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INTRODUCTION 

 

I met Sister Antonia Kayser in July 1980 when I first traveled to the Colca Valley, in the 

northern section of the department of Arequipa. This valley, located high in the Andes 

of southern Peru, is now a popular tourist attraction. But at that time, outsiders were 

only beginning to hear about the fine colonial churches located in each of the fourteen 

Indian villages founded by the Spaniards in the sixteenth century, and the remarkable 

agricultural terracing where potatoes and maize are still cultivated.  

For seventeen years, until July 1997, I stayed as Sister Antonia’s guest at the 

parish house in Yanque,* two or three times a year for short visits. After 1997, we 

remained in contact through letters until Sister Antonia lost the use of her right arm after 

she fell and landed on her elbow. During the last years of her life we communicated by 

telephone every now and then, and I visited her once in Arequipa and twice in Lima 

when she went there for medical reasons. 

 I can make relatively accurate comments about Sister Antonia’s life in Yanque 

from 1980 to 1997, but I know very little about her life before and after those years. 

That is the reason why this is not a biography, but simply an appreciation of Antonia’s 

personality during the times I spent with her. 

 Like so many others who met her, I admired her energy, tenacity, and dedication 

to attending to the needs of the peasants in Yanque. Her constant concern with caring 

for the church and its belongings, and her capacity for withstanding the many trials and 

tribulations she faced daily were amazing. She did this all with her sharp mind, bright 

blue eyes, a winning smile, and fine sense of humor. 

 Many people who visited the Colca Valley as tourists and met Sister Antonia 

became interested in collaborating with her. Robert Imre, a former employee of 

MACON
*
 (Majes Consortium), recently observed, “Antonia had friends all over the 

world, and corresponded intensely with people from many countries. She received 

books, clothing, medicines, and donations for her labors, which she used specifically in 

helping the poorest in Yanque.”  

 In this book you will find a map of the Colca Valley, the plan of the Yanque 

church and parish compound, and photos of the church. After the main text, there are 

black and white photographs that I took in Yanque in the 80s and 90s. The Appendix 

has a Glossary of Spanish and Quechua words, and of names marked with an asterisk 

(*) in the text; the Collaboration of three of Sister Antonia’s friends; and a Bibliography 

of books and articles that mention her. 
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The colonial church of Yanque in 2012 
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My first encounter with Sister Antonia  

When I visited the Colca Valley in July 1980, I wanted to meet Father Paul Hagan, a 

priest who was working there. He had moved the seat of the vicariate from Chivay, the 

capital of Caylloma Province, 8 km. west to the village of Yanque. My daughter Livia 

and I were guests near the village of Achoma at the MACON
*
 staff camp, west of 

Yanque. While there, I found out that Father Paul had recently passed away and that 

Sister Antonia, a Maryknoll* nun and a member of the pastoral team founded by the 

priest, was now in charge of the church in Yanque and living in the parish house. One 

night, accompanied by an Englishman employed by MACON, we went to visit her. 

 The news of Father Paul’s death had greatly affected Sister Antonia, and I knew 

she was terribly depressed. When we entered the parish house, an old Franciscan 

convent next to the church, we were admitted into a large rectangular room that 

functioned as dining room, kitchen, bedroom, and storeroom. It was already night, and 

only two candles were burning, that barely lit the room enough to see the Sister and two 

or three village men in ponchos, sitting on a bench around the kitchen table. We guests 

sat on stools drinking mate (a type of tea) made from herbs that grew in the convent’s 

garden. 

 I asked Sister Antonia if she would allow my daughter, her friend, and me to 

stay as guests in the convent for a few days in August, as we planned to make several 

trips around the area. She agreed and lodged us in the large room next to hers, which 

was subdivided by curtains and used as a storage and/or guest room, and had several 

beds, donated by MACON. During our short stay I took some photographs of the Sister 

attending patients in the parish’s medical post. 

 From that moment on, practically every year between 1980 and 1997 I visited 

Sister Antonia and stayed with her for several weeks at a time. Sister Antonia would tell 

me about many aspects of her life: childhood, youth, joining the Maryknoll 

congregation, working with poor children in Nicaragua; the years she taught at a school 

in the Lince neighborhood of Lima, the years at the Maryknoll center in Juli (a city in 

the department of Puno), and her arrival in the Colca Valley. In the following lines, I 

will try to do justice to the stories Sister Antonia told me. 

 

Childhood and youth 

Antonia was born Dorothy Kayser on July 17
th

, 1924 in New York City. The youngest 

of three children, her father died when Antonia was 10 months old. During her 
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childhood she was very poor and lived with her mother, sister, and brother in the Bronx,  

New York. During the 1930s, the years of the Great Depression, Antonia had to stand in 

line for food distributed to poor families. Both her parents were born in the U.S. and 

were the children of German immigrants. 

 Antonia, who did not like school or studying, nevertheless received a 

scholarship to Cathedral High School in New York, from which she graduated. She then 

found a job at Woolworth’s, which sold a variety of products at modest prices. After 

learning how the accounting department functioned, she observed that the articles sold 

at the store were three to four times above cost, and decided that the capitalist system 

was intrinsically wrong and that she did not wish to live in it. Out of this experience 

grew the idea of joining the Maryknoll congregation, which even then was known for its 

progressive views. She joined the congregation in 1946 and took the name Sister 

George Anthony. One of her childhood friends spoke admiringly of how well she 

adapted to the congregation, given that Antonia had such an independent spirit. 

 Evidently, Antonia’s family was very religious. Her older sister also became a 

nun and, eventually, a Mother Superior, living in a cloistered convent in Brooklyn, New 

York. Antonia’s brother, who never married, also disliked capitalism and paying taxes, 

arguing that part of the national budget funded the military. He worked both as a street 

vendor and out of a truck, from which he sold everyday articles at fairs in Florida. Both 

siblings visited Antonia in 1982 and spent time with her in Yanque and Arequipa. 

 Antonia had always wished that she could join a mission in Latin America. Her 

work as a Maryknoll Sister soon took her to Nicaragua, where she worked with the 

children of gold miners in Siuna, an area of widespread poverty. After that she went to 

Peru, where she taught for six years at a religious school in Lima, the largest city in 

Peru. She found this job unsatisfying because she did not like teaching, the weather, 

which was constantly overcast, nor the city. 

 She worked next at the Maryknoll center in Juli (Puno), with priests and nuns 

from Maryknoll. During this period she began to learn about the indigenous culture and 

customs. These included the belief that people have several souls and when one sleeps, 

a “soul” can travel freely in the highlands, and appear like a strange package to 

travelers. The unwary on opening such, would be killed by the “soul.” In the highlands 

people also believed that a Franciscan friar could be heard ringing a bell and asking for 

alms, and that the souls of the departed, especially of those who died after committing 

the sin of incest, roamed the puna (high plains) forever. Living with the natives in Juli, 

Antonia learned to speak their language, Aymara. 

 In 1971, Antonia went to work with Father Paul Hagan, who was then the priest 

in Chivay and vicar of Caylloma Province. In the large pastoral group there, each 

member had his or her own talent and experience. Father Paul wanted the religious 

workers to be dispersed amongst the villages of the province. Sister Antonia was 

assigned pastoral work in Ichupampa, where she was quite content. 

 Due to conflicts with some wealthy landowners in Chivay, Father Paul 

transferred the seat of the vicariate to Yanque. Two Evangelical missionaries were 

already there, a brother and sister team that practiced medicine. Father Paul and Antonia 

had a good relationship with them, and later remained friendly with their followers in 

Yanque. 

 In 1979 Father Paul traveled to the United States to visit his ailing father. While 

there, he died suddenly, following a heart attack. 
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Administration of the Yanque church  

After Father Paul’s death, the archbishop of Arequipa left Sister Antonia in charge of 

the church at Yanque. As is customary in the province, the key to the church was held 

by the sexton, who at that time was Fructuoso. The president of the Junta de Fábrica, 

the group that is responsible for the church’s inventory, was Gerardo Huaracha. Sister 

Antonia held the key to the bell tower, and provided it to the sexton whenever the bells 

had to be rung, such as to announce the visit of Father Florencio Corazzola, the parish 

priest of Chivay; the celebration of mass; or the death of a parishioner. 

 In addition to the Maryknoll Sisters, sometimes one of the Medical Mission 

Sisters* (MMS), a congregation that had worked with Father Paul, came to Yanque to 

help Sister Antonia. Over the years I got to know several of them. Sister Rosemary 

Sampon, a paramedic, lived in Yanque for a long time. This energetic woman traveled 

through the valley distributing copies of a Newsletter, the Boletín Llacta Rikchari, 

which Antonia printed in the Yanque parish on a rundown old mimeograph machine. At 

one time, the archbishop in Arequipa asked that it be discontinued: it contained poetry, 

pastoral articles, and health information, but the focus was on educating people to have 

more community responsibility. He apparently had heard rumors spread by some people 

in the valley, suggesting that the nuns were “terrorists”. 

 After Sister Rosemary went to the United States to take a medical course, she 

returned to Yanque but stayed only for a short time and then moved to Arequipa. For a 

few months, a young Italian nun, Magda, MMS, accompanied Antonia, and then went to 

work in Nicaragua.  

Sister Joan Muriel, or Mariella, another Maryknoll Sister, arrived in Yanque on 

December 31, 1980. She had previously worked with Antonia in Panama. She was 

mainly in charge of pastoral work, and felt that what she and Antonia accomplished was 

not enough. Antonia did not proselytize, as she believed that the nuns’ function there 

was to help socially. In 1985 Mariella went to the U.S. on vacation, where she suffered 

a stroke that paralyzed the right side of her body. However, she didn’t let this dampen 

her musical spirits in that she often played the piano, but without the use of her right 

hand, playing the piano well, with her left hand only. Remarkable!  

 The letter with the sad news of Mariella’s condition arrived when I was visiting 

Yanque. I could feel right away that Antonia had heard bad news: she was depressed 

and seemed very sad. Antonia found it hard to accept the idea that Mariella would never 

return, and continued to believe that Mariella would be happier in Yanque than in the 

United States. For some time Antonia dreamed that Mariella, although an invalid, would 

return and spend her last years in Yanque, where Antonia herself would attend to her 

needs; but that was not to be. Antonia began to write Mariella a long letter every week, 

and asked me and other friends to write to Mariella as well. The nuns who helped 

Mariella read these letters, acknowledged that it pleased her to get the news from 

Yanque. Antonia never stopped writing her weekly letters, until Mariella died in 1999. 

 In 1985 Sister Sara Kaithathera, a Medical Mission Sister from India, arrived in 

Yanque. Her biography has been published, and is mentioned in my book Pura vida. In 

July 1998, Sara died in Yanque, and was buried there. Sister Joan Toohig, of the 

Maryknoll Congregation, lived in Yanque with Antonia from November 1998 until 

April 2004. During that period Sister Joan was busy creating and taking care of the 

parish library in the church yard, built by the men who worked on the parish compound 

under the direction of Antonia. When Sister Joan went to the United States to attend to 

her ailing sister, Antonia was left alone, and depended totally on the local women whom 

she and Sara had trained. 
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Parish organization 

Working alongside Father Paul, Antonia had learned to grow vegetables, at altitudes as 

high as 3,600 meters above sea level. In an area called Curiña outside Yanque, Sergio 

Rivera, a local landowner nicknamed Panzón, lent Father Paul some terraced fields on 

which to experiment with agriculture. In the parish kitchen garden, Antonia planted 

crops such as Dutch potatoes, zucchini that grew up to 30 cm long, and lettuce, which 

the people called “human grass.” The produce was both cooked for consumption in the 

parish and used to barter for other products. 

 Antonia also kept rabbits, ducks, and a pig. During the day, the ducks stayed in a 

little pond in the convent’s courtyard and at night they were locked in a room along with 

the caged rabbits. The pig was kept in a small enclosure, with a tin roof that was raised 

to feed him leftover foods. When the pig reached a certain weight it would be 

slaughtered and pieces of meat were smoked in the same enclosure, and then hung from 

the ceiling of the storeroom next to the kitchen-dining room. After each pig was 

slaughtered, another piglet was acquired through barter. 

 All the animals were consumed in the parish house, where there were always 

several diners, including guests. Antonia herself slaughtered the rabbits and ducks, 

plucking the ducks, and skinning the rabbits. Sometimes she would cook an alpaca leg 

that had been purchased in Chivay. 

 Antonia used to buy milk and cheese from Elena Rivera (Pampa Elena) and her 

husband Cupertino Herrera. He had been governor of Yanque and a foreman of the local 

crews on road construction. Elena was known for always wearing a big apron over her 

skirts, even though she was one of the wealthiest women in Yanque. 

 During the years of the Majes Project, Antonia had a good relationship with the 

MACON expatriate workers who lived in the staff housing complex next to the village 

of Achoma, west of Yanque. Dr. Linda Lindqvist, a Scandinavian doctor with whom 

she was friendly, treated Antonia’s patients. Antonia greatly admired her because, even 

though Linda was handicapped, she did not hesitate to kneel down to examine the sick 

who were lying on sheepskins on the ground. 

 Antonia was also friends with Peter Ross, a civil engineer from Cape Town, 

South Africa, who was a passionate mountaineer. He and his young son Douglas found 

a small golden statue of a female on top of Mt. Mismi, the farthest source of the mighty 

Amazon River. They turned it over to governmental authorities in Arequipa, wherein 

some of the locals accused them of stealing historical treasures (a photo of the statue is 

shown in Mauricio de Romaña’s book, Discovering the Colca, now out of print). When 

MACON finished the job in the valley in the 1980s which consisted in building the 

Condoroma reservoir, the Tuti intake, several tunnels through mountains, and the Majes 

Canal, Peter donated many of the materials that were no longer needed, such as zinc 

plates (used for roofing), metal pipes, and steel mesh, to the mayors of the nearby 

villages and the Yanque parish. Some of this material was used to build the large metal 

gate that is now a secure entrance to the Yanque parish compound. 

 

Sister Antonia’s daily life 

During a severe drought in 1983, Antonia organized a system of food distribution for 

Yanque´s neediest families. She would wake up at 5 A.M. to supervise preparation of 

the breakfast, and its distribution from 6 to 8 A.M. Afterward, she ate her own 

breakfast, attended the sick people who came for medication, and then went to work in 

her garden. 

 When mass was held in the church, Antonia participated in religious chants in 
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Quechua. She spoke Quechua with the people, especially older women who did not 

speak Spanish. If there was no priest available, Antonia would celebrate traditional 

religious ceremonies such as the blessing of the Cervantes Bridge during Carnival, or 

the prayer service held on the Monday following Easter Sunday, when the relatives of 

all those who had died the previous year set up “altars” inside the church with newly 

harvested produce which was then donated to the parish and the catechists. 

 People also came to request holy water, which was kept in a container next to 

the front door. During the 1980s, people often came to ask for official Peruvian 

government paper (papel sello sexto) then required for all official purposes, of which 

Antonia always had a stock. People came from the remotest places in the highlands to 

ask for the paper. At other times meetings were held in the courtyard. Among the most 

frequent visitors were Benitez, Vidal Checa, and other village elders to discuss matters 

of general community interest. 

 After lunch, Antonia would rest for a while on her bed, which was behind a 

curtain in the kitchen-dining room. In the afternoon she would write her bulletin, 

personal letters, do the accounting, or receive guests. Sometimes she would type an 

official paper for the governor or mayor of Yanque. Invariably, she would be 

interrupted by visitors who might be sick or injured or just have various kinds of 

requests. Occasionally Antonia would rest on the porch that faced west. Its arched walls 

were enclosed with plastic sheeting, forming a solarium, inside which grew tall 

geraniums. For several years it was Sister Sara’s bedroom, and she lent it to me when I 

was a guest. 

In the early evening, the door and lone window of the kitchen-dining room were 

closed, and one or two candles were lit. At one time, Mauricio de Romaña, the owner of 

a travel agency in Arequipa that conducted tours of the Colca Valley, obtained two solar 

panels that were installed on the parish house roof, and generated enough electric 

current to power a hanging fluorescent fixture for several hours. He also built the first 

tourist lodge in Curiña, an area between Yanque and Achoma, where Sisters Antonia, 

Sara and later Joan would sometimes visit as his guests to relax, unwind and enjoy the 

tranquility and peace of the surrounding valley.  

 For supper, around six in the evening, the fare was usually soup and bread. 

Sometimes the Sisters prayed and took communion, using hosts that they were allowed 

to keep. At other times they would play cards. Antonia was the best player and 

generally won. At still other times we would all just chat while shelling corn. Antonia 

had many stories to tell, and I recorded some of them. 

 At night, one of the village men would arrive and after he ate, would stay 

overnight to keep guard in the old parish sacristy, where the sacks of dry food were 

kept. These were charitable donations, mostly from CARITAS,* which were used in 

preparing the community breakfast. 

  

Friends and guests 

From 1980 to1997, guests were commonplace. Some were Antonia’s personal friends 

and others were friends of the nuns who came to accompany her. Others were 

researchers such as historians or anthropologists, or young backpackers seeking a place 

to stay. At other times there were fiestas in honor of a saint, and one or two priests 

would arrive from Arequipa for the religious celebrations.  

One year, a young priest who was staying at the parish attacked a villager. The 

police came from Chivay, and I went with Sister Sara to the police station in Chivay 

where Sara represented Antonia at the inquest. 
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 Clemencia with her husband Jaime Herrera, Mauricio, and their families and 

friends often came to visit. Tourists from abroad visiting the Colca also came by. 

Because for many years there were no hotels in Yanque, travelers came to the parish, 

where they could stay in exchange for helping with the work that had to be done. In 

1988, while the Cuban film maker Maria Luisa Lobo spent several months filming in 

Yanque and neighboring villages, members of her team also visited with the nuns. 

 Mauricio’s tour agency brought many foreigners to the Colca Valley, who 

stopped in at the parish. Few times in my life have I had such an active social life and 

met so many different people as during the weeks I spent in Yanque. Guests were 

greeted with a cup of herbal tea, and they would sit on the bench in the kitchen-dining 

room. Sister Antonia patiently received them all. 

One of the most frequent visitors of the local population was Hipólito Rivera, 

especially while he was mayor of Yanque, who came frequently to consult with the 

Sister or ask for her help. Hipólito had some education as well as knowledge of natural 

medicine. He was acknowledged as a huesero or bone healer. Once he helped Antonia 

when she broke or dislocated her left wrist. After manipulating her wrist and setting it in 

its normal position, Hipólito applied a poultice of herbs, clay, and other substances that, 

when dried, hardened into a kind of cast. When it was finally removed, according to 

Antonia, the result was excellent, although I suspected that the position of the wrist was 

slightly altered. 

 From the local Yanque perspective, Hipólito was not poor, nor was he a misti,* 

rancher, or businessman. While he was far from a large landowner, his landholdings 

were substantial, and his home had many rooms, both for living quarters and storage, as 

well as a corral for his cattle. He owned fields in the Hanansaya* agricultural sector, 

and operated a mill, powered by water from the Hatunyaco irrigation canal. At one time 

he had owned pasture land in the highlands in the Urinsaya* sector, but had donated it 

to the Peasant Community in Urinsaya founded during the Juan Velasco Alvarado 

regime in the 1970s. 

 Hipólito’s economic status was also connected to that of his wife, Fermina, the 

sister of Quintín Málaga, one of the most powerful mistis in Yanque. In addition, his 

income derived not only from agriculture but also from carpentry, crafts, and general 

building work. He had learned these skills, as well as electrical work, in his youth while 

working in the construction industry in Arequipa. He was proud that during the 1940s 

and 1950s he had cut down the large eucalyptus trees in the village’s central plaza and 

used the wood to build the door and window frames of many village homes. 

 In the 1980s, Hipólito helped Sister Antonia with a solar energy project. 

Together, aided by his children, they set up the equipment in Hipólito’s patio. I never 

found out if that project succeeded. Hipólito’s children had studied in Arequipa: José 

was a seminarian, and Gil and Tomasa were grammar-school teachers. Because she 

trusted in Hipólito’s honesty, Antonia defended him against criticism while he was 

mayor, when he was accused of taking sacks of food that had been donated to the 

municipality.  

 Domingo Casaperalta, another regular visitor, was paid to supervise planting and 

harvesting corn and grains in an agricultural field that adjoined the church, an area of 

approximately one thousand square meters. The parish had the customary right to use 

irrigation water every Sunday. This had been a privilege of the Catholic Church that 

was continued in Yanque and other valley villages although there were no resident 

priests. The rest of the agricultural plots could be watered only every 90 days, according 

to the traditional mita or rotation system. 
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 Domingo Casaperalta was married to María, the daughter of highland herders 

from the Hanansaya division. Domingo, a cantor in the church, spoke Spanish and was 

literate, as he had served in the military during his youth and sometimes worked on the 

coast. On the other hand, María was illiterate, and had a difficult personality. 

 Father Paul had maintained a good relationship with the directors of the 

Madrigal mine, located near the village of the same name, on the north bank of the 

valley. The mine had a medical center with an X-ray machine. When Father Paul took 

the Casaperalta family there to be checked, they learned that everyone in the family had 

tuberculosis in different stages. The eldest daughter, Susana, could not be saved, and 

when she died in 1982, her two boys were raised by their grandparents, as Susana’s 

husband Lázaro had abandoned her and the children. The boys came to the parish every 

morning for breakfast, and Antonia would give them the necessary streptomycin and 

vitamins. Thanks to Antonia the children grew up healthy and could lead normal lives. 

Susana’s sisters, Felícitas and Anastasia, survived the illness. The older sister went to 

Lima to work as a maid. The younger one married Felipe, the son of the Protestant 

pastor, and they moved to Curiña to work with Mauricio. 

 In the 1980s, Gerardo Huaracha was the governor of Yanque and president of 

the Junta de Fábrica, responsible for the inventory of the church’s altars, statues and 

ornaments. He frequently visited Antonia, both as friend and collaborator. Antonia took 

her responsibility for the church very seriously, and supervised the inventories that were 

periodically carried out. 

 Gerardo Huaracha collaborated with Antonia particularly during a struggle 

between the parish and the local political bosses who were tenants of the church lands 

on the outskirts of Yanque, and had appropriated them in 1973, taking advantage of the 

Agrarian Reform Law which favored them. This story appears in my book Tiempo de 

vivir, and it illustrates Antonia’s strong sense of responsibility for safeguarding the 

church’s properties. 

 Isabel, a frequent visitor who lived a few blocks away, came to ask Antonia 

about health problems, her children’s education, and marriage counseling. Isabel was an 

excellent weaver, and had set up a store on the corner of her home where she sold 

sundries. 

 The nuns from the parish at Yanque were fairly well-accepted by people at all 

social levels in the valley because of the services they provided: medical attention, 

access to small scale loans, and access to the indispensable official papers which could 

be bought in Arequipa but were scarce even in Chivay. Over the years the people got 

used to the many guests that Sister Antonia received. Earlier, Father Paul had likewise 

received many expatriate guests, mainly MACON employees who lived at the Achoma 

staff camp. Most of them were outsiders or foreigners, of numerous nationalities, who 

took advantage of their work in that inhospitable region to acquire information about the 

local culture through conversation with Father Paul and Sister Antonia. 

 Because the priests and nuns living in the villages often wanted to communicate 

with people of their own culture and nationality, they accepted many foreign guests, 

always encouraging them to contribute to assisting the region’s poorest inhabitants. 

Over the years, the Sisters invited several foreign doctors to spend time in Yanque and 

provide free medical services to those in need. 

 

The breakfast program 

Antonia would wake up at dawn to open the gate for the women who came to prepare 

breakfast. MACON donated huge pots that were set on stones in the parish compound, 
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against the church's exterior wall. After the pots were filled with water using a hose, 

semolina or flour, along with sugar was added. The fuel used to heat the soup included 

branches, sticks, hay, and dry manure. A rustic table was placed in the courtyard, and 

Sister Antonia sat on a stool with the list of people authorized to receive breakfast. The 

list usually had about 150 names but in times of drought, Antonia told me it could 

expand up to 300 families. They formed a long line, carrying small pots or other 

receptacles for their rations. 

 Before dawn, the men went to irrigate the agricultural fields, some of them quite 

far from the village, in a system called mita. The fields cannot be worked until the sun 

has dried the morning dew because plants cannot be handled when wet. Therefore, the 

line generally consisted mainly of women and children, with very few men except the 

elderly. Each family had an obligation to bring a certain amount of fuel. Antonia 

thought this necessary for two reasons; first, fuel was indispensable, but scarce, and 

second, the barter system requirement made it clear that the food was not a handout. 

 The ingredients were donated primarily by CARITAS, a Catholic charity, which 

received donations from USAID, mainly from the USA farm subsidy program. Some of 

the flour from CARITAS was given to the local bakers, primarily in Chivay but also, for 

a short period, in Yanque, who in return baked and delivered bread for the breakfast 

distribution. 

 Maintaining the breakfast program was a labor-intensive operation. It required 

not only keeping the list of eligible families but storing, counting, and guarding the flour 

and other provisions. 

 Fuel proved difficult to obtain. Women gathered the scarce vegetation in the 

botadero area, where bushes grew along the edges of the irrigation canals or the paths 

between the fields. Nevertheless, there was seldom enough fuel for the huge pots, or to 

keep the fire going when it was windy. The food was not fully cooked, and each family 

usually had to reheat it at home. I confess that I never tried the breakfast because I 

feared that the water had not boiled. 

 In other villages, I learned, CARITAS delivered the food to the schools. The 

headmasters were required to distribute it to the local families which would then prepare 

their meals at home. Antonia opposed this system because she feared that the food 

would be sold instead of consumed. Her main concern was that people have food in 

their stomachs. Whenever she received visitors interested in supporting educational 

projects, Antonia stated that children could not learn on an empty stomach. 

 

Relationships among Antonia, the schools and the notables (local elite) 

Antonia did not trust village teachers or the schooling that local children received. She 

did not agree with the idea that the children of peasant families should get higher 

education or university careers. Her opinion was that the children of peasants should 

learn to improve agricultural production so that they could earn a living from agriculture 

and herding, and would not need to migrate to cities where they learned to scorn their 

own roots as symbols of poverty and backwardness. 

 She opposed what she saw as abuse by the village elite. In villages of the Colca 

and other Andean valleys, where the presence of the state was minimal, well-to-do 

neighbors would control the poorer peasants. The peasants were tied to the elites by 

compadrazgo (godparenthood), whereby the godchildren would work for their 

godparents, not for wages but in exchange for supposed advantages such as: 

1.-  Protection in case of problems with the police. 

2.-  Receiving small quantities of produce for helping with the harvest. 
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3.-  Opportunities for their children to go to school. The godfather would take one of the 

children to serve in a house in town, and the child would be allowed to attend 

school. 

4.-  Financial support for occasions such as a first hair-cutting ceremony, wedding, or 

funeral. 

5.-  Participation in fiestas organized by the godfather on saint’s days or a relative’s 

birthday. 

 When foreigners such as missionaries, representatives of an NGO, or researchers 

spend an extended period of time in a village, they often employ local people for simple 

jobs. When these workers receive benefits, salaries, or gifts from the newcomers, they 

feel partially liberated from the dominating influence of their godparents. For this 

reason, the mistis, or people of mixed race with political power, look askance at newly 

arrived outsiders. 

 In 1980, the mayor of Yanque was Tomás Málaga, who was born in Coporaque 

but had lands in Yanque that he had inherited from his mother. Málaga, although 

considered well-off because of the money he had made from dealing in livestock, was 

illiterate. When he was elected, Antonia was pleased because she thought that it was a 

sign of democratic stirrings under the revolutionary government. However, later she 

found out that Málaga had committed various abuses; some said that he would illegally 

appropriate the herds of the poorer peasants. On one occasion the priest from Chivay 

discovered that Málaga had raised his hand to Sister Antonia for defamation, and so he 

punched Málaga in the face, knocking him to the ground. 

  

Antonia’s criteria for teaching and research 

Antonia had a romantic vision of rural life and the values of the peasants. She opposed 

using a system of structured teaching that was suitable for urban but not for rural 

children. According to Antonia, one should teach the children to read and write but not 

take them away from work in the fields. She was opposed to the fact that older children 

went to study in the cities, believing that they would learn to despise the peasant life 

style, which was according to her, more spiritual than city life. Nevertheless, she later 

helped some students from Yanque to continue their education at the university in 

Arequipa. 

 She also did not approve of the modern work experiences of the peasants. She 

stated that before the capitalist companies MACON and Mina Madrigal entered the 

valley, peasant families had lived more virtuous, harmonious lives. Working for such 

companies produced fast access to cash, which was all too often squandered on alcohol. 

 The Majes Project of the 1980s, including the roads that MACON built, 

generated an influx of researchers into the Colca Valley. Antonia was not much in favor 

of anthropological and sociological research, because the people who were interviewed 

were mostly mistis or school teachers. The researchers usually did not befriend the 

poorer peasants who were the majority in the valley. She explained that to understand 

peasants’ life, one had to go out to the fields with them, participate in their work, and 

share their worries, trials, and tribulations. In the Colca Valley, as in many other regions 

in the Andes, agriculture is difficult because there are frequent droughts, and frosts 

destroy the harvest. In addition, heavy rains often produce flash floods that destroy the 

laboriously constructed fields, canals, and paths. 

 Whenever a problem arose in the village, Antonia always took the side of the 

weakest. Although she instilled in people the spirit of struggle for the rights of the poor, 

she was sometimes discouraged when the villagers lost faith in that struggle.  
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The “emergency room” 

When Father Paul arrived in Yanque, Antonia told me, a couple who were Protestant 

missionaries was already living there and caring for patients. The American 

missionaries were on good terms with the priest and his pastoral team. When the 

missionaries eventually left Yanque, the Medical Missionary Sisters on the pastoral 

team attended to the sick. 

 Next to the Yanque Municipalidad (administrative offices) on the plaza opposite 

the church was a first-aid station that was generally staffed by a nurse, but closed 

whenever she was away, and occasionally by a medical intern. However, because this 

station lacked a budget, equipment, and medications, patients were rarely treated there. 

Rather, they were usually sent to Chivay, where there was a hospital, although it also 

was inadequate in many ways. Seriously ill patients would be sent to Arequipa—a long, 

expensive trip that was frequently beyond the means of poor peasant families. 

 In the parish house, a cabinet held basic medicines such as antibiotics, 

disinfectants, medications to treat wounds, needles and sutures, analgesics, cough 

medicine, and anti-diarrhea medication. The Sisters often had to perform emergency 

treatments, which usually were successful. 

 Antonia had not studied medicine or nursing but had learned through experience 

how to attend to many types of health problems. Once, when I was there and Sister 

Rosemary (the trained paramedic) was not present, a school teacher came with a little 

girl whose finger was dangling from a thread of skin. An iron gate had closed on her 

hand, crushing it. The child, in shock, was not even crying. Antonia made her lie on the 

bench in the dining room, and she ordered me to help, and to hold the crushed hand 

while she reattached the finger. At first I refused, but Antonia looked at me and said that 

I had to do it because there was no one else. 

 I obeyed her. I held the child’s hand, but I looked at her face and talked to her, 

trying to give her courage. Antonia sewed the finger perfectly, bandaged the hand, gave 

the girl a pill, and had her rest until her mother came to pick her up. Within a few days, 

it was obvious that the operation had been successful. Eventually, the child recovered 

the use of her hand. 

 On another occasion when I was staying in Yanque and entered the kitchen-

dining room for breakfast, I found the table covered with paper, blood, hair, and surgical 

instruments. I went outside and asked Antonia, who was in the courtyard attending to 

the breakfast crowd, what had happened. She asked me to pick everything up and clean 

the table, as she had had no time to do it. Later, she told me that at midnight someone 

had come and woken her up because some drunks had gotten into a fight, which ended 

in one man’s scalp being torn. Antonia had taken more than an hour stitching up the 

scalp of the semi-conscious man. However, when she finished her job, she was so tired 

she could not clean the table, and went back to bed until breakfast time. This surgery 

was also successful, and the individual recovered without any problems. 

 Between 1977 and 1983, while I lived in the United States, Antonia used to ask 

me to buy needles and surgical sutures for such operations. Through Peruvian doctors in 

St. Louis, I acquired much of this equipment. A German doctor, a friend of Antonia, 

sent her antibiotics and other medicines for the sick. 

 After Sister Sara came to live in Yanque in 1985, Antonia entrusted most of the 

surgery and medication to her. Later, during President Alberto Fujimori’s 

administration, the medical units in the villages were better organized and staffed, so 

patients relied less on the parish.  

 Tuberculosis is common in the Peruvian Andes. Sister Magda, a Medical 
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Mission Sister in Yanque, and Antonia thought that approximately 50% of the 

population in the village was affected at different stages of the illness. According to 

Antonia, when the mother was healthy, the babies were too during the lactating period, 

which lasted generally two years. When the children reached school age, if they were 

undernourished, tuberculosis was easily spread among classmates. 

 My own observation during those years was that nutrition was inadequate, both 

in quantity and quality, and many children went hungry. 

 

Antonia’s spirituality 
Even in her youth Antonia showed her independent nature. In the United States she 

experienced poverty during the Great Depression and had a job in which she saw how 

poor workers were exploited. For these reasons, she joined the Maryknoll Congregation, 

believing it provided a way to help those in need. 

 Antonia got along well with the Protestant missionaries. She had been a friend of 

the missionaries who worked in Yanque when Father Paul and his team moved there. 

When the missionaries left Yanque in the 1970s, they had trained a local group in the 

doctrine they taught; one of them was a pastor, and his son Felipe married Anastasia, 

Domingo Casaperalta’s daughter. 

 Antonia explained that the Protestant pastor objected to the celebration of the 

Catholic saints’ feasts because they often ended in drunkenness. However, she 

commented, he did celebrate the civil holidays, which also ended in drunkenness. I 

remember that I accompanied Antonia to the wedding of one of the pastor’s daughters; 

when we arrived, the guests were drinking chicha (home brewed maize beer) and cane 

alcohol. The bride’s mother was on the floor and could not get up to greet us. Several 

other ladies were equally inebriated. 

 Antonia also disliked the soccer matches, while I always thought that it was 

good to encourage the love of sports in the young: it is better for the boys to be kicking 

a ball than drinking beer. However, Antonia disagreed, seeing soccer matches as 

excuses to start fights and encourage rivalries and vengeance. Frequently, some boys 

ended up beaten and bruised, and the winners ended up drunk. 

 In Canocota, a very poor village in the district of Chivay, located on the road to 

Tuti, there was a young Protestant missionary, called Liliane. She moved around on a 

motorcycle, and came to visit the Sisters in Yanque quite often. Antonia used to treat 

her very well. At one time, Liliane rented a room in Yanque, but I do not remember if 

she proselytized there. 

 Antonia was tolerant about aspects of Andean religiosity that were unrelated to 

the teachings of Christ. She thought that this happened partly because in the past some 

priests had charged excessively to administer sacraments and celebrate masses, 

encouraged celebration of the saints’ feasts, which brought money to the parishes, but 

failed to teach the real spiritual message of Christianity. 

 During the first years I knew her, Antonia frequently worked in the kitchen 

garden inside the parish compound, and she especially liked the greenhouse. Once, she 

told me that she felt the presence of God more in the countryside, in the open air, than in 

a church. She certainly had great faith in God, and in the teachings of Christ. 

 Antonia was content to live in Yanque and did not miss the amenities of city life. 

In Yanque she was freer than she would have been while living in a community and she 

only traveled to Arequipa when necessary. A few times she traveled to Lima, at the 

urging of her friends, to consult an eye doctor when her eyesight began to fail.  

Antonia took her responsibilities very seriously, as regarded all the properties of 
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the church. She collaborated with me and others who wished to study the old documents 

that were kept in the Parish Archive at Yanque; today, those documents are kept in the 

Archbishop’s Archive in Arequipa. She also carefully kept all the books, papers, and 

theses that had been donated by their authors. 

 The church in Yanque was declared a “Monumento Nacional” (National 

Monument) by the government in 1980, but there was no subsidy for the conservation 

of the building, which had been damaged by time, earthquakes, and lack of care. A 

friend of Antonia’s, Isabel Chirinos Soto, was Director of the National Institute of 

Culture in Arequipa in the 1980s, and she commissioned an architectural study to 

determine what structural repairs the building required, which were to be financed by a 

German religious organization. This did not materialize, and only much later, in the first 

decade of this century, a Spanish government institution took charge of the project (not 

yet completed in November 2011). 

 

The dogs 

When I met Sister Antonia, she and Rosemary had a big, hairy, well-behaved dog. In 

the afternoons, when we sat on the west-facing porch, the dog sunbathed alongside us. 

Throughout the years I encountered several dogs that Antonia kept. 

 It was necessary to have one or two big guard dogs. Antonia only occasionally 

let them loose, so that they would not bite visitors but also so they would not be 

poisoned, as had sometimes occurred. Antonia believed that the local elites poisoned the 

dogs because they disapproved of her work in favor of the poor. 

The dogs slept in the house, near Antonia who slept in the main room, on an iron 

cot with a thin mattress. Years afterwards, she moved to the room that had a small 

window and a large fireplace where a big fire could be lit.  

 

Personal Hygiene 

Bathing was not easy in Yanque because the parish house had no running water or 

plumbing. After the water was heated in plastic buckets that were left in the sun in the 

courtyard, they were taken indoors to use for washing. 

At night, once or twice a week, Antonia would pour hot water in a basin, and sit 

on a bench to soak her feet, which were hardened and blackened from the use of the 

ojotas (sandals made with left-over rubber tires). 

Antonia wore her hair short to avoid having to brush and comb it, so washing 

her hair was easy for her, and she would do it at midday in the patio.  

 

Sister Antonia’s health problems and death 

When I met Antonia in 1980¸ she had tremendous energy and did a lot of physical work. 

She gardened in the field adjoining the parish house and attended to the rabbits and the 

ducks, transporting their feed in a wheelbarrow. She slaughtered and prepared them for 

cooking and kept a pig. 

 She washed clothes in large plastic basins in water warmed by the sun and then 

she would hang the clothes out to dry. Not only did she cook, but she also baked cakes 

in an improvised oven made from a large can on a Primus-type kerosene stove, and 

especially delighted in making chocolate birthday cakes; doughnuts and potato chips 

were other specialties. 

Her diet consisted mainly of potatoes, corn, bread, and home-grown vegetables, 

along with the animals. She and the other Sisters also took vitamin and mineral 

supplements. She did not drink coffee¸ so I had to bring my own can of Nescafe. 
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However, she drank Coca-Cola several times a day.  

 Antonia personally directed the reconstruction of the arch at the entrance to the 

compound, the minor repairs to the church building and the thatching of the roof of the 

parish house. She visited the sick and took them communion. She directed the church 

choir during Mass. Antonia also spent time writing a monthly newsletter that included 

health issues, cooking recipes, and passages from the Bible. She printed this on an old 

mimeograph for distribution in the Colca Valley. When necessary, she traveled to 

Chivay or to Arequipa in a car driven by Juan Gómez Alpaca, known as “El Chileno” 

(the Chilean)—not because he was Chilean, but because he had worked in the Chili 

Valley near Arequipa. 

 Antonia rarely felt the cold, and during the day wore short-sleeved shirts and 

rubber sandals (ojotas) without socks, as do the Andean peasants. She wore slacks and a 

shirt, mostly secondhand donations. In the winter she wore a plaid flannel shirt, and, in 

later years, used a parka in the early morning and at night. 

 Over the years, Antonia developed osteoporosis, leading to a stooped posture 

and brittle bones, which frequently broke. She also had digestive problems, and could 

not tolerate garlic and onion. However, her favorite food was pork sausages, which she 

got occasionally from Arequipa. In the 1990s, Antonia started to have trouble breathing, 

with frequent bouts of bronchitis, and occasionally pneumonia. She was hospitalized 

several times in Arequipa because of these problems, and had to use oxygen in Yanque. 

 In the early 2000s, accepting the fact that she could not return to live in Yanque, 

she went to live in a house run by Maryknoll Sisters in Arequipa, near the Catholic 

University. By then, she had lost most of her eyesight. Several visits to eye doctors in 

Lima were not successful. When she broke her arm, she could not have surgery because 

her bones were too brittle, and this left her handicapped. By this time, the osteoporosis 

had become so advanced that she was bent almost double, and her digestive troubles 

also worsened because her ribs pressed on her vital organs. 

 One of the Maryknoll nuns, Sister Aurelia Atencio, who accompanied Antonia 

to the hospital during her last illness told me that the pain was so severe it made her feel 

helpless. She was soon at peace, however, as she passed away on July 8, 2010, 

surrounded by two priests who were her friends and several nuns of her congregation. 

 Antonia’s wake was first in Arequipa, and the following day in Yanque, where a 

large funeral service was held. She was buried in the Yanque cemetery, and rests beside 

Sister Sara Kaithathera. 
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Attending to the women and patients, 1980. 
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Plucking a duck with Sister Rosemary Sampon. 

Courtyard of the parish house, February 1983. 
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On the way to the Cervantes Bridge  

with Domingo Casaperalta. 

Benediction of the Cervantes Bridge, 

Tuesday of Carnival, 1983. 

On the road to the Urinsaya Chapel, to await the Palm Sunday procession, 1983. 
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Reconstruction of the arch, May 1984. 

The arch at the entrance to the parish compound, 1983. 
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Dry foods donated by CARITAS, stored in the old sacristy of Yanque. 

Preparing breakfast for distribution to needy families, 1983. 
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Distributing food in the breakfast program,  

May 1984. 
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Inventory of the valuable objects pertaining to the church, 1995. 

Division of the early crop produce donated in the tómbola (Monday after 

Easter Sunday, 1995). 



 

 

36  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

With Sister Sara, 1995. 

With Sister Sara, Hipólito Rivera and the author. 
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GLOSSARY 

 

Colca River: Principal affluent of the Majes-Camaná River.  

Hanansaya: (Quechua) upper moiety, generally considered of higher category than 

its counterpart, Urinsaya. Previously a social distinction, it now 

applies to physical division of a village and its agricultural lands. 

Medical Mission 

Sisters Founded in 1925 in Washington D.C. by Austrian-born Dr. Anna 

Dengel, specifically to care for Muslim women who could not be seen 

by male doctors. At present the more than 600 Sisters of many 

nationalities work in 17 countries and are most often engaged in 

providing health care to the poor. 

 MACON: Majes Consortium. A multinational enterprise responsible for the 

construction of the Majes Irrigation Project: building the Condoroma 

dam, the Tuti intake, canals and tunnels to carry the water of the upper 

Colca River to the Siguas River on the Pacific coast of the 

Departamento of Arequipa. The water would irrigate an area known 

as the Pampas de Majes y Siguas. The contract with the Peruvian 

Government was signed in 1974. 

Maryknoll: Name shared by religious and lay orders: the Catholic Foreign 

Mission Society of America, or Maryknoll Fathers and Brothers, 

founded in 1911; the congregation of the Foreign Mission Sisters of 

St. Dominic, founded in 1912, the name of which was changed to 

Maryknoll Sisters of St. Dominic in 1954; and the Maryknoll Lay 

Missioners, established in 1975. Through the years, the congregations 

have collaborated in mission work worldwide.  

Misti: (Quechua) a white or light-skinned, or mixed-raced (mestizo) person. 

Sometimes used for village elites. 

Godparents: In Catholic liturgy, the person(s) that acquire spiritual responsibility 

with the person being baptised or confirmed. In the Andes, the 

godparent has authority over the godchild. In marriage, the major 

witnesses are also considered godparents. 

Urinsaya: (Quechua) lower moiety (see Hanansaya). 

Yanque: Village in the Colca Valley, Caylloma Province, previously capital of 

the colonial Province of Collaguas. Altitude 3,600 m. In the 1980s, 

population approximately 1,500. 
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COLLABORATION OF FRIENDS 

 

Sister Joan Toohig, MM 

 

Chronology of Sister Antonia´s life events 

 

 August 2011 

 

1946  – Antonia entered Maryknoll, taking the name Sister George Anthony. 

1949  – Language study – Siuna, Nicaragua. 

1950-1953 – Panama – catechetical and social work, kindergarten. 

1953-1957 – Siuna, Nicaragua. 

1957-1963 – Lima, Peru (Santa Rosa in Lince) grade 6 in parochial school, catechetic in 

public schools, helped with lesson plans for the primary grades, supervised 

teachers of religion in the public schools. 

1963-1966 – Juli (Departamento of Puno), catechetic and part time secretary for the 

bishop. 

1966-1969 – Cochabamba, Bolivia – Administrator of Casa Rosario, the central house 

for the region – bought necessary supplies for the different missions, 

visited the orphanage. 

1969-1971 – Lampa Chico (prelature of Juli), outside Pomata – lived in the countryside, 

engaged in catechetical work in the schools, trained catechists, and began 

work in the fields. Planted potatoes, tried to make chuño, built a 

greenhouse where they harvested tomatoes, celery, etc. 

1971-2009 – Chivay/Yanque – Joined a mixed pastoral group for the Province of 

Caylloma under the direction of Fr. Paul Hagan, of the Ogdensburg 

diocese in New York. Because of the hostile attitude of authorities in 

Chivay they were forced to move and make Yanque their center. Early on 

the team made a pastoral decision for different members to live and cover 

different villages. A Franciscan Sister, Maryanne Samol, went to 

Caylloma, a Maryknoll Sister went to Maca, and someone else went to 

Callalli, Antonia went to Ichupampa. Their center remained in Yanque but 

they wanted to avoid being a foreign enclave. 

Part of Paul Hagan´s plan was to train catechists in each village, and from 

the beginning Antonia went to help with catechesis in the different towns. 

She had great appreciation of Paul Hagan and much experience in 

catechesis.   

 Sister Antonia had no training at farming but she was always learning – by 

watching, observing, and real study. Antonia was strong and healthy and good natured, 

casual in manner with a ready wit. She had a good appetite, a love of fun, and was 

thorough in what she did – e.g. care of the car, appropriate use of words in both Spanish 

and English, planting seeds and supervising construction. 

 

 Antonia’s father, George Kayser, died on May 7, 1925. 

Antonia’s mother died on Jan. 27, 1966. 

Antonia’s sister, Sister María Goretti, died October 6, 2005. 

Her brother, George, died June 3, 2010. 
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Ms. Shirley Rheinberger 

(Former Maryknoll Sister) 

June 27, 2011 

 

Recollections of my times in Siuna, Nicaragua, when Sister George Anthony was there 

 

In 1956 Sister Magdalen Mary and I were sent to Siuna to help out for six or 

seven months as they were short of staff due to illness. The Sisters taught in the parish 

elementary school, Sister Constance Marie (Rita Owczarek) was a nurse and had a 

parish clinic. Sister George Anthony taught in the school and helped with some sports 

activities for the children. The families were poor – most homes had dirt floors, no 

running water or electricity (the parish buildings and the convent were better structures 

with modern amenities). 

During the months of school vacation, the Sisters spent some weeks in the 

outlying villages providing religious classes and activities for the children who had no 

other opportunities for instruction. These trips were made by horse or on freight planes 

that gave service to some towns that had landing strips. I remember one town called 

Alimacamba where we stayed in a small building owned by the parish had neither 

electricity nor running water. There was an outdoor shower stall served by a rain barrel 

mounted above. Every evening a herd of goats would walk up the front path on their 

way home. It was definitely rural life. Sister George Anthony seemed very happy there 

in what must have been her first experience with simple country people. I still 

remember a short prayer she had taped to her desk in her room: For all that has been, 

thanks; for all that will be, yes. 

 

 

Father Franz Windischhofer 

(Catholic Parish Priest of Callalli, upper Colca Valley) 

September 4, 2011 

 

Sister Antonia also baked delicious cakes that I liked very much. Therefore she sent me 

a cake to Callalli once in a while. How kind! 

 On the occasion of the Chivay Anniversary, June 21, 2011, the mayor declared 

her “Illustrious Daughter of Caylloma Province”, although already deceased; just like 

me, but I am still living! In this manner, the Province has recognized her work. 

The photos are very good and a valuable historical documentation of a personage 

that has marked the life of Yanque, and why not say also, of the Colca Valley! 
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