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Editorial 
 
In this edition of Pray and Promote, we are aiming to gather and share 
reflections on SMG life lived under Kenyan skies.  
 
Many of you will recall Sr Mary Hickey 
SMG (Mother M. Azevedo) becoming our 
Congregational Leader during the stirring 
times following the second Vatican Coun-
cil: she was elected in 1966.  In 1973, dur-
ing her period in office, a request was 
made from the Ursuline Sisters in Ireland 
via the CMRS (Conference of Major  
Religious Superiors) Ireland looking for 
Sisters for their mission in Kitui which 
they could no longer sustain. Sr Ignatius 
Barron SMG responded to this call for vol-
unteers. 
 
We are so grateful today, to the Holy Spir-
it, who inspired and sustained her in her 
generous response to Mary Hickey’s re-
quest. In our next issue we will go into 
more detail on the stages which followed 
and led to the current blossoming of the 
SMGs in Kenya. 
 
It is ever true; to quote Cardinal Newman, “God has created me to do 
Him some definite service. He has committed some work to me which He 
has not committed to another. I have my mission.” Our SMG Kenyan 
mission is rooted in Amos 7: 15, “Go prophesy to my people” and in 
Ephesians1: 3-14, “we were claimed as God’s own from the beginning … 
and you have been stamped with the seal of the Holy Spirit.” Let us con-
tinue to pray for and to be open to that same Holy Spirit to sanctify and 
sustain us in the spirit of Jesus who “summoned the twelve and began to 
send them out in pairs” Matt 6:7.  
 
We thank Srs Meki Ngemu SMG and Margaret Doyle SMG for their re-
flections and immense patience and support in recalling these beginnings 
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Sr. Mary Hickey  
(Mother M Azevedo) 
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for us.  We also extend our thanks to Paul Shaw, SMG Congregational 
Archivist, for his introduction to Mother’s first Circular Letter to the Con-
gregation.  We now have access to all of Mother Magdalen’s Letters, and 
here we may compare the growth of the congregation in 1876 to the open-
ing of our historical Kenyan story. 
 
We highly commend this edition, and urge you all to both ‘Pray &  
Promote’, in order to advance devotion to Venerable Mother Magdalen 
Taylor SMG. 
 
Mary Kenefick SMG 
September 2018 
 

http://www.poorservants.org.uk

Sr Ignatius, Kenya  1973  
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 from left Srs. Ignatius, Pat O Meara ( Mercy)  
Margaret Doyle,  Nuala ( Mercy), 

M St. Pius  and Josephine Coughlan 
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Sr. Ignatius on her mobile clinic round. 1973 
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Sr Madeleine Ryan SMG 



 
Projects created and supported by the Sisters in Kenya. 

 
The Frances Taylor Family Centre: 
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Boys on the street       
having snacks after  

a long walk. 

Boys on the street enjoying their dinner 
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This year the Centre opened a production department where 
items made in the Centre are displayed and sold as income     

generating projects. 



Projects for self help groups for the centre. 
 
There are a variety of activities e.g. planting greens, ground nuts, trees and 
table banking. These projects help support children whose parents have 
died from AIDS 
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Self-help group planting trees 
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Above: 
 
These boys are being trained in the Centre  in leather craft. They are empow-
ered to  start their own business and earn their leaving. Last year four boys 

graduated and are now working and able to care for themselves. They are 
trained in ball  making, handbags, key holders among other things. 

Ground Nut 
planting. 
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Growing Greens 

Dress Making. 



    
               
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Above: 

This photograph of Magdalen Kithumba, the youngest of six children  
was taken with her mother outside their home. She was born with a physi-
cal disability and is unable to stand, and needs help with eating, she is 
very happy, always singing.   

Her family are very poor and she is cared for by her mother (who is a sin-
gle parent) and does not have employment. 

Supported by the sisters, at the Frances Taylor Family Centre, Magdalen 
was taken to  THE DEAR FOUNDATION KENYA, a school for physi-
cally challenged children, for an assessment. The outcome of the assess-
ment was, that if Magdalen is enrolled in the school they could help her 
with her mobility and any other needs. 

Through the generosity of the SMG donors Magdalen was enrolled in this 
school where she is making good progress. 
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This photograph of Kamene 
Munyoki  was taken with her 
mother, is five years old and has 
severe mobility, speech impair-
ment and has difficulty eating.  
Like Magdalen she was also 
taken to the DEAR Foundation 
for Assessment where she was 
diagnosed with Muscle prob-
lems and needs urgent therapy.  
 
As she too is from a very poor 
family SMG donors are also 
helping Kamene to fund her 
place at the Centre. 
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Water Conservation, Kitui. 



 
Mother Magdalen’s First ‘Circular Letter’ 

 
 
In current issues of Pray and Promote we are particularly concerned to 
document the origins and development of the SMG apostolates in Kenya. 
It seems most appropriate, in this context, to cast our eyes back and look 
at the early years of the congregation and its founding works in England 
and Ireland. The circular letter below (archive ref I/A/5/2/10/4) has a 
particular historical significance as being the first ‘newsletter’ (in mod-
ern parlance) to be distributed within the congregation, recognition of 
Mother Magdalen’s feeling that the SMGs had become sufficiently large 
and widely distributed geographically to make it appropriate to send out 
tidings to all of the SMG convents then in existence (a mere seven in to-
tal!) As the congregation grew and prospered, Mother Magdalen, always 
a fine administrator, was very assiduous in documenting the development 
of the work, and in distributing printed summaries (no doubt produced on 
the congregation’s own printing press). But this letter is especially rare 
and valuable in recording developments at such an early date, less than 
eight years after the founding group of aspirants had met together in the 
first tiny convent in Fleet Street to place the work under the protection of 
the Blessed Virgin Mary. One link with these early years is Fr Robert 
Cooke OMI, mentioned below, heroic founder of the Catholic mission at 
Tower Hill where the congregation carried out its first sustained mission 
to the poor of London.  
 
It is salutary to be reminded of the fact that at this stage the congregation 
had not yet acquired the fine houses at Brentford or Rome, now so hal-
lowed in the historical recollections of the congregation. Of the then 
Mother House in Mount Street, Mayfair, one priest later wrote: ‘it was in 
1875 that the writer frequently said Mass for the little band forming its 
slender community, then living in a small back alley close to Farm Street, 
and having for its chapel an exceedingly small and retired cenacle at the 
end of a long passage’. An anonymous account by one of the early Sisters 
records that the house had been a shop, the shutters of which were at first 
utilised as a makeshift table! Even the precise site of this building, as with 
many of the humble early convents, is far from certain. Nonetheless, it 
was here in 1873 that the congregation was consecrated to the Sacred 
Heart, an event which Mother Magdalen described as ‘the greatest event 
yet recorded in our Annals’.  
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It is typical of Mother Magdalen’s hard-headed realism that she does not 
hide from the Sisters her concerns where she believed that foundations 
were failing to function efficiently: of the convents mentioned here, the 
one at Margate in Kent closed in 1878; that at the Jesuit College at 
Clongowes Wood, Co. Kildare, in 1880; the one at the Jesuit College at 
Beaumont, Windsor, in 1882; and that at Limerick actually closed very 
shortly after the distribution of this letter, with the annals recording that 
Mother Magdalen had spent in Limerick ‘some of the saddest hours of her 
life’. Another great sadness to Mother Magdalen later in the year was the 
death of the greatly loved and valued young novice-mistress, Sr Mary 
Gertrude, after a long and painful illness. Yet, with all this, there is a 
powerful sense that the congregation was growing, establishing itself and 
was on an upward path, for which Mother Magdalen offered up thanks: 
within less than ten years it had grown in membership from sixty-five to 
around 200, and by the time of Mother Magdalen’s death in 1900 this had 
risen to a figure of around 270.  
      
Public affairs at the time of this letter were dominated by continuing un-
rest in the Balkan Provinces of the Turkish Ottoman Empire which was 
sadly to result in the outbreak of war between Russia and Turkey in 1877: 
while she makes only occasional references to political events in her let-
ters, Mother Magdalen’s abhorrence of war is well known and this unrest 
would certainly have caused her great disquiet. She would certainly have 
been aware that January 3rd was the feast day of St Geneviève, the patron 
saint of Paris, whose intercession she may have thought it appropriate to 
call upon, given the saint’s repute in providing protection against pesti-
lence and warfare. Mother Magdalen was very familiar with the French 
capital, and we can be assured that she would have visited the saint’s 
shrine at the beautiful church of St Étienne du Mont, where the renowned 
Society of St Vincent de Paul was founded in 1833.   
 
AMDG 
Convent of the Mother of God 
123 Mount Street 
Grosvenor Square W 
Jan 3rd 1876 
 
We are now sufficiently established & scattered to make it advisable to 
adopt the pious custom of the Society of Jesus & many other orders & 
send an annual letter to all our Houses letting them know the exact state 
of the Congregation 
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At this date it numbers 65 members including postulants & seven houses. 
 
The Mother House in London is flourishing & during the past year no re-
markable event has taken place 
 
Our Mother Superior had a serious illness in the spring from which she 
happily recovered 
 
In Easter week a postulant took the habit & four novices made their first 
vows 
 
The officiating priest was Very Rev Father Cooke Provincial Oblates of 
Mary 
 
In April the Mother House sent out a branch to Margate diocese of South-
wark – in June to Carrigtwohill diocese of Cloyne & in Oct to Soho – 
archdiocese of Westminster 
 
An image of St Joseph was placed in the Chapel in the month of March a 
picture of our holy Father St Ignatius in July & a picture of St Stanislaus 
Patron of the Noviciate in Sept. 
 
The Convent of Beaumont has continued as before & no incident has oc-
curred 
 
The Convent of Clongowes has nothing of note to record except the en-
trance & departure of postulants 
 
There has entered  [the Congregation] in 1875 nine [women] of whom 
two have gone on to the novitiate two have left & five remain. 
 
Of our Convent in Limerick we cannot speak so favourably 
 
The Sisters are as yet unable to render it self supporting. They have begun 
a day school for little boys & are trying to get up a boarding school for 
the same class. They have an evening school for girls – they visit the poor 
& have – by God’s help – brought many to the Sacraments. They have 
received during the past year nine postulants of whom three have gone to 
the novitiate & six remain. 
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Of our Convent in Margate we cannot speak without anxiety since it is 
not self-supporting but we trust by means of a laundry & day school for 
girls it may soon become so. The Sisters teach the Poor School visit the 
poor & have begun a small middle class day school. 
 
During August this House opened its doors to nearly the whole Commu-
nity who made their annual Retreat beginning on the 19th & ending on the 
26th. The Exercises were given by Father Dignam S.J. & this Retreat will 
never be forgotten by the Community. Whatever Retreats may be made in 
the future this one laid a solid foundation of the spiritual life. Many of our 
Sisters who were sick also visited Margate & received much benefit.  
 
Of our Convent in Carrigtwohill we can speak with much joy. The Con-
vent is in course of building near to the Parish Church – the Sisters have 
some privations to endure in their temporary abode but these are nothing 
to the Poor Servants of Mary. Many souls have been brought back to God 
by their means & with His help. The Sisters have a small middle class day 
school & visit the poor. They also superintend a Sodality of the Blessed 
Virgin. 
 
Of our Convent in Soho we can speak with much joy. It is self-supporting 
or nearly so & much work for souls is being done there. The poor are vis-
ited the sick and suffering relieved children brought to Baptism adults to 
the Sacraments children to school. An evening school is held three times a 
week: a Mothers’ meeting once a week & a Sunday class & there is a 
field for much more. 
 
Thus we can give glory to God for that he has prospered us & made us to 
flourish during the past year & given us the untold blessing of being able 
to work for His glory. In all our seven Houses we enjoy the blessing of 
being under the direction of the Fathers of the Society of Jesus & to this 
we attribute under God any spiritual we have made. 
 
In five of our Houses we have the Fathers for Ordinary Confessors & in 
the other two as Extra-Ordinary. In two we have weekly instructions from 
the Fathers. We must record the Triduum given to our Sisters in Dec. 
1875 by the Rev. Father Stuzdo S.J. 
 
In the course of the year 1875 twenty-three Postulants took the Habit & 
thirteen Novices made their first vows. 
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The names & destinations of the Professed Sisters are as follows: 
 
Sister Mary Magdalen…..Mother General & Local Superior of Mount 

Street. 

Sister Mary Gertrude……Assistant & Novice Mistress 

Sister Mary Germaine…  Superior at Beaumont 

Sister Mary Alacoque……Superior at Clongowes 

Sister Mary Agnes……….Superior at Limerick 

Sister Mary Colette………Superior at Margate 

Sister Mary Berchmans…...Superior at Carrigtwohill 

Sister Mary Austin………...Superior at Soho  
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FRANCES MARGARET TAYLOR (1832-1900) 

Venerable Mother Magdalen 

 

 

Frances Margaret Taylor was the tenth child of a Lincolnshire Anglican 
Clergyman.  In 1854 she joined Florence Nightingale's Lady Volunteer 
Nurses to the Crimean War, where hospital conditions affected her deep-
ly.  Her contacts with the Irish Sisters of Mercy and the vivid faith of the 
Irish soldiers turned her mind to the Catholic Church.  

 
She was received into the Catholic Church by Father Woollett SJ, a Royal 
Army Chaplain.  After the Crimean War, Frances devoted herself to the 
service of the poor in London.   Feeling called to the Religious Life she 
tried her vocation with the Daughters of Charity and with the Daughters 
of the Heart of Mary.  God willed otherwise, and in 1872, with the help of 
Lady Georgiana Fullerton and Father Clare SJ the Congregation of the 
Poor Servants of the Mother of God came into being with Frances, now 
Mother Magdalen Taylor, at its head. 

 

Every form of poverty and misery found succour and shelter in her mater-
nal heart, and today the Sisters of this Religious Congregation and mem-
bers of the SMG family continue to be inspired by her vision.    
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