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Jesus cleansing a lepers one of the miracles of Jesus. The story is found in all three of the Synoptic 

Gospels: Matthew 8:1–4, Mark 1:40–45 and Luke 5:12–16. 

 

 ii 

Jesus Christ reached out his hand and touched the man. "I am willing," he said. "Be clean!" Instantly 
he was healed of his leprosy. Then Jesus said to him, "See that you don't tell anyone. But go, show 
yourself to the priest and offer the gift Moses commanded, as a testimony to them." 

 

 

 

World Leprosy Day  

Each year on the last Sunday of January World Leprosy Day is observed to make people 

understand that Leprosy is a sickness that still exists in 2023. According to the World Health 

Organization “almost 127,558 new cases of leprosy were reported around the world in 2020.” 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Miracles_of_Jesus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Synoptic_Gospels
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Synoptic_Gospels
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Matthew_8:1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Matthew_8:4
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Korban
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The World Health Organization (WHO) urges caution especially regions where it is “endemic” 

and they list: Angola, Brazil, Central African Republic, Democratic Republic of Congo and the 

Federated States of Micronesia.   

NGOs, philanthropists and representatives of pharmaceutical companies met in Kigali, Ruanda, 

in 1916, to discuss sustainable development in the African region. From the meeting came the 

Kigali Declaration on neglected tropical diseases (NTDs) on June 23rd. It is a global initiative 

that has the support of the Gates Foundation, pharmaceutical companies and the governments of 

Canada, Germany, the U.K. and the United States.   

One group, American Leprosy Missions, was represented at the meeting and is convinced that the 

Kigali commitments will help to finally end diseases like leprosy. One of the Mission’s goals is 

leprosy research which includes the testing of the first leprosy-specific vaccine, LepVax.iii  

The New York Times published an article on January 25, 2022 informing readers that Leprosy is 

still very much alive. Jeffrey Gettleman, South Asia Bureau chief for the Times wrote of a free 

hospital in Hyderabad, India, that has been treating leprosy for sixty years. “Leprosy is not the 

end. A Hyderabad hospital shows why.” 

In Uganda under colonial times the care of people suffering from leprosy was undertaken by the 

government. There are many who have worked silently in this care. Here we write about two of 

them. They were part of the mission of the Catholic Church in Uganda. They cared for people 

suffering from Hansen’s disease, leprosy, in two settlements in Eastern Uganda.  

One of them is a Mill Hill Missionary priest who was well known in the 1930s and 1940s. He 

was chaplain to a leprosy settlement at Nyenga in Eastern Uganda. His name was Bernard 

“Barney” MacLoone. The other is someone who is known as the “Mother of Lepers”, a medical 

doctor connected with the hospital at Buluba, also in Eastern Uganda, Wanda Blenska. 

Uganda 

In colonial Uganda the Protestant Church Missionary Society (CMS) had a leper settlement for 

children in the east at Kumi. Later there was another settlement for adults. The Bwama Island 

Settlement was started in 1931 on Lake Bunyonyi. 
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For the Catholic Mission Mother Kevin began two smaller settlements. One was at Nyenga in 

1932 and the other at Buluba in 1934. At both places there was always a Franciscan Missionary 

sister superior and a Mill Hill Missionary chaplain. 

The Nyenga foundation, St Francis Hospital, began in 1932. Nyenga was in Burkwe District, 

Central Region, Lugazi Diocese. 

Buluba, founded in 1934, is under Jinja diocese and was taken up by the Little Sisters of St 

Francis.  

A study of mission and government priorities for the treatment of leprosy in Uganda between 

1927 and 1948 describes the collaboration between missionaries and the colonial government as 

extensive and amicable.iv 

After the CMS had opened two in 1927, Dr CA Wiggins began the settlement for children at 

Kumi in 1930 and then another for adults nearby in Ongino. By the 1940s there were a total of 

1000 patients. 

The settlements were staffed by two CMS missionary nurses and a doctor who divided his time 

with Ng’ora mission hospital. 

Then Drs Leonard Sharp and Algie Stanley Smith planned a settlement on Bwama Island in Lake 

Bunyonyi in SW Uganda It opened in 1931 and by 1939 there were 700 patients. It was staffed 

by one visiting doctor and two female nurses, all British. 

Dr Sharp wrote that “It is the special privilege and joy of the medical work that it meets the need 

of the down and outs, most wretched and unfortunate of men, women and children.” 

Mother Kevin’s two settlements were smaller. The staffing was more diverse. Most of the FMSA 

were Irish. The Mill Hill Missionaries and lay missionaries were from European countries 

especially The Netherlands and Germany. According to the author they “had less in common 

with the government than the CMS.” 

Mother Kevin wrote for those suffering from leprosy in an appeal for help in the missionary 

magazine St Joseph’s Advocate and in The Universe in January 1934: ‘for the sake of humanity 

we appeal to you to send a donation.” Victims of leprosy were considered to be one of the most 

unfortunate and vulnerable groups in Uganda. There was a great effort by the missionaries to 
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help whether motivated by religion or philanthropy. There was no effective “bio-medical” 

treatment for leprosy until the introduction of Sulphur drugs in the late 1940s. 

 

Father Bernard MacLoone  MHM 

Barney MacLoone died in his sister Kate’s home in Glenties, Donegal, Ireland, in 1950. At the 

time, he had been well known to Irish people for many years because of the letters he wrote from 

Uganda, especially from the leper settlement at Nyenga, into the mid-1940s. They were 

published in the Derry Journal, the national press and even the New York Times. 

But he might have been forgotten if not for his nephew, the playwright Brian Friel. MacLoone 

became the inspiration for Friel’s character in Dancing at Lughnasa, Fr Jack. On the 30th 

anniversary of the opening of the play at the Abbey Theatre in 1990, Brendan ac Suibhne wrote 

in the Irish Times about the character of Fr Jack in the play, and his inspiration, “The wee 

Donegal priest known to millions,” Fr Bernard “Barney” MacLoone.v Fr MacLoone was Brian 

Friel’s uncle. 

Bernard Macloone was born in April 1881 at Glenties, County Donegal. His father was a farmer. 

His mother was Sarah Callan. After National School he worked in a well-known Dublin drapery 

business. In 1900 MacLoone found a new calling, to be a priest and missionary. He began his 

studies at the seminary of the Mill Hill Fathers, St Peter’s, near Liverpool in the UK. In 

September 1911 he was ordained by an auxiliary bishop of Westminster, Joseph Butt, and 

assigned to the Upper Nile Mission in Uganda. By the 29th of November he was in Uganda. 

It was there that he began, in 1915, to post occasional letters to the Derry Journal. In his letters 

he described his work and asked for financial support from readers. 

During WW 1 he served as a chaplain to the British forces in East Africa, looking after patients 

in a hospital not far from Tabora. “Among the patients are several natives of Uganda who have 

accompanied the British forces as soldiers, police or porters,” he wrote. 
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Fr MacLoone went on home leave in 1925. He was not well and had a severe pain in his side. 

Later it was diagnosed as chronic colitis, a result of black-water fever and typhoid. 

In 1927 he returned to Africa and served at Nkonjeru, Nagalama and Jinja missions. And then, in 

1934, “he became the priest in-charge of the Nyenga Leper Settlement. From 1934 until he left 

Africa in 1946 he wrote regularly from Nyenga to the Derry Journal, his preferred paper. “And 

he knew his readership—the Catholics of Derry, Donegal and west Tyrone.” 

 

Bernard MacLoone at Nyenga in an undated photograph. Note his two military medals from WW1 when he served as a chaplain 

in the British army in East Africa. Handwritten on the back of the photograph: “Uganda to England by air. Bride and little 

groom from Uganda come (thanks to)…good kind readers of the Annals of the Propagation of the Faith and the Advocate of St 

Joseph’s Missionary Society. (signed) B.J MacLoone” 

Someone wrote of a visit to Nagalama in the heart of cotton growing country when MacLoone 

was there: “I saw in the distance a small procession…Fr. MacLoone returning from visiting his 

people…old people and young, children in particular, came to greet him and walk with him. He 

knew them all by name. It was a sight not easily forgotten.” The same writer met him years later 

at Nyenga “among the lepers.” He was firm in his belief that each patient must be “surrounded 

by their normal social life as a human being. This was carried out into full effect. There were no 

fences or gates at Nyenga. The lepers have their own market, their school, they can marry, and 

they have a handsome church.” 
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According to the Irish Times article MacLoone’s letters “illuminate life in the leper camp” and 

all of them give “the impression of a lighthearted man” and “reveal a growing respect for 

Ugandan culture.” At Nyenga he also improved his knowledge of the native language. 

Over the years, in his letters, he described how the support received from readers was used. For 

example in 1934 he hoped to purchase two gramophones, one for the elderly and another for the 

children. In December 1935 he was able to buy meat, fish, bread and cakes, oranges and sugar 

cane, tobacco and cigarettes, and some pipes for the old people.  For the gramophones “I bought 

Luganda records, with native songs in their own language.” 

 

Fr MacLoone…in the Leper Camp, Nyenga, Jinja, Uganda. Undated:. “Seven times a day 

twenty-six lepers pray for their Benefactors and they are remembered, too, in my daily Mass.” 

 

 



 8  
 

 

MacLoone also wrote to the St Joseph’s Advocate, the magazine of the Mill Hill Missionaries, 

for financial help. In early 1936 the editor reported that “our old friend, Fr. B. J. McLoone (sic) 

Chaplain to the leper settlement of Nyenga, Uganda”, had written.” His good wishes for a happy 

and prosperous year are herewith conveyed, at his special request, to all our Zealators and 

Members.” 

He went on to describe Christmas 1935 at the settlement. “The poor lepers crowded his 

confessional where, as they belong to about twenty different nationalities, the confessor’s task is 

no easy one.” The church was too small for the numbers for Mass so many remained outside 

where they recited the rosary and other prayers. He sang the Midnight Mass, while his choir of 

leper children chanted their part. 



 9  
 

In September 1936 he was to celebrate the 25th year of his ordination and he begged “for himself 

and his lepers the prayers of all our Zealators and Members.” 

Barney Macloone suffered two strokes in 1946. His sister, Mother Mary Casimir, wrote from 

Manchester, in June 1946 that he had just returned from Uganda in poor health. He retired to 

Ireland at the end of 1946 and stayed at the home of his sister, Kate, where he died on July 18th 

1950.” When he died there in 1950, obituaries claimed that he had written half a million letters.” 

More than seventy years later, each time Brian Friel’s Dancing at Lughnasa is performed, the 

character Fr Jack, keeps alive a memory of Friel’s uncle, Barney MacLoone. In March 2023 Fr 

Jack in his pith helmet returns from Uganda on stage in Coralville, Iowa. In April the play opens 

at the National Theatre in Southbank, London. vi 

 

 

Dr. Wanda Blenska 

Buluba  Leper Settlement 

Dr Wanda Blenska dedicated many years to the Buluba settlement.  There were other 

missionaries, in addition to Barney MacLoone, working among the lepers of Uganda during 

those early years. One who served at Buluba was Fr Frederick Wright, also a Mill Hill 

Missionary. Wright wrote to St Joseph’s Advocate in 1936 about Buluba. “The leper settlement 

is progressing slowly: many cases have improved: Out of a mixed crowd of little over one 

hundred we have fifty Christians, including five married couples… The Convent should be 

finished by Christmas,” he wrote. “The church is about three feet high and is waiting for the 

bricklayers…to finish the convent and the hostel for women lepers: the latter is not yet begun. 

Very probably a dormitory for the boys will have to be built next, as the huts they are at present 

occupying are falling down!  Pray for us!” vii 

Wanda Blenska arrived years later. She was at the Buluba leper settlement from 1951 to 1994. 

During her time Buluba developed into an internationally recognized center for leprosy and TB 

treatment on the shores of Lake Victoria. She passed away in 2014 at the age of 103. 

In 2020 the process of her beatification was solemnly declared in the Catholic Church. In 2019, 

Archbishop Stanislaus Gadeki wrote that what Dr Blenska saw in the leper was not just the 
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disease. “She saw the entire human being, along with their fears and hopes, who deserved, apart 

from professional care, respect and tenderness. She was called the Mother to Lepers.”viii 

In the 1990s when collecting material for a book about the Mill Hill Mission to Eastern Uganda  

lay people were mentioned who had worked alongside the missionary sisters, brothers and 

priests. Many of their names and stories are lost. 

On a visit to Buluba it happened that there was one layperson visiting the settlement who had 

worked at the hospital years before. It was 1994. We sat on the verandah of her small house 

overlooking Lake Victoria. The visitor was Dr Wanda Blenska. The following is taken from the 

book Mission to the Upper Nile and our conversation that day. It is only part of the interview 

published in the book.  

Wanda Blenska was born at Pozan, Poland, on 30th Oct 1911, to Theophile and Helena Blenska. 

She attended medical school at Torun and practiced in Torun Hospital for two years. She was 

also attached to the State Institute of Hygiene. 

When she received her diploma she thought: “I always had the idea to become a doctor in the 

missions. As far back as I can remember, when I learned to read and write, I read about the 

Uganda Martyrs. It was difficult to find a place to work in the missions. There was a Polish 

Mission to China, and one by the Jesuits in Rhodesia, but both had closed. At the time I belonged 

to an academic missiological society at the university and to the Sodality of Our Lady. 

The society met each year in a different university town and edited a periodical called 

Missiological Analysis. It had articles on the missions from all over the world. She also went to 

parishes and schools to promote the missions. In 1927 there was an international meeting in 

Poland.  

In those “young years I considered going to Rhodesia but I thought it better to become a doctor 

first. Also I did not want to go as a single woman.” In Rhodesia it was 200 km to the nearest 

European person. “But I had no vocation to join a convent. I just wanted to do work for charity. 

That was before the Second World War.”… 

At the end of the war she came back to the institute and was in charge of the hospital until the 

old director returned. Near the end of 1945 she went to Gdansk (Danzig) and taught in the 

nursing school. Before the Russians arrived she managed to get to England as a displaced person. 

In England she studied a course in tropical medicine and hygiene at Liverpool University. While 
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studying she lived in a rented room. She met a Fr Robinson (a White Father) who worked in 

Uganda. Robinson said to her, “My bishop needs a doctor. Since you can’t go to Rhodesia, why 

not go to Bishop Lacoursiere? (Francois X Lacoursiere was bishop of Mbarara for 22 years until 

his retirement in 1956) She waited to act for one and one-half years. 

After more difficulties over her status as a displaced person she started for Uganda. On board 

ship she met a Mill Hill Missionary, Fr Gerard Keegan. “He asked me where I was going and 

whether I had a contract. The bishop had been asked by the government to build a leprosarium 

and he had my name to submit.” When she reached Kampala there was no one to meet her. It 

was also the 50th anniversary of the signing of the Kabaka Agreement. An English officer put her 

in contact with a Franciscan sister, Sr Alacantra. “She promised to take me to my destination but 

not until I promised to see Nsambya Hospital” When Dr Blenska reached her original 

appointment she found that all the sisters spoke French. She had not been told this beforehand. 

She did not have a contract but the hospital was in desperate need “and I had promised whether a 

contract was signed or not.” For one year work continued on the hospital building scheme but it 

was never completed. The government said there was no money for such a large hospital. She 

then thought of going to Canada to raise the funds needed. 

In the meantime she went to Nsambya for experience and worked for a few months with Mother 

Assumpta who was a doctor. “After some time Bishop Lacoursiere said he was sorry but there 

was no money for the leprosarium.” Dr Blenska worked first with the sisters at Ft Portal and then 

went to St Francis Leprosy Centre at Buluba on 25th April 1951. 

Mill Hill Missionaries John Rungg and a brother were at Buluba. There was also a layman in 

charge of the tile factory. “He came as a young boy with the Franciscan sisters. He really built 

Buluba. The first buildings were sundried bricks with grass roofs. Goes (the layman) had worked 

in a rubber factory and was a hunter; he was kind-of a game warden. On the hill opposite there 

were buffalo. He also caught animals and birds for an Australian zoo. Sleeping sickness was 

rampant at one time and the chief of the place lost many people. The staff and patients used to 

get injections but they were discontinued “because it was difficult to diagnose when people were 

living there permanently.” 

The first hospital for TB and non-infectious leprosy was at Nyenga in 1932. Then Buluba was 

opened for infectious leprosy. Buluba served the people of Busoga and Nyenga was for Baganda. 

In the early years there were 400 patients. The side effects of the sulfates used were not known. 
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Patients had to take medicine two times per week and could not travel too far each time. And so 

they began to settle around the hospital. Therefore some were outpatients. 

“I used to go on leave every four and one-half years, usually to another hospital to bring myself 

up to date.” She had problems travelling because she held a displaced person passport from WW 

Two. Eventually she got British citizenship. “That was alright until the arrival of Idi Amin.” 

Of Mother Kevin, Dr Blenska recalled that once she said, “Oh Wanda, you must be one of mine’ 

(I would have listened but God never called me to be a nun; I never felt it). Another time I wore 

a bright dress and she said: ‘Oh Wanda, I must marry you to an Irishman.” 

For the first fifteen years, when she was not working, she lived a solitary life at Buluba. “The 

Franciscan Sisters had different rules; no one could enter the convent. I took my meals on the 

verandah. At Christmas and Easter a foreign sister ate with me. The hospital had only one 

hospital sister. 

When Dr Blenska took me around the compound in 1994 many came up to her and called her 

“Mama”. She said: ’Of all the old women and men, some have been here since the very 

beginning. One of them, Doreen, always gets a chicken from the bishop!..Most of the old ones 

have a strong faith. The Christian life takes people one step higher…The attitude of sick people, 

whether they are university professors or sweepers, is gratitude.”  

Seminarians and young sisters have asked her: “Did you ever want to pack up and go home”  

“No”, I said, “I wanted to help and now so many years without a home, I wait to die. It was an 

answer from my heart but not usually expected. Maybe life would have been easier but not as 

satisfying.” 

During the time of Idi Amin, she recalled that “there was a moment when war broke out and 

Amin’s soldiers were looting and killing. They were cruel days. When we came back during the 

trouble I asked my patients: “Did you think I had left you and escaped”? “Yes” some said, but 

“thank you for staying”. Somehow the presence of a European meant a certain amount of safety. 

I finally finished here in 1992 but returned to see the visit of the Pope.” 

According to Sr M Louis O’Hara, from the time of Dr Blenska’s arrival in Buluba in March 

1951, she not only became leprosy supervisor at Buluba and Nyenga, but over the years she 

achieved  international recognition as an expert in the study and treatment of Hansen’s disease.ix 
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Dr Blenska and some of her old friends, 1994. 
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Dr Blenska, Buluba, May 1994. 

 

In 2011 Dr Blenska was awarded the Order of Polonia Restituta by the President of Poland, 

Bronislaw Maria Komorowski.  

She died on November 27, 2014, at the age of 103 years. 

During its Family Day celebration on November 20, 2022 the Catholic Diocese of Jinja, Uganda, 

announced that a tribunal had been set up for the process of beatification of Wanda Blenska. x          
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2023 World Health Organiztion Statement for World Leprosy Day           

Yohei Sasakawa, WHO Goodwill Ambassador for Leprosy Elimination, wrote the 

following for World Leprosy Day 2023.xi             

World Leprosy Day falls on the last Sunday in January. It was established by the French 

journalist Raoul Follereau in 1954 to advocate for those affected by the disease. On 

January 29, 2023, it is being celebrated for the 70th time. 

This year also sees the 150th anniversary of the discovery of M. leprae, the causative 

agent of leprosy, by the Norwegian physician Gerhard Armauer Hansen on February 

28, 1873. 

Leprosy, otherwise known as Hansen’s disease, is one of the world’s oldest diseases. 

Before Dr. Hansen’s discovery that leprosy was caused by a bacterial infection, it was 

sometimes seen as a divine punishment or a curse. 

The disease, which mainly affects the skin, peripheral nerves, mucous membranes and 

the eyes, can be cured using a combination of drugs called multidrug therapy 

introduced in the 1980s; left untreated, it can cause progressive disability. 

Throughout history, people with the disease have faced discrimination, and myths and 

misconceptions about leprosy remain. 

In various parts of the world, people who contract leprosy may find themselves isolated 

from society, family and friends, while outdated laws remain in some countries that deny 

them the use of public facilities, or make leprosy grounds for divorce or dismissal. 

Discrimination can have a devastating affect and lead to self-stigma. I have met 

individuals affected by leprosy who question whether they have human rights. This is 

unacceptable and stems from society’s lack of understanding. I believe that if each of us 

takes the trouble to learn the facts about leprosy and share our knowledge, we can help 

create a world free of problems associated with the disease…. 

Under the auspices of the Don’t Forget Leprosy campaign, a Global Forum of 

organizations of persons affected by leprosy was held in Hyderabad, India, last 
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November; an international symposium on Hansen’s disease took place at the Vatican 

on January 23-24 in the run-up to this year’s World Leprosy Day; and another 

international conference on leprosy will take place in Bergen, Norway, Dr. Hansen’ 

hometown, on June 21 and 22. 

Even as the world learns to live with the coronavirus, the impact on the leprosy situation 

remains significant: this age-old disease represents an ongoing challenge that we must 

not neglect. 

In this milestone year, when we mark the 70th World Leprosy Day, and the 

150th anniversary of Dr. Hansen’s discovery, it is time to accelerate activities stalled by 

the pandemic and redouble our efforts to work for a leprosy-free world. 

Final Note 

“What little good we can do in this world to help and comfort the suffering, we 

wish to do it quietly and so far as possible unnoticed and unknown.”xii   

Saint Marianne Cope, Servant of the Lepers in Hawaii and on the island of Molokai. 

  

 

 

Fr Robert O’Neil, Hartsdale, New York, January 29th 2023 

 
 
 
 
 
 
i Kaldera News, Jakarta, Indonesia. 

ii James Tissot, Healing of the Lepers at Capernaum (Guérison des lépreux à Capernaum), 1886-1894. Brooklyn Museum, New 

York. 

iii World Leprosy Missions, July 11, 2022 
iv Kathleen Vonglathorn, Journal of Eastern African Studies: the Journal of the British Institute in Eastern Africa, 
2012 August 1: 6(3). 544-560 
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v The Irish Times, April 25, 2020 

vi Friel’s work is a memory play that takes place in one aunt’s cottage in August 1936. The narrator describes a 

moment in the lives of five impoverished sisters. It is the time of a Celtic Harvest Festival and the time of “the 

bitter harvest in the lives of the five women.” Into this place their brother Fr Jack settles in on his return from 

working as a missionary in Uganda, in a leper settlement.  As he recovers from malaria and confusion, unlike Fr 

Barney, he dies of a heart attack soon after. In a Brian Friel obituary in 2015, Ricard Pine calls him a “Playwright 

who was a towering figure of the stage from Dublin to Broadway.” The Guardian, 2 October 2015.  

 

  

 
vii  See: Mission to the Upper Nile, pgs 123-4. 
viii February 26, 2020, Testimonies of Faith, Beatification Begins for Wanda Blenska, Zenit, “Jim Fair”? 
ix  Mission to the Upper Nile, pp. 203-206. 
x CISA in MHM Newsletter, 11/29/22 
xi World Health Organization, World Leprosy Day 2023  

xii Robert Ellsberg, “Blessed Among Us”, in Give us this Day, January 2023, p. 230. Saint Marianne Cope, also a 

known as Servant of the Lepers in Hawaii and on Molokai where the most serious cases were isolated, was born on 

January 23rd 1838 in Germany. She later immigrated with her family to the United States where she entered the 

Third Order Regular of Franciscans. She died in 1918. Her feast day is her birthday, January 23rd. 

 


