
 

 A n n a l s  f r o m  t h e  A r c h i v e s  

—The events during the 1960s, as well as the Second Vatican Council, brought about many lasting changes within the Catholic 

Church. Because of Vatican II, the process for the next General Chapter of the Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur, originally 

scheduled for 1969, was far more involved. With so much to accomplish, the Sisters decided to divide the meetings into 2  

sessions. The first session of the General Chapter was held from December 15, 1967 to March 22, 1968 and the second  

was held March 29 to June 20, 1969, just before Julie Billiart’s canonization. During the first session, two sisters met: Sister 

Marie Augusta Neal, the Sociology Chair at Emmanuel College and Sister Mary McLeish, a Scottish sister serving at the Mission 

school at Embakwe in what was then Rhodesia.  

     The Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur opened the mission at Embakwe in 1904. In one of the 1968 newsletters that the  

sisters at Embakwe sent out to the Congregation, they said, “It would take a tremendous feat of imagination for anyone who 

has not visited Embakwe to visualize the place. . . .It is true that there is a marooned quality about Embakwe. It sits, a self-

contained cluster of buildings in a saucer-like depression in the bush. . . .We are so remote that last year an Inspector from 

Bulawayo, none of whom we had seen for years, came down and admitted he didn’t know if we were a primary or secondary 

school . . .”      

     Around that same time, Sr. Mary McLeish and Sr. Marie Augusta Neal began a correspondence that lasted for years. Their 

letters share the many challenges encountered upon their arrival home from the Chapter, among other things. Upon her return 

to Embakwe, Sr. Mary wrote of being energized by the Chapter.  “Now as you know since I’ve come back I’ve had a difficult 

time. My biggest offense seems to be that I want to improve things and if no one else will do it, I begin to do it myself.”  Upon 

her return to Emmanuel, Sr. Marie Augusta responded to Sr. Mary’s struggles by speaking with some of her classes about the  

challenges facing the Embakwe Mission. In response, two Emmanuel students expressed an interest in assisting at the mission 

school in June of 1968. “I should like to send this SOS letter to you.” Sr. Marie Augusta wrote to Sr. Mary. “We have two  

students who are interested in coming to Rhodesia this fall to teach. They have just finished with their AB degrees. . . .They are 

both students who care very much and want to do something worthwhile for a year before going to graduate school or making 

other more long range choices. . . . Will you write right away and let me know if they will still fit into your plans for this year. . . “   
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     Sr. Mary was delighted, though apprehensive about the offer. In her reply, she wrote, “Part of me dreads the students 

coming because I wonder how our performance will look to them. They will certainly be a challenge.” 

     That summer was a tough one for Embakwe. Sr. Mary wrote that, “There was little rain this year and the crops are almost 

nil, the weather is bitterly cold – whistling winds in the denuded trees and 16° of frost. The water must be dug from the  

riverbed and comes up brown and smelly. My heart aches for the old people who suffer so patiently and were so glad to see 

us. . . .the men are in despair – their land yields nothing and they have to go and leave it to work in town.” 

     The land Sr. Mary spoke of was what was known as Tribal Trust Land. Such land was allocated amongst the people by the 

white government, passing onto the white settlers the fertile land and handing off to Black farmers land that was usually of 

poor quality, making the work to produce crops that much harder. The Embakwe Mission was located on one of those Tribal 

Trust Lands, which were—and are—similar to the reservations allotted to Native Americans in the United States. [More on 

that in the next newsletter] 

     In the end, only one student from Emmanuel [L.R.] was able to make the journey to Embakwe. Her visa was held up for 

some time so that she wasn’t able to arrive in Rhodesia until mid-September 1968.  Sr. Marie Augusta arranged the travel 

so that L.R. would stop off in London on her way to Embakwe and asked the London Notre Dame sisters to host her for a 

night before continuing onto Rhodesia. Because the school year at the mission began at the end of July, not September, Sr. 

Mary was desperate for help and wrote on September 3rd that, “We really need [her] as soon as she can get here so I think 

it better for her to stop over in London on her way home next June. [Instead of on the way to the mission.]”  

     Finally, after much finagling, Sr. Marie Augusta wrote to the Emmanuel community that she [the Emmanuel graduate] 

“will go to our Notre Dame mission in Embakwe, Rhodesia to teach for one year. There is a great shortage of teachers and a 

great need to help . . . Next year, we hope to have two more girls going. . .“  

     On October 17th, Sr. Marie Augusta reported that, “she [L.R.] feels strongly that two, not one, should come. She was very 

lonesome at first.” In contrast, Sr. Mary McLeish wrote in November that L.R. “seems completely at home with us D.G.” The 

weather, however, must have been a shock to the young American woman. Sr. Mary told Sr. Marie Augusta that, “It’s 46  

degrees today and we are sitting around a large fire. Three days ago it was 106 degrees in the shade.” 

     The arrival of a young American woman brought more than an extra teacher to the Mission. Sr. Mary wrote to the  

Congregation that “she has brought a new breath of life into our work with her gaiety, unselfishness and her modern  

approach to life and its difficulties. . .We can never thank Sister Marie Augusta enough for her part in this venture which 

promises to be a yearly event. . .“ 

     After the first Emmanuel graduate left, three more Emmanuel students made the long journey to Embakwe to serve at 

the Mission. Their work and those that followed continued until 1973.  

 

**Note: Because I was unable to locate any of the Emmanuel graduates who volunteered at the Embakwe Mission to  

obtain permission to use their names here and in the next two articles, I have used only their middle and last initials to  

identify them.  

      

     More about those Emmanuel graduates and the Embakwe Mission in the next Annals of the Archives.  
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