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Our own Father Tony Barrett spent 30 years working as a missionary priest in 
Kenya. During this time he worked alongside the Ursuline Sisters and knows 
Sister Clare Tobin, the author of this write up on their work in Kenya, very well.   
 
Please read on to discover more about the work of the Ursuline Sisters in Kitui 
and Turkana in Kenya…………………. 
 
The Ursuline Sisters arrived in Kenya in 1957 and have been involved in 
education at various levels (pre-school, primary, polytechnic, secondary and 
teacher training) since then. In 1983 a novitiate was established in Karen, a 
suburb of Nairobi, which continues today as a community of novices and student 
sisters of the Kenya region. The Sisters also run basic health services. Currently 
(November 2010) there are 28 Ursuline Sisters in the Kitui and Turkana Districts, 
all Kenyan except for myself, Sister Clare Tobin. Today, more than fifty years on, 
I am happy to say our Ursuline built institutions are run by Kenyans, with a single 
Irish sister, myself, in a supporting role. In our ministries we target the 
marginalised:  the poor, the orphaned, women, HIV/AIDS victims etc. We attract 
people from all sectors of society which gives our Ursuline institutions a good 
„mix‟ of economic, tribal and religious groups from all over Kenya. 

     
 
Anna Regina (Administrator of Saint Columba‟s 
Vocational Centre) and Sister Clare Ursula Tobin of 
the Order of Saint Ursula – the Ursulines. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Kitui is 200 kilometres east of Nairobi. Here in the bush and semi-arid country of 

the Kamba people, Ursulines started Saint Angela‟s Secondary School in 1958 
which today has 600 pupils. 
 
Saint Columba’s Vocational Centre 

In Kitui today we have Saint Columba‟s Vocational Centre and polytechnic school 
set up and run by the Ursuline Sisters and focused on domestic economy, crafts 
and skills. The Centre, originally known as the Mutune Social Centre, was started 
by Ursuline Sisters over thirty years ago and for continued existence depends on 
charitable donations. The original objectives were to help illiterate women of the 
area earn some extra income, and at the same time to help improve the living 
standards in the local homes. Over the years the emphasis has shifted to 



The Ursuline Sisters’ Ministries in Kenya 

Saint Joseph‟s Epsom: Faith in Action 
(The Ursuline Sisters‟ Ministries in Kenya) 

 

catering for young school-leaver girls whose strongest gifts lie in their manual 
and creative abilities, or whose parents cannot afford to pay the Secondary 
School (i.e. academic) fees for four years. The girls choose instead to do a one 
or two year course in our Saint Columba‟s Vocational Centre. 

Myself and Sisters Cecilia and Teresia are teachers in the Centre and Sister 
Margaret Mary is the Lead Administrator. The mission of Saint Columba‟s 
Vocational Centre is to facilitate the acquisition of holistic, quality and affordable 
education with emphasis on life skills, work skills and enhancing the opportunity 
for further education and employment. 

In 2010 we started initiating a new curriculum to prepare the girls for the 21st 
century. This curriculum includes the opportunity to open doors to the third level 
(degree or diploma) of education in the trades areas.  

  

Girls from the 1st year in 2010 who are 
studying the new curriculum. 

 

 

 

The Centre now offers vocational courses in the following areas 

 Fashion and Design 

 Food  Processing 

 Agri-Business 

 Information & Computing Technology 

 

Products from the Fashion and Design 
course 

 

 

Each course has a vocational content of 70% and an academic content of 30% 
and each has the following components: 
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 Communication skills 

 Entrepreneurial skills        

 ICT studies 

 Technical drawing 

 Religious education 

 Life skills 

 Mathematics 

 

 The Sewing Workshop 

    

      

                                            These are “Fireless Cookers” made by 2nd year 
students at the Centre. The baskets for these are 
bought from the people of Turkana where Father 
Tony Barrett worked for many years. The baskets 
are lined with special heat resistant material. Partly 
cooked food still in the saucepan is placed in the 
basket and once the lid is put on the food continues 
to cook. This saves on fuel. The baskets are sold to 

local people and the funds raised help to support the Vocational Centre. 

 Assessment and certification is carried out by the Kenyan National Examination 
Council. 

Seven teachers, a matron, a watchman and a cook are employed in the Centre 
which is not funded by the government. As a result it is totally dependent on 
school fees and charitable donations for its income. Even though the fees are as 
low as 250 euro per year, the students are often unable to pay them. 

                                                                

         

Product of a tie-dye class 

 

Wherever possible Saint Columba‟s Vocation Centre tries to be self sustaining.  
Surplus vegetables, milk and eggs produced as part of the Agri-Buisness course 
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and not consumed by the students and staff are sold to generate money for the 
Centre. Products made in the Fashion and Design course are also sold. 

It is not easy to run such a centre over the long-term, but as the true Kamba says 
“Shauri ya Mungu“ which means “That is God‟s problem, and God will provide”. 
But even God sometimes needs to have a little help from friends! If it were not for 
the aid that they receive from people like the parish family of Saint Joseph‟s 
Epsom, our Sisters in Saint Columba‟s Vocational Centre and elsewhere in 
Kenya, would be unable to even begin to meet the many needs of the people 
whose paths cross theirs every day.  
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Spinach, Kale,Coffee beans and a Paw Paw tree                   

grown as part of the Agri-Business                                    
course. Surplus produce is sold to generate money for the 

Centre 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Our cow sheds with two Friesian cows that produce milk for the school. Surplus 
milk is sold to generate money for the Centre. Our chickens produce eggs and 
again, surplus is sold. Dung from the cows and effluent from the latrines of the 
students and staff is used in the biogas project. 
 

 
 
 
 
                     
 
 

 
Our first calf and Napier Grass, fodder for the cattle. 
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Our biogas project (under 
construction) and our latrine 
block which will feed the biogas 
convertor. This will be used to 
generate fuel and is a self 
sustaining project. 

 
We hope that the biogas project will help us to reduce costs by producing free 
fuel which, for example, can be use to boil water and cook food. At the moment 
wood is used to do this but the wood has to be gathered or purchased and is less 
sustainable than biogas. Wherever possible we try to be self supporting and try 
to use sustainable methods. 
 
We are building 5 more classrooms for Saint Columba‟s Vocational Centre as the 
demand for its services is growing. As of early 2011 the work is just starting and 
we are buying tens of thousands of bricks from local people. One of the things 
that we have learned is to “give our business” to local people whenever possible. 
This helps to support the local community by giving them increased paid 
employment opportunities. This approach also has the additional and very 
welcome benefit of making us, and our work, viewed as part of the local 
community. We are learning all the time. 

 
The start of digging 
foundations for new 
classrooms and some of the 
locally made bricks that we 
have bought. 
 

 
Kitui District Hospital 

 
This hospital has about 200 beds and 40 cots. Two of our Nursing Sisters work in 
the District Hospital in Kitui, they are Sister Redempta and Sister Celestine. 
Charitable donations that we receive enable our sisters to provide things such as 
milk to malnourished children, as well as giving them nursing care. 

 
Sister Redempta 
on duty in Kitui 
District Hospital 
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In Kitale, 300 kilometres north of Nairobi, we have set up Saint Ursula‟s Pre-
school. Here Sisters Kevina and Patricia are teachers. There is a pupil-teacher 
ratio in our school of 20:1, so great work is being done. To put this in context: 
when our Sister Alice was teaching in a neighbouring government-run primary 
school, the junior classes had more than sixty pupils! This is no slight on the 
government, which is doing its best, given the resources at its disposal. But the 
reality of overcrowding often means that by the time the pupils have reached the 
upper standards of the primary system, many will have given up, due to boredom 
and/or neglect. They will simply not manage to use their education to get 
themselves out of “the poverty trap”. Saint Ursula‟s school shows what is 
possible where there is “normal” class size, and daily teaching.  

In 2009 the Ursuline Sisters opened Saint Ursula‟s primary school. Today this is 
flourishing and has about 160 children attending. Sister Roselyn is the head 
teacher and is assisted by Sister Winfrida.  

Still in Kitale, the Saint Ursula‟s Dispensary, Kibomet, caters for the needs of the 
schools in the area, and of the local community. Sister Francisca, and an older 
nurse, Rose, work there. The dispensary runs health clinics for mothers and 
small children once a week. In addition, routine ailments, and endemic illnesses, 
like malaria, are dealt with. There is also counselling available for people with a 
diagnosis of HIV, and the medical personnel conduct school visits each term. 
 
 
In Turkana, 600 kilometers north of Nairobi, there are two centres: Lodwar,  
where two Sisters  run a very busy Dispensary with outreach clinics as far away 
as 70 kilometres. The Dispensary caters for about 100 patients each day and 
also has a laboratory where tests for Malaria, HIV etc. are carried out and 
treatment given immediately. Sister Eunice is in charge of the Dispensary and 
she works with Sister Veronica. 
 
In Lodwar we also have Sister Philomena who teaches in Nabulon primary 
school for girls – a very poor school with 300 pupils from nomadic backgrounds. 
 
50 kilometres south west of Lodwar – on the road to nowhere is Lorugumu. 
Here two Sisters: Florence (Head Teacher) and Francesca are responsible for a 
400 strong girls‟ boarding school, Turkana Girls Secondary School. It is one of 
the top schools in the North Rift region of Kenya. Father Tony Barrett was one of 
the founders and has given it great support over the years. People have fond 
memories of his presence there. I (Sister Clare Tobin) worked in the school for 
20 years and loved it even though it is in a remote desert area with temperatures 
in the 30°C to 40°+C all the year round. In Lorugumu we are very fortunate in 
having two bore holes to supply water to the secondary school, primary school 
and mission. Without the water, there could be no school at all. 
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The Ursuline community in Kenya thanks you, the parishioners of Saint Joseph‟s 
Epsom and the staff, children and parents of Saint Joseph‟s School in Epsom for 
all your generosity. It allows us to dream, and, in time to see that dream become 
a reality. Without the support of generous people such as yourselves it would not 
be possible to achieve what we have done over the last 50 years in places such 
as Kenya. Your generosity is making a real difference to the lives of people in 
Kenya.   
 
We continue to pray for your intentions, and we ask you to pray for us, that God‟s 
will may be done through all our efforts. 
 


