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We can be glad that Sister Ethel is at home now at last with her “right homely God”, knowing that all 
shall be well, and all manner of thing shall be well.   But she has been at home in a number of places 
during her life and always made them homely places of welcome for others.    

All her life Ethel gave thanks for two special graces; one her saintly parents and faith-filled, loving family 
life, and the other her vocation to the Society of the Sacred Heart.  Her father was the English born John 
Henry Newman Watt (he was baptised at Brompton Oratory by their family friend, Cardinal Newman) 
and her mother his second wife, Kathleen, whom Ethel resembles in appearance, in thoughtful kindness 
and in prayerfulness.  At their dairy farm near Paremeremo John and Kathleen made their home truly a 
domestic church, school of the virtues; her father taught them catechism in the evening, and they would 
fill the house with music and singing.  Ethel’s instrument was the piano.  Father Merv Duffy believes that 
it was a family of exceptional goodness.   

Ethelburga Mary Kathleen was born on the 12 March 1931, and baptised by Msgr Buxton in St Patrick’s 
Cathedral, Auckland on 28th March.  Thereafter her  First Communion and Confirmation took place  at 
home in what visiting priests called the Cathedral of Maryfield, so beautifully did her mother prepare 
the house for liturgy every second month.  Three families of Watts gathered there for Mass.   

 Her nearest brother, John, about a year older, called her Da, short for darling.  Mary, two years younger 
remembers Ethel as an outside person – playing there with John,  in love with nature, a gardener rather 
than a cook, naturally contemplative. If she was inside it would be to read, which she did avidly.  Set to 
keep the cows away from the haystack, Ethel could settle down with her book against the hay, and lose 
herself in reading.  As long as the cows went around her quietly they could freely attack the stack from 
the back – until a call from the house alerted her.  

She was only a toddler when her older brother Francis James, was professed at Highden in 1932, 
becoming Brother Basil SM.  She was only slightly older, old enough to be dressed in white as an angel, 
to lead her sister Brenda into the chapel of St Mary’s for her clothing ceremony as a sister of Mercy. The 
future  Sister Mary Raphael’s entry was delayed.  The angel had escaped into the garden and climbed a 
tree. Ethel was always spontaneous, sometimes acting without too much regard for consequences.  A 
Willow pattern plate didn’t survive being used as a frisby after a special lunch down the paddock, for 
example.     

She did her primary schooling by correspondence for 7 years, helped by her mother. When she started 
her secondary schooling at Baradene in 1946 as a boarder, it must have been a lonely and bewildering 
change for her not to have her lessons in written form.  Her first class mistress was not entirely pleased 
when Ethel asked to borrow her book so that she could read it and discover what the class had been 
about.  The Convent of the Sacred Heart came to be her second home, and much loved too.  When I 
arrived in Sister McGivern’s Junior school in 1948 Ethel and Mary were big girls, gaining in turn angels 
medals, child of Mary medals and Blue ribbons.  Ethel was head girl in 1950, with quiet dignity, steady 



faithfulness and a great kindness.  She entered the Society of the Sacred Heart in June of the following 
year and made her first vows in the joy of her heart on January 5th 1954 at Rose Bay in Sydney.   

Anything Ethel did, she did wholeheartedly, all her life.  She worked slowly but was a perfectionist.  She 
learned to decorate cakes and won certificates of excellence for her sugar flower moulding. She would 
go to the end of tasks, nothing too much trouble, and could dig and sift seeking the very last elusive 
oxalis bulb in a strip of garden  or pick up every last bit of litter in her long walks around the grounds of 
Baradene. The only thing worse than a piece of rubbish on the ground was two pieces of rubbish, her 
father had taught her.  

Teacher training for Ethel was at Loreto Hall and her first years in Junior School class rooms were in 
Island Bay, Wellington, under the guidance of Mother Ruth Nottingham – another gentle lover of 
children.  She taught, mainly standards 1 and 2, sometimes 3 and 4, at Baradene, and Christ the King 
school in Christchurch, except for 1959, the year she went to Probation in Rome. The name given to her 
group, (based on the outstanding characteristics of the 47 probanists gathered at the Mother House for 
5 months) was Probation de l’Amour Sérieux, with the motto “As for me, I live in the faith of the Son of 
God who loved me and gave himself up for me.”  In 1965 she returned to Wellington to teach in St 
Madeleine Sophie’s parish primary School under Sister Bessie Miller.  In 1969 she replaced Sister Miller 
and was Principal there until the end of 1972, teaching also in the CCD.  Sr Sian Owen remembers her 
well as her teacher in form two, and her apparently fruitless efforts to improve Sian’s spelling.  When 
Sian subsequently became a Josephite, Ethel remarked to her that her spelling had not improved – it 
should be RSCJ, not RSJ. Though administration and the handling of money were not her long suits, Ethel 
was much loved in all her employments;  people remember her as being a beautiful person, humble and 
kind, thoughtful and gentle, with a playful sense of fun.. 

After Island Bay, Ethel had a chance to return to Loreto Hall from 1973 to 1975 to study English and 
History at Auckland University and she stayed on at Loreto Hall as Dean of Resident Women until 1980, 
collaborating with Jocelyn Quinnell and Inie Kroef, and helping students develop children’s liturgies.  
!980 was a year in Sydney at Sancta Sophia College so that she could follow a spiritual renewal course at 
Randwick.  !981 until ‘87  she spent in Auckland, either on this campus or at Orewa, helping to care for 
the elderly in the Shalom Community, in  parish work, or caring for her mother at Maryfield, alternating 
with her sister Mary.  !988 and 89 saw her in Australia with Sr Betty McMahon, part of the team running 
the Conference Centre at Kerever Park which involved catering and gardening -- and making guests feel 
as at home as she did. This was a hardworking and joyful time, with much laughter and love.  We drew 
her back to Baradene in 1990 to care for the sick as Infirmarian, to bring the same lightness of touch and 
selfless service to those frail and wandering.  She never put down those with strange fancies, hunting 
gleefully for the intruder under the bed, quite disappointed that there was nothing there, not even fluff! 
Reassuring, patient and insightful in her attentiveness, Ethel was sadly missed when she left in 1993 for 
a Recyclage, a Society Renewal,   at the Villa Lante in Rome.  She returned to NZ to become a strong 
Westie, doing Pastoral work briefly at Te Atatu  then at  Massey  for 10 happy years, in which  her 
openness to the realities of people’s lives,  her CCD skills, her gregarious love of people, her devotedness 
to gardens, those of nearby pensioners no less than her own, and her simple, joyful spirit of service were 
to the fore. 



  The society’s call to contemplation, a compelling love written in our hearts by the Holy Spirit, makes us 
seek and cherish prolonged times of prayer.  Ethel often quoted Yayoi’s words on prayer- they made 
sense to her on every level: the spirit of the Society is essentially based on prayer and the interior life.  
Our life is like a tree with big spreading branches,   branches offering shelter, fruit which nourishes, 
leaves which purify and heal.  But the visible manifestation of our life in Christ, our apostolic fruitfulness, 
is entirely dependent on the most important part of the plant. And that is hidden deep in the earth.  The 
roots must extend down in proportion to the height of the  branches and there hold the tree firmly in 
place, enabling it to draw nourishment from the soil, and to  withstand times of storm and times of 
drought.  A tree with shallow roots is blown over easily. Stunted roots, stunted growth, little fruitfulness.   
She sought to penetrate beneath the events of Jesus’ life and teaching , to the heart level, to find the 
unspoken level of feeling in the Gospel story; to study his way of relating to people, to things. Her 
reflections quote Elizabeth of the Trinity: “ Let us make in ourselves a dwelling wholly at peace in which 
is always sung the canticle of love and gratitude, followed by silence, an echo of the very silence of 
God.” 

When it started to became clear to Ethel that her forgettory was taking over from her memory, she 
accepted that as God’s will -- and the gentle and compliant serenity of her later years was a fruit of that 
surrender.  Though it cost her dearly she chose to return to Baradene. She kept with her a quotation 
from Mother Janet Stuart:  “Try to do the one thing worth doing, abandon yourself to Our Lord’s care 
and his love, and let him love you in his own way, and try to agree with all that he does.”  I was struck by 
the underlining.  

She also prayed the prayer of Pope John Paul II:  

“If there comes a time when sickness invades my mind and destroys the clearness of my thoughts, Lord, 
I have already surrendered myself to you and this gift will continue in silent adoration.  If the time comes 
and a deep unconsciousness overwhelms me, I desire that each one of the hours that I will live may be a 
continuous act of thanksgiving and that my last breath may also be a sigh of love.” 

I believe this prayer was answered. 


