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A young German Countess visited Loreto Mary’s Mount and won the hearts of the

community, died tragically at sea and left behind the legacy of a beautiful convent

chapel. Such is the legend of the Countess Elizabeth.  

Countess Elizabeth Wolff-Metternich was born at the Castle Gracht near Cologne on

18th May 1876.   At seven she was orphaned, and went to live with her older sister,

Countess Oberndorf. At the age of 21 she set out on a trip to the other side of the

world. Travelling to improve her poor health, her journey brought her to Ballarat in

May 1898.   She found refuge in the walled convent of Loreto Abbey Mary’s Mount

and enrolled as a pupil; studying for her matriculation perhaps for the purpose of

university entrance.



A few months before her arrival, Bishop James Moore had blessed the foundation

stone for one of Mother Gonzaga Barry’s most inspired building projects, the

Loreto Chapel. By the time the Countess had arrived the project was already short

of funds. The building works had stalled, and the Countess’s story became

interwoven with the story of the building of our Chapel. 

Her year in Ballarat was happy and fulfilling and she became a beloved member of

the close Loreto community. So much so, that when her younger brother died and

she was required to return to Germany in March 1899, she only did so reluctantly

and with the intention of returning to Ballarat as soon as possible.  She left Ballarat

in March 1899 but was never to arrive home as she tragically died at sea on 28th

April. The story goes that she left a ball to attend a sick child in steerage,

contracting pneumonia which was too much for her weak lungs.  

Before leaving for Europe the Countess

had made her Will. On her death, the

community learned that she had

bequeathed half of her estate to the

Superioress of the Loreto Convent

Ballarat, “to be applied by her in such way

as she may think fit for the purposes of

that institution”.

Although it took some time for the money

to be released from Germany, it was

eventually used to complete the Loreto

Chapel; the Chapel’s graceful European

design a fitting memorial to the beautiful

foreign Countess whose brief moment in

Ballarat will be remembered.
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For a glimpse of the archives relating to the

Countess click  HERE

https://www.loreto.org.au/records/collection-of-information-relating-to-chapel-and-countess-elizabeth-wolff-metternich/
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