
 

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

—It was almost happenstance that brought about the first meeting between Sr. Marie Augusta Neal, the Sociology Chair at  

Emmanuel College, and Sr. Mary McLeish, a Scottish sister serving at the Mission School in Embakwe, Rhodesia [now  

Zimbabwe]. Their acquaintance began at the General Chapter for the SNDdeNs, held in 1968. Hearing of the need for more 

teachers at Embakwe from Sr. Mary, Sr. Marie Augusta shared that information with her students. And in 1968, one Emmanuel 

graduate volunteered to teach at Embakwe for a year. Her enthusiasm prompted three more graduates to make the long  

journey to Rhodesia, volunteering their post-graduate year to assist at the school. Unfortunately, all three had to return to the 

U.S. in June of 1970, leaving the school once again short handed. Though two of the volunteers had thought to return, they 

were unable to fulfill that hope.  

     In the interim, Sr. Marie Augusta hoped to encourage more Emmanuel graduates to go to Embakwe. In February of 1971, Sr. 

Marie Augusta wrote to Sr. Mary with the exciting news that more graduates hoped to join them that summer. “Could four 

come?” she asked. “Let me know. Would there be some stipend for them?. . . Let me know the realities of the situation as soon 

as possible. . . .what are the dates for the closing of school and the opening. Please give them to me for South Africa and for 

Rhodesia. I am going to try to make my plans fit some way that will provide some time to see you in school. This may not be 

possible, but I will try.” Sr. Marie Augusta’s plans included conducting a school survey of Catholic schools in South Africa during 

the summer of 1971. And to everyone’s delight at Embakwe, she was successful in stopping at the Mission school before  

traveling on to South Africa to begin that survey. 

     Not long after her return to Boston, Sr. Marie Augusta began a campaign, writing to local and national newspapers of the 

worsening situation in Rhodesia. She sent letters to the National Catholic Reporter, the New York Times, the Boston Herald 

Traveler, as well as other local newspapers. She also wrote to Sr. Helen Cornelia Lyons, the Massachusetts Provincial,  

requesting children’s books, as well as magazines, such as Ebony, to give the children at Embakwe the chance to see positive 

images of Black people.  

     By February of 1972, two Emmanuel graduates, M.L. and P.S., began their year teaching at Embakwe. In one of her letters to 

an Emmanuel newsletter, Sr. Marie Augusta reported on their travel plans to Rhodesia, saying, “The school in which they will 

teach is for Coloured children. This means in Rhodesia children of mixed background. Under the present Land Tenure Act 

these children do not have a place for education. The mission schools are very understaffed now that Coloured and Indian 

teachers who used to come in from South Africa cannot get their temporary visas renewed. Africans teach in the African school 

but are not allowed to teach in the Coloured school.”  

     Two months after their arrival, P.S. sent a letter to Sr. Marie Augusta, apologizing for not writing sooner. “For some silly  
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reason before I came I thought there would be the luxury here of loads of time for letter writing. No such thing though.  

Literally every minute of the day is occupied with something.. . .”  

     The graduates reported not just on their experience with teaching, but also the culture shock of seeing first hand the  

disparities between the white minority and the Africans living in the Embakwe area. Their frustration was evident in all their  

letters to Sr. Marie Augusta. In September 1972, P.S. wrote, saying, “Really think I’d like to stay until June ’74. . .There are 

the inevitable moments of loneliness and frustrations here, but all things considered life is very good. . . .Only wish that 

teaching didn’t take up so much of my time. . .There’s just not a lot of time for community work and there’s so much need 

for it. We do have a Community Action group going here with some of the teachers at the African primary school. To date we 

haven’t accomplished anything that’s very earth shattering—-nor have we begun a revolution but we have set people  

thinking and have opened lines for communication and action.” In December, M.L. wrote of her experience posting a letter 

in Bulawayo. “Less than five minutes ago, a typical encounter happened at the window in the post office. The clerk,  

pretending to be talking to his customer, an African man, made some subtle, unfunny joke, that the man didn’t care to  

understand. The clerk looked at me, expecting me to share in the humor. It’s so typical. Things like this must happen, I don’t 

know how often in a day.” 

     In January of 1973, M.L wrote of her and P.S.’s efforts to learn Ndbele. As the previous graduates had done, they became 

friends with the other teachers, as well as some of their students. They were excited to attend a wedding of one of the Day 

School teachers, and practice their new language skills. Also attending the wedding were four of the sisters, including  

Sister William Julie Hurley, who had come from Massachusetts to teach at the Mission.  

     Despite their joy at attending the wedding and making friends with the other teachers, the conditions of the mission  

continued to be troubling to them all, especially M.L. In January of 1973, the Emmanuel graduates had a break and traveled 

to Swaziland. M.L. wrote a long letter about their experiences and of hearing a sermon from a young priest. “He talked about 

what it meant to be Christian in a revolutionary sense of that word by taking the consequences of that commitment even if it 

means being kicked out, put in jail. . . That’s why he says he follows the person of Christ—as someone who took the  

consequences of what he stood for.” She continued the letter a week later, having returned to Embakwe. “I came back a 

little earlier to try and get myself sorted out. . .I’m a little nervous about keeping the little ones attention. . .there has been a  

horrible drought. . . the thing is people here are used to such horrible conditions. But every year is as hard as the year  

before. . .However since the drought has also hit Salisbury and South Africa where wealthy tobacco farms etc. are, it’s  

making news and drought reliefs are being talked of. I’m afraid the relief will go to the wrong people.” 

     There were no more letters from either Sr. Mary McLeish or the volunteers until near the end of April. On April 21, 1973, 

Sr. Mary wrote from Scotland to Sr. Marie Augusta with the news that the American volunteers had left Embakwe, after some 

turmoil among the community. “. . .there has been a distrust of everything American.” But the discord was deeper than that. 

“P.S. especially is aware [of injustices] and devastatingly honest. . . She just cannot pretend. . .and of course her attitude 

appealed to the more intelligent of the older students. . .I found myself constantly on the watch to shield them . . .One thing 

is sure, they were and are needed.” 

     The next letter to Sr. Marie Augusta was written by P.S. on April 28, 1973 and came right to the point. “M.L. and I are no 

longer at Embakwe. . . .[we] heard from the African friend of ours that some villages on Embakwe mission land were  

threatened with being moved. Trying to get more information on the issue, we asked around at the convent. At that point, 

none of the sisters knew anything . . .though the decision had been made over two years ago.” She went on to tell her that, 

“It appeared that Engelmar [the rector] was attempting to move 18 African villages (30+ families – approximately 200  

people) because [they] were situated within the mission boundaries rather than in the mission–donated African area – 

probably soon to be officially declared Tribal Trust Land. Up to this point in time, he (Engelmar) had not deemed it necessary 

to meet with all the African people involved – to discuss or even explain all that was happening. On Saturday the 14th, the 

Bishop was at Embakwe on other business and agreed to meet with all of the staff to ‘explain’ things as he saw them. There 

were no Africans present at this meeting.” 

     She continued the letter, saying that, there were two reasons for the eviction. “1) the cattle of the villages were grazing 

on land that was needed for mission cattle and 2) very soon the government would force people to move off white mission 

land into the Tribal Trust Land anyway. William Hurley (the new American sister) . . .and myself were the only people who 

had any questions to ask him after this ‘explanation.’ 90% of those present accepted it simply because as the Bishop he is 

their authority figure.” Her letter went on for several pages, questioning the need for the eviction and outlining the racist 

policies involved. Despite their protests, the bishop nor anyone else would listen. And so, “in our letter of the 15th we stated 

that if new negotiations of the issue were not begun we would no longer consider ourselves a part of Embakwe Mission. For 

this was not the first time that we had observed the latent racism in the Catholic Church in Rhodesia and particularly at  

Embakwe. In all conscience we just couldn’t be a part of it any longer.”  

     The Bishop grew so irate with them, that he told them to leave the Mission, which they did on April 23, 1973. Before they 

left, though, they met with their students to explain their departure. “We try to explain to them as best we could the decision 

that we had made and the reasons behind that decision. They understood – really understood and morally supported our 

action.” The next letter sent to the U.S. came from M.L. She wrote for eight pages, explaining how things unfolded before 

they were forced to leave the mission. She began, “This is the 3rd letter I have begun to write to you. But because things 

keep changing from one week to the next, from day to day, I’ve put it off.” She reviewed the meeting with the Bishop, the 

causes for the eviction of over 200 Africans, the steps that led up to it, especially the supposed need of 150 head of cattle 



for the mission. “The children rarely eat beef at meals so why are we keeping 150 head? 3) Are there no other agricultural 

remedies for cutting down the acreage from 4000 to 3000 and still running the mission?. . .Since that time we have been 

visiting people, talking to people who know well the situation here, talking to Justice and Peace Commission heads both in 

Salisbury and Bulawayo and trying to get sorted out by May 12 meeting. [with the Bishop]”  

     She continued for some pages, agonized by the decision. “Three times during that week I almost backed down thinking of 

the children but felt in conscience I couldn’t. I could not have continued living there knowing what I did or continue in the false 

friendships that would have been left.” 

     The next day, three of the sisters at the Mission—Sisters William Julie Hurley, Marie McLaughlin and Mary Therese Mawes—

wrote to Sister Marie Augusta, supporting the graduates’ position on the matter. “There has been no discussion between the 

mission authorities and the people concerned and the actions to be taken have only come to their knowledge by way of rumor 

and conjecture. . . After these meetings the community was forbidden to discuss the matter further because it was upsetting 

to some sisters. . .Another factor which should be taken into consideration in connection with the boundary lines is the fact 

that, in the light of decreasing lay and religious staff, it had already been decided that the numbers in the colored boarding 

school would have to be decreased by next year. This will mean that a smaller herd of cattle will be sufficient for mission 

needs. If the herd is smaller, then the mission will require far less than 4000 acres of land. Thus there should be no need for 

these people to move.” 

     After promising to keep her informed, the three sisters signed the letter. M.L. wrote the beginning of June, reporting on their 

efforts to publicize what was happening at the mission. She added, “Some really good people have helped us and become 

very good friends both in Bulawayo and Salisbury. We have stayed for the most part in both of these places. . . . I don’t know if 

we will be deported. We’ve done nothing illegal but that’s only a question of semantics here. I don’t know what to say to you 

about our plane tickets, whether you have written etc. (we’ve got no mail). So I hold all that off for the present. I wish we had 

some feedback from you. It’s all very confusing.” 

     On June 18th, that order to leave Rhodesia came and the two graduates sent a telegram to Sr. Marie Augusta that they 

were to return to the U.S. after being deported by the country. And as it happened, by 1974, none of the families had been 

moved. But the controversy regarding land ownership continues to this day. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

**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, I have used only their middle and last initials to identify them. 
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