Ennis, Father P. (Superior)

16, 105 
95-6, 98, 99, 100

F
Farnell, J.A. 56, 101
Farrelly, Father Pat of Fittle St Aidan’s 17
Fees and extras 16, 15, 103
Ferns (Co Wexford) 16,17
Feds, (ferula) 31
Financial Policy 16,15
Fitzgerald, Father 57, 60, 63-4
FitzHenry, Father 64
Fitzpatrick, Gerald 32
Fitzpatrick, Sir Percy 59
Foundation stone, laying of 10-14
Fraser, Brother George 21
Furness, Father “ Fiery” 54, 80

Games and Sporting Victories 1907-14 
Ganley, Father Austin 
Gately, John 
Gay, J.
Gertrude, Mother (“ Notre Mere” ) 
Gillespie, Miss G.
Godlonton, B.
Goller, Anthony 
Goller, Father John 
Gordon, Archbishop 
Grahamstown:

City Council and Rates 
Purchase of fields 

Grahamstown Parents Union 
Grahamstown Voluntary Horse Artillery 
Green, Bishop of Port Elizabeth 

Forms Interim College Council 
1966 Agreement with Jesuits 

Griffith, Bishop 
Gymnasium

G
59

82-3, 84, 88 
59 

101 
3, 20, 59 

101
102 et seq. 
87 

101 
105

3, 4, 6, 49 
62

107,111 
104 
50 

96-99 
102 

103-4 
2, 3, 5, 10, 23 

43

Harper, John (Builder)
Hart, Mr Justice M. J.
Headmasters Conference 
Heavyside, Rev.
Henman, R.A.
Henningsen, Josephine (see Gertrude, Mother) 
Hilton-Green, Mr.

H
6

102 et seq. 
105

7
98, 104 

101
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Hockey 80
House system inaugurated 82
Hurley, Archbishop 106

I
Interim College Council: 95, 100

Finance Committee 109
Formation of 102
Executive Committee 108
Membership of 102-3
Advertising campaign 105
Unable to act in absence of bishop 105 ff.
Investigates options 105, 108-9
Hears Sister Marie Augusta Neal 106
Memorandum to Bishops’ Conference 106

Ireland, J, 103

Jackson, Father F. 101, 116-8
J

Johnson, Father D. 97,100-1, 107, 118-120
Jones, Adv. J. Wilshire 102 et seq. 

K
Keeble, Mrs Eve 101
Kelly, Mrs (of the Prep.) 92
Kenemade, Mrs van 101

L
Lai, Gary 108
Larkin, Miss M. 101
Latin introduced 85
La Trobe, Dr B. 102 et seq.
Lawrence, G. 102 et seq.
Law, Father Augustus 20, 28, 29
Lee, Father John 27-8, 32
Leboeuf, Father A. Architect 44, 74
Lottery 9
Lynch, Tom 9
Lyons, Dominic (Springbok 1896) 35

M
Mallet, R. 101
Maltman, Mrs S. 104
Mandy, John and Stephen 7
Mandy, Ray 46
Martin, Father F: Vicar-General 103 et seq.
Martindale, Father C.C. 81
Mather-Pike, E.A. 41,85, 104
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Matriculation, early syllabub and results 
in 1920 
in 1946-9

McCann, Cardinal 
McEvilly, Denis and David 
McSherry, Bishop 
McTernan, Father John 
Missionary, endeavour in the north 
Moloney, J.F. (Seamus)
Moran, Bishop 
Moody, Miss V. (Organist)
Morris, Father P.
Moser, E.
Mozambique, Portuguese explorations 
Mullins, Adv. T.
Mullins, Mrs P.
Murphy, Miss A.
Murphy, Bishop of Port Elizabeth 
Murphy, Father 
Museum, College 
Myerscough, Father D.

32,33
70
87

101
108

44, 60, 63, 73, 76-79 
24, 79

8
101 
8-9 

87, 101 
55,56,91

102 et seq. 
8

102 et seq. 
104 
59

102 et seq. 
3,5,18 

79
92, 101, 120-1

Native location in 1875 
Neale, Sister Marie Augusta 
Nelson, Lt. Col. A.E.
“ Notre Mere” see Gertrude, Mother 
Numbers at College (boys)

S.J’s
S.J. Schools and Universities

O’Brien, John
‘Oceanic’ sailing ship 1849
O’Leary, Bishop David O.A.
O’Neill, Father
Ord, Father
Orpen, Reg.
O’Reilly, Bishop Bernard O.A. 
O’Reilly, Jerry 
O’Riley, Vincent 
O’Toole, Paddy

22
106
50

2, 9, 14, 18,21,24, 29 
32, 80, 84, 87, 90, 105, 108, 109 

94, 96,101 
92, 101

9
3

71
101, 114-5 

82 
26 
71 

5,6 
6 

23

Page, A.J.
Penny, Brother John 
Picnics

P
102 et seq. 

20, 26 
35
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Piovesan, L. 101
Prefects 61
Preparatory School site: 23

Opening 83
Disposal of 111

Prestage, Father Peter 21, 29, 59

Retreat, first given 
Rhodes University
Rhodesia (Zambesi) Mission, start of 

Centenary
Ricards, Bishop David 
Rossiter, John (Builder)
Rugby football 
Ryan, Father N.

31
59
28

111
5, 6, 7, 9, 10-14, 17, 18, 19-20, 21,40

6
35,70

74

R

Sanatorium
Sanguinetti, Brother Antonio 
Science block 
Scott-Parkin, A.J.
Silveira, Father Gonsales de
Simonis, Brother
Sleep-walking
Smithies, Father
Smuts, General
Snoek, Father
Soccer
Sodality of Our Lady 
“ Southern Cross” newspaper 
Stapleton, Father 
St Aidan’s, Little 

Closure
St Aidan’s College:

Assets
Reasons for the name 
Reasons for closure 
Foundation ceremony 
Completion of first building 
Arrival of first staff (1875)
Transfer from Bishop Ricards to Father Bridge 
More buildings and ground 
Boys in 1876 
Protestant boys
Sources of information on early St Aidan’s 
Habits of the first boys 
Early routine

S
88

20,25, 26 
91 

97-8 
8 

40
29

28- 29 
52

101
35, 43, 70 

31 
95 
69 

6-9 
18

103 et seq. 
16-17

109 et seq. 
10 
18

20-21 
23 

22, 25 
24, 25 

25 
25

29- 30
30
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Borrowings from Stonyhurst 30-31
Stonyhurst terminology 31-2
West wing and tower 44
St Aidan’s “ Record” launched 58
Preparatory school 23,59, 81,83, 111
Plans for new chapel 71
Proposed move to Cape Town 71
Formal opening of new chapel 76
Bishop McSherry’s sermon 81
Rumours of closing 80, 107
Father Ganley’s revival 83
Three term year introduced 87
New wing under construction 89
Lower, Middle and Higher Lines segregation 89-90
New dining hall and New Field 90
New science block 91
St Aidan’s debts 93, 103
Non-Catholics accepted 92
Interim College Council 95, 100, 102
S.J. staff attitudes to closure 97, 107
Transfer to Diocese of Port Elizabeth 99
Closure 109-110
Later position 110-111

St Andrews College, Grahamstown 7, 34, 105, 107, 109
St George’s College, Salisbury 93
St Patrick’s Church, Grahamstown 3,5,6
Storey, John 5, 37
Stratford, James (Chief Justice) 35
Swimming Pool 60,61, 111

Tennis courts 43
Terpend Mr. (Father of “ Uncle Joe” ) 7
Townsend, Father 86
Tryers, Brother 101
Trust, St Aidan’s 103, 105
Tuckshop 32
Twomey, A. 101

Union, St Aidan’s Old Boys 57-9, 100
Centenary appeal 91
Memorandum to Bishop Green 1966 re closure 96
Memorandum to Father Arrupe (1967) re closure 100
Attendance at Interim Council 105

Vatican II 93-4, 101-2, 106
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Verdin, Father Joseph 79, 87, 88
Verwey, Mr and Mrs 101

Walmesley, Father 44, 48, 57, 60
W

Walshe, Bertie 59
Watson, Father W.B. 56, 82,87, 101, 107, 115-6
Weld, Father A. 20, 39-40
Wersbecker, Mr 26
Whiteside, Father B. 55
Williams, Father A. 
Wilmot, Father 26
Winnie, Mr. 18
World War I 65-8

Letters from O. A’s: Father Day 65
Alex Miller 66, 67
Jack Wright 67

Roll of Honour 68
World War II 84

Roll of Honour 84
Wynne, Hon Mr Justice 82

Zambesi Mission 28-9, 111
Z
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Primed by Kohler/Bumleys, Port Elizabeth

138


