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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION: THE RELIGIOUS PIONEERING FOUNDATIONS OF 
CARROLL COLLEGE

Carroll College stands today as a symbol of dedication, 
honor, and tradition. The events which precipitated the 
foundation of the college, however, were preceded by the 
early pioneers who brought the foundation of faith to
Montana and the West. Father Pierre Jean DeSmet was one of
the first Jesuits to establish a mission in Montana as a
result of the dedicated petitions of the Flathead and Nez
Perce Indians. Father DeSmet's visit with the Flatheads
from June 30-August 27, 1840, convinced him that a mission 
was needed in the area. The journey to establish this 
mission started on May 10, 1841, with Father DeSmet, Father 
Gregory Mengarini, Father Nicholas Point, Brother Charles 
Huet, Brother Joseph Specht, and Brother William Claessens.1 
This journey was marked with death and hardship, but these
men had been called to Montana and were determined to reach
the Indians. Some enemies of the Flathead Indians had
earlier said that the "Blackrobes" would not return
following Father DeSmet's visit with the Flatheads. The 
Flatheads' faith was confirmed, however, in August 1841 with 
the arrival of the Jesuits at Fort Hall.2 On September 24,
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1841, on the feast of Our Lady of Mercy, St. Mary's Mission 
in present-day Stevensville was established. The next three 
decades would see the establishment of St. Ignatius Mission 
(spring 1854), St. Peter's Mission (1858), and various small 
schools and churches throughout Montana.3 The orderly 
establishment of missions in Montana was not, however, to 
last long.

In the early 1860s the white population in Montana 
exploded as a result of the Gold Rush. The white population 
no longer simply consisted of nomadic bands of fur trappers 
or traders who roamed the countryside. The miners'
settlements that quickly sprang up in Grasshopper Creek 
(1862), Alder Gulch (1863), Last Chance Gulch (1864), and
Confederate Gulch (1864) caused the Jesuits extreme concern 
because of the lack of spiritual ministry for the new 
settlers. Consequently, in the summer of 1863, the Jesuits 
erected St. Michael's Church to provide spiritual guidance 
for the population of Missoula.4 The people of Frenchtown 
also desired a church, and in 1864 the Jesuits built the 
small House of God. The people of Helena, likewise desiring 
a church, petitioned for permanent clergy to be assigned to 
their town. Father Francis Kuppens was to be the pastor for 
the growing population, with Father Jerome D'Aste as an 
assistant. The erection of Sacred Hearts of Jesus and Mary 
in the summer of 1866 was followed by its dedication on All 
Saints' Day. The residents of Helena donated the church and
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property to the Jesuits in gratitude for the arrival of 
permanent priests.' However, Helena would not be alone in 
receiving church ministry in Montana. Many other
communities—Whitefish, Clancy, Conrad, and so on—also had 
churches established, which eventually resulted in the need 
for a Diocesan organization in the Montana Territory.

As a result of this growth, the Territory was 
constituted into one Vicariate Apostolic on March 5, 1883. 
Six days later, Bishop John Baptist Brondel was named Vicar 
Apostolic. Following six months of residency in Montana, 
Bishop Brondel wrote a letter to John Cardinal Simeoni 
requesting that the Vicariate Apostolic of Montana be raised 
to a diocese with Helena as the episcopal see. On April 18, 
1884, Cardinal Simeoni sent two Apostolic Briefs to Bishop 
Brondel that established the diocese of Helena with Bishop 
Brondel now assigned to the new Episcopal See.6

When Bishop Brondel had arrived in Montana he had seen 
that the need for new clergy was exceedingly great. In all 
of Montana there were only thirteen Jesuits and four 
diocesan priests. To meet this need he set out to establish 
a college in Helena to educate what would become native-born 
clergy. To that end Brondel began to raise funds for a 
college. To help in his venture, he turned to the Jesuits 
in June of 1887, but, because of a lack of monetary support 
in the community, the Jesuits dropped their plans to 
establish a college in Helena, Montana.7 The Jesuits
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eventually moved their efforts to Spokane where the local 
people favored the creation of a college and provided 
monetary support for founding what is now known as Gonzaga 
University. Though Bishop Brondel's hope of founding a 
college in Helena was not to be realized during his 
lifetime, his dream would bear fruition under his 
successor, Bishop John Patrick Carroll.1*

Following the death of Bishop Brondel on November 3,
1903, an interim administrator for the Diocese was selected. 
Rev. Victor Day was named administrator on November 3, 1903,
and continued in this office until Rev. John Patrick Carroll
assumed the position of Bishop on January 31, 1905. Carroll 
was appointed to the Diocese of Helena on September 12,
1904. He was consecrated in the cathedral of Dubuque, Iowa, 
during the feast of St. Thomas the Apostle on December 21, 
1904.9 With Bishop Carroll, the Diocese not only gained a 
devout man, but a man dedicated to education, as was evident 
by his past work at St. Joseph's College in Dubuque.1" He 
immediately began to improve existing diocesan elementary 
and secondary schools and advocated the establishment of new 
centers of higher education in the surrounding communities.

Bishop Carroll would not let any obstacle stand in the 
way of founding a college in Helena. When he found that 
some of his parishioners were not giving a true "tithe" (a 
tenth) of their income, he encouraged them to give an 
additional amount at the following mass.11 Eventually, he
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managed to obtain a 50-acre piece of land called "Capital 
Hill" on the outskirts of Helena in October of 1908.*2 
Through a series of donations and divestments of property 
given to the Diocese, Bishop Carroll was gradually able to 
complete the construction of the college and ready it for 
opening on September 22, 1910.13 Thus, Bishop Carroll 
brought Bishop Brondel's dream to life in less than seven 
years. In doing so he established a commitment to higher
education that Montana Catholics still honor.

During the first ten years of its existence Mount St. 
Charles College had four presidents in quick succession. 
These first presidents worked closely with Bishop Carroll. 
The Bishop wanted to make sure that the college had a strong 
faculty, curriculum, and financial base.14 To this end he 
promoted the college throughout Montana and other areas of 
the United States.1' His close working relationship with 
the presidents started with Rev. Stephen J. Sullivan (1910- 
1912), continued with Rev. John L. McMullen (1912-1917),
Rev. Peter F. McDonald (1917-1919), and Rev. John J. Tracy
(1919-1920), and concluded with Rev. Norbert C. Hoff (1920- 
1932).16 Bishop John Patrick Carroll died on November 4, 
1925, in Fribourg, Germany, and subsequently Monsignor 
Victor Day was named administrator of the Diocese.

Monsignor Victor Day was the interim administrator of 
the Diocese from November 4, 1925, to August 18, 1927. He
also worked with Rev. Hoff to further develop the college.
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Following his appointment on August 18, 1927, Bishop George 
J. Finnigan (1927-1932) continued Bishop Carroll's policy of 
careful direction for Mt. St. Charles College's future.17 
He did so through his tireless efforts in student
recruitment, financial assistance, and personnel recruitment 
for the college.

The first religious pioneers of the Montana Territory, 
of whom Father DeSmet, Bishop Brondel, Father Point, and 
Father Grassi stand apart, would become the foundation upon 
which Bishop Carroll would build Mount St. Charles College
and the rest of the Diocese of Helena. Carroll further
expanded the number of religious workers in the Diocese 
through the addition of a variety of religious orders, among 
which were the Sisters of St. Dominic. These sisters not 
only provided a further religious influence on the campus, 
but supplied labor for culinary and domestic help that would 
enable the college to save money through the sister's 
frugality. Let us now turn our attention to the specific 
events that actually brought the Sisters of St. Dominic to 
Mount St. Charles College.
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CHAPTER 2

A

BISHOP CARROLL'S EFFORTS IN OBTAINING THE SISTERS OF 
MOUNT ST. CHARLES COLLEGE

On March 14, 1917, the United States went to war in 
support of the Triple Entente against Germany, the Austrian- 
Hungarian Empire, and their allies. This war profoundly 
affected Mount St. Charles College as enrollment drastically
fell when students enlisted in the armed forces. As a
result of the decline in enrollment and the subsequent loss 
of tuition income, the college faced a deficit. Bishop 
Carroll's answer to this crisis was to tighten the school's 
budget as well as appeal to the War Department that the 
school be accepted into the Student Army Training Corps 
(SATC), the predecessor of ROTC (Reserved Officer Training 
Corps). On October 18, 1918, 131 students from Mount St.
Charles were inducted into the United States Armed Forces.
These students' induction and fees for training at Mount St. 
Charles enabled the school to keep its doors open. Despite 
the ending of the war on November 11, 1918, and the
cessation of the SATC that December, the college did not 
have to fear closure because many of those 131 students

e remained to enroll in the college.1
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Bishop Carroll had additionally contemplated letting go 
workers required to staff the cafeteria, serve as janitors, 
and launder the clothing of faculty and staff to cut 
operating costs. However, this decision was difficult since 
this labor was needed for the college to function.2 Bishop 
Carroll knew that his colleague in St. Paul, Minnesota, 
Archbishop Austin Dowling, had just received a number of 
sisters from Germany to enable his own Mission to operate 
effectively. Bishop Carroll hoped that with the help of 
Archbishop Dowling he would not only gain domestic help for 
the college at a cheap price, but would establish a further 
religious emphasis on the grounds of Mount St. Charles 
College.3

His first efforts in this regard led to the placement 
of the Sisters of the Humility of Mary from South Carolina 
at the college as domestic and culinary workers at the end 
of 1922.4 After six months, however, these sisters tired of 
the domestic work that they were required to do and withdrew 
from the college to take over St. Mary's Hospital in Conrad, 
Montana. Unfortunately, these sisters did not find their 
environment at the hospital and Conrad to be to their 
liking. The work at the hospital dissatisfied them, and 
they were still not accustomed to the weather in Montana. 
Despite the protests of Bishop Carroll, the citizens of 
Conrad, and Father Edmund Hanna of Conrad, the sisters 
returned to North Carolina in the summer of 1924.' Bishop

10



Carroll's subsequent correspondence with Archbishop Dowling 
led to his first communique with Rev. John J. Burke, the 
General Secretary of the National Catholic Welfare 
Conference (N.C.W.C.). Father Burke agreed to help find 
other sisters to support the mission at Mount St. Charles 
College.6

Bishop Carroll then turned to a community that had 
contacted him following the withdrawal of the Sisters of the 
Humility from Mt. St. Charles College in the summer 1922. 
Sister M. Fidelis had wired Bishop Carroll in the summer of 
1923 in the hope that certain sisters from her impoverished 
diocese in Germany would be able to come to the United 
States to work and provide monetary support for the
motherhouse in Speyer, Germany.7 The motherhouse needed 
funds desperately because of the recent devaluation of the
German mark. A loaf of bread cost 3,000,000 marks, the 
equivalent of one U.S. dollar.* Bishop Carroll's offer of 
employment convinced the sisters to embark on a journey that 
would separate them from their country, kin, and
motherhouse. Not only did the sisters view America as the 
’•Land of Unlimited Opportunities," but their spirit of 
determination to aid the motherhouse prompted them to 
venture into the "Wilds of America."9

In addition to their desire to aid their motherhouse
financially, the sisters also wished to escape from the 
economically ravished country occupied by the Allies of
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World War I. This occupation hampered their efforts to 
continue missions in Germany. The Mother Superior, Mother

* M. Aquinata, felt that the immigration of sisters to the
United States would benefit the motherhouse because of the 
new monies it would receive."1 Under the agreement with the 
college each sister would earn a yearly salary of 180 
dollars. The sisters would send a good portion of their 
salaries to aid the motherhouse' s missions in Germany.11

It was with a sense of relief that Bishop Carroll began 
discussing with Sister M. Fidelis the possibility of placing 
eight to ten sisters at Mount St. Charles College in August 
of 1923.12 His early communication with Father Burke on 
February 2, 1924, enabled the swift opening of dialogue with 
the Bishop of Speyer, Ludwig Sebastian, with Mother M. 
Aquinata, and with the American Consul in Frankfurt,
Germany. When a previously diagnosed condition required 
Rev. Burke to undergo emergency surgery, he handed the task 
of expediting the sisters' departure to America to his 
colleague, Rev. Dr. James Ryan.13 Father Ryan worked with 
Bruce M. Mohler, Director of the National Catholic Welfare 
Conference Bureau of Immigration, to bring order to the 
sisters' application process. With Father Ryan and Director 
Mohler working to expedite the sisters' arrival, Bishop 
Carroll grew to believe that his college would soon havee
domestic and culinary help.
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Bishop Carroll's early hopes that the sisters' 
departure would be swift were quickly dashed as one 
difficulty followed another. One of the first obstacles he 
had to face was the immigration policy of the United States. 
As a result of the anti-immigrant movement, that swept the 
nation following the war with Triple Alliance, it was 
extremely difficult for Germans to immigrate to the United 
States. This problem was compounded by the anti-Catholic 
and anti-Eastern European ethnic biases of the time. The 
United States Senate had passed a law in 1920 establishing a 
quota system restricting certain nations in Europe to a 
specific number of immigrants per year. In Germany's case, 
the quota was 51,227 immigrants in 1924. However, because 
of pressures in Congress the N.C.W.C. feared that the quota 
would be further reduced.14

In June of 1924, the sisters were denied entry to the 
United States by the American Consul in Frankfurt. Bishop 
Carroll was extremely puzzled by this turn of events, since 
he had communicated extensively with the sisters and had 
been assured by Bishop Sebastian that the sisters were 
following correct procedure.1' Director Bruce M. Mohler 
informed Bishop Carroll, however, that the sisters had been 
applying through a third party, a Jewish agent of the North 
German Lloyds (an insurance corporation) at Speyer, when, in 
fact, the proper procedure was to apply in person.16
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Father George Timpe, Mohler's German contact, had 
attempted to contact Rev. Dr. Richard Schaefer, the sisters'

• Superior, to inquire as to why the sisters had not been

granted visas and were subsequently denied entry. In his 
letter to Director Mohler of October 7, 1924, he expressed 
his frustration in trying to communicate with Dr. Schaefer: 
"I find myself rather disgusted that Dr. Schaefer . . . did
not find me worthy of an answer. I wrote him twice, 
explaining the case and asking him for a few lines, what had 
been done in the matter."17 Rev. Timpe had also found out 
following an hour and a half conference with the Consul that 
the sisters had been using a Jewish agent. In this same 
letter he blamed the sisters themselves for their bungled 
application for visas: "I think this does not show good 
manners. The consul having been asked by the nuns 
themselves would have agreed at once as he did with other 
Sisters from Limburg, eleven of whom are leaving for the 
States end of this month. Perhaps the nuns wanted to save 
money." The difficulty in gaining admittance to the United 
States was primarily the sisters' responsibility, for they 
should have applied in the beginning of the year instead of 
at the last minute. If not for the quick actions of Father 
Timpe, the sisters would have been denied entry until 1926. 
But thanks to Timpe's appeal to the American Consul in 
Frankfurt, they were given a low quota number, which enabled 
them to apply in February.IX
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Additionally, the Prioress of the Speyer Convent,
Mother M. Aquinata, who had previously supported the mission 
to Mount St. Charles College felt that it would be for the 
best if the mission to the college was not undertaken at all 
because of the declining health of the sisters.19 The 
Prioress went so far as to contact the Bishop of Speyer, 
Ludwig Sebastian, about the possibility of sisters from 
another religious order making the journey to America.

Following this news, Bishop Carroll wrote Bishop 
Sebastian, Mother Aquinata, and Sister Fidelis about the 
mishandling of the visa application process to the United 
States. He was disappointed and upset that the Bishop and 
Mother had not helped to facilitate the sisters' departure 
but had rather helped to delay it by not guiding the sisters 
as they should have. He was concerned because the college 
had just built the sister's convent at a cost of $25,000,20 
and it was sitting vacant. The school had been expecting 
the sisters to take upon themselves the new responsibilities 
of cooking, cleaning, and the general upkeep of the college. 
Additionally, Bishop Carroll had released the men and women 
who had previously held the positions.21 Consequently, 
without the sisters' needed services, the school was in 
grave difficulty because the start of the new school year 
was imminent.22 He appealed to Bishop Sebastian, Mother 
Aquinata, and Sister Fidelis to work with all diligence
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toward the admittance of the sisters to the United States in 
the following summer of 1925.

Bishop Carroll turned once again to Bruce Mohler in a 
letter on August 14, 1924, to help smooth the passage of the 
sisters to the United States.23 Mohler soon managed to 
straighten things out in Germany. One problem he rectified 
was a legal misinterpretation between the German motherhouse 
and Bishop Carroll. The motherhouse believed that it could 
arrange a contract between the Bishop and the sisters before 
their employment began. But according to the Immigration 
Act of February 26, 1885, this contract would be null and 
void and would result in the sisters' being denied entrance 
into the United States.24 Legally, what Bishop Carroll 
could do was present the sisters with an affidavit of 
support that would give the sisters an exact financial 
accounting of the Bishop's monetary and property resources. 
The affidavit that he subsequently sent included a statement
that the

DEPONENT further states that he is willing and able to 
receive, maintain and support said Sisters, and hereby 
assumes such trust and guarantees the Immigration 
Authorities of the United States that such passengers 
as are covered by this affidavit shall not become a 
burden to the United States, or any State, County,
City, village or township of the United States.25 
The sisters' ignorance concerning the portions of the

immigration laws regarding assistance in transporting 
immigrants to the United States also caused difficulties.
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The sisters had asked Bishop Carroll to book them passage to 
the United States. This action by the Bishop would have

• denied them entry. The current immigration policy stated

that it was illegal for a party in the United States to book 
passage for a party from outside the United States. To 
circumvent this problem, the Bishop wired 2000 dollars to 
the motherhouse for them to purchase the required tickets.26 
When the motherhouse received the wire on July 10, 1925, it 
purchased the tickets and prepared for departure on the S.S. 
Columbus on July 30, 19 2 5.27

The eleven sisters and postulant who departed on their 
grand voyage on July 30, 1925, were Sisters Bonaventura 
Groh, Mathilde Sebastian, Cornelia Belzer, Virginia 
Matthieu, Belina Poetz, Gisela Germann, Jucunda Eichenlaub, 
Clodia Forg, Festina Oehl, Liboria Scharfenberger, Gallena 
Klomann, and postulant Hedwig Fiebe.21* They arrived in New 
York City on August 9, 1925, and were met at the docks by 
Mr. Mulholland, the Port Director for the N.C.W.C.. Mr. 
Mulholland gave the sisters the free rail passes that Bishop 
Carroll and Director Mohler had obtained.29 The journey by 
train was pleasant because of Sister Belinda's grasp of both 
German and English. She served as an interpreter between 
the equally curious sisters and passengers. The sisters' 
arrival in Helena on August 12, 1925, prompted Carroll to 
thank the N.C.W.C. for all its efforts.30 Bishop Carroll
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immediately placed the sisters at Mount St. Charles College
in the convent that he had specially built for them.

ft On August 15, 1925, the feast day of the Assumption, 
Bishop Carroll dedicated the convent and chapel. This 
dedication was followed by the offering of the Holy 
Sacrifice of the Mass.31 In the ensuing days the sisters 
brief honeymoon came to an end with the starting of their 
official duties. The first function in which they served as 
domestic and culinary staff was the yearly priests' retreat 
on the evening of August 17, 1925. The sisters were 
responsible for meeting the priests' culinary, domestic, and 
minor medical needs, as well as those of the entire student 
body during the school year.32 Their time spent serving the 
Bishop, who had exerted so much personal effort instigating 
their ministry, was, however, quite short. Bishop Carroll 
left for Speyer, Germany, on September 8, 1925, arriving on 
October 28. He visited the sisters' motherhouse and, after 
a few days traveling through Switzerland, had to stop in 
Fribourg because of illness. Bishop Carroll was admitted to 
the clinic of Dr. Clement on November 3, 1925. Later that 
evening he suffered a stroke and subsequently lapsed into 
unconsciousness. Early on the morning of November 4, 1925, 
Bishop John Patrick Carroll, second Bishop of Helena, 
died.33 His diligent work for the Diocese, beyond the 
founding of Mount St. Charles College and the building of
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Fig. 1. Dedication of the Dominican Sisters' Convent and 
Chapel of St. Mary Magdalen at Mt. St. Charles College, 
August 15, 1925 (Photo courtesy of the Carroll College 
Archives).
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St. Helena Cathedral, can still be seen today in the
numerous Roman Catholic missions throughout Western Montana.

The time of mourning for Bishop Carroll was quite long. 
He had many friends from around the nation, but the people 
who were the most affected by his death were the faculty and 
staff of Mount St. Charles College. As one sister stated, 
•'Bishop Carroll was a good and fine man, the sisters dearly 
loved him. . . .1,34 His death was a shock to the community
which had just been welcomed by him. Bishop Carroll had 
dedicated a significant portion of his life to Mount St. 
Charles College, and the people of Montana experienced a 
great loss with his departure.

The sisters' job of organizing the culinary, domestic, 
laundry, and medical services of the college soon became 
overwhelming.3-' The janitorial and culinary work required 
heavy physical labor. Moreover, they never had relief from 
their labors because there was not an extensive community 
for sisters in Montana. Consequently, they were never able 
to go on retreats (as the priests did) or take brief leaves 
of absence to rest and recuperate. The sisters required 
additional help and reminded Father James Hugh O'Neill, the 
Vice-President of the College, that their request for five 
more sisters from Germany had been approved by the late 
Bishop Carroll. Father O'Neill wrote a letter to this 
effect to the Rev. Msgr. Victor Day, Administer of the
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Diocese, who placed the matter in the capable hands of his 
Chancellor, the Rev. Msgr. Joseph C. Willging.36

Monsignor Willging turned to the N.C.W.C. 
representative, Bruce Mohler, who answered the Monsignor's 
queries about the necessary requirements that sisters needed 
to fulfill to be admitted to the United States. Along with 
the sisters' normal visa application, Rt. Rev. Msgr. Victor 
Day needed to provide an Affidavit of Support that 
guaranteed "that the Sisters will be provided for and will 
never be allowed to become public charges while in the 
U.S."37 The Monsignor's hope for the rapid arrival of the 
sisters was dampened when the sisters were refused visa 
applications at the American Consul in Frankfort. Indeed, 
as a result of quota restrictions, the sisters in Germany
were unable to come to the United States. A total of
107,000 people had applied for only 51,227 available visa 
application slots.3X Director Mohler's inquiries to the 
American Consul General in Berlin resulted in the Consul
General's suggestion that it would "be thought probable that 
additional registrations may be accepted during the latter 
part of 1928 or the beginning of 1929 ."3<*

Mohler reminded Monsignor Willging that the college had 
waited for a year and a half following the application of 
the original group of sisters.40 His words of patience were 
well-founded. The supposed loss of the Diocese Affidavit of 
Support, on file in Germany, held up their application
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process for approximately one year. When the misplaced 
Affidavit was located, the American Consul sent a request 
for an update of the Affidavit from Bishop George J. 
Finnigan, Carroll's successor. This update was required in 
order for the Affidavit to be legal for processing, and thus 
would remove any delays for the sisters' application.41 
Bishop Finnigan cabled a reaffirmation of the Affidavit of 
July 1927 to the American Consul General on June 30, 1928.42 
This cable paved the way for the arrival of the sisters in
the fall of 1928.

That fall, the five originally requested sisters, as 
well as four additional sisters, arrived from Speyer, 
Germany. Of these nine sisters, Sisters Rhabana, Aquilana, 
Coelestina, Loyola, Garina, and Milburga were to serve at 
the convent in Helena, while Sisters Humilia, Marina, and 
Lanfrieda were to study in the state of Illinois until 
Christmas.43 As a result of the influx of sisters into the 
United States, the Dominicans had new hope that the 
establishment of other missions, throughout Montana and the 
Northwest, would soon take place.
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CHAPTER 3
A TIME OF HARDSHIP AND TRANSFORMATION

The sisters' transition to college life was difficult. 
These first sisters were occasionally harassed by the 
students during meal times and by certain priests throughout 
the day.1 Sister Mary Consuelo, the first female student at 
the college, remembers that the "priests were petty and 
hostile to them."2 She recalled that some of the sisters 
initially grew discouraged, but persevered despite having 
butter and food thrown at them by the "uncivilized, 
disrespectful, and uncouth students."3 While the sisters 
dealt with the students, two priests were contemplating even
worse situations.

Many of the sisters were greatly surprised that these 
two priests from the college were working to remove them 
from the college. Why would these priests work to eliminate 
the sisters when Bishop Carroll had been instrumental in 
bringing them to the college? The following could be 
possible reasons: the sisters' German ancestry aroused 
ethnic prejudice especially among American students.

• Likewise, the sisters suffered from the male chauvinism of
students who were used to priests rather than nuns.
Finally, the students' culture shock and the necessity of
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having to deal with non-English-speaking "foreigners" 
certainly added to the disrespect they suffered.4

In the months and years that followed, the sisters' 
steadfastness brought about a change in the students7 
behavior. Gradually, the students began to respect the 
sisters for who they were and no longer viewed them simply 
as menial laborers. Similarly, those priests who had worked 
so hard against the order requested to be transferred, since 
they were unable to eliminate the German "nuns."5 One left 
without a trace of apology for what he had put the sisters 
through, while the other asked the sisters7 pardon for the 
pain he had caused them.

Many sisters remember that that early period was a time 
of persecution and hardship, but they persevered through it 
all. Sister Consuelo, who worked with the original sisters, 
recalls that in the minds of most, "the sisters were really 
servants." Some of the priests even said that "the sisters 
were [merely] good hand maidens."6 However, after the 
college hired a few laborers in the 1930s, the sisters7
duties became more reasonable.

Despite the normalizing of relations between the 
sisters and the rest of the college community, they 
continued to have difficulties, notably monetary problems. 
The meager finances of the college precluded it from paying 
the sisters a decent wage. Most of each sisters7 yearly 
salary of 200 dollars went back to the motherhouse in
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Speyer, while the remainder was used to pay for the upkeep 
of the convent and for other necessities that the college 
could not provide.7 The sisters' paltry savings even 
precluded the pleasure of corresponding with their families 
in Germany since they often would not even have the three 
cents needed for postage.8

These financial difficulties were evident in the way 
the sisters went about saving money. Some rendered lye out 
of the fat and ashes from the kitchen to make soap. Others, 
such as Sister Eugenia, raised chickens behind the convent 
or grew vegetables in their gardens to supplement the meager 
budget the college allocated to them for the cost of food.9 
One episode that exemplified the sisters' thrifty nature was 
related by Archbishop Raymond G. Hunthausen to Guido Bugni, 
a professor of chemistry at Carroll. He stated that Father 
John J. O'Connor, who had been giving his clothes to the 
sisters to launder, had wondered where all his extra 
clothing had been going. Following his inquiries with the 
sister in charge of the laundry, he was informed: "you have 
too much clothing," and that his extra clothes were now 
gracing transients from the railroad tracks just east of the 
college. He was astounded, but made sure that he no longer 
inundated the sisters with "extra clothing.""’

Even as the sisters dealt with these monetary problems 
their duties continued apace. They did have some free time, 
however. During the time between lunch and dinner, the

30



sisters would sit in the common room in the convent. While 
they sat there they would darn the priests' socks and listen 
to one of the sisters read from the Scriptures. Some would 
remain awake while others "fell mercifully asleep" awaiting 
the rigors of the afternoon and the following day."

One priest who added to their rigors was Father Patrick 
McVeigh. Many sisters recalled Father McVeigh teaching them 
"English Phrases" which were actually slang, as they were 
attempting to grasp the basic nuances of the language.
Father Matthias Weber, who was then the Dean of Men, learned 
what Father McVeigh was doing when he heard one of the 
sister's say, "That God [expletive] son of a [expletive]!" 
Consequently, he asked her if she knew what she was saying; 
the sister said that she did not. Father Weber then said, 
"Who taught you to say that?" and Sister replied, "Father 
McVeigh."12 The problem was gradually eliminated through 
the sisters' decision to speak only English in the convent 
until they learned to communicate better with the faculty, 
staff, and students.13

The drive to conform brought the sisters closer 
together as they strove to integrate themselves into the 
culture of Montana. Despite their early difficulties,
Mother Bonaventura, along with the National Catholic Welfare 
Conference (N.C.W.C.), was able to bring additional sisters 
to the Northwest until the very nature of the sisters' role 
at Carroll began to be reevaluated. The experiences of one
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of these new arrivals typifies the sisters' changing role at
Carroll.

In the fall of 1937 one young German woman, Sister Mary 
Consuelo, boarded a ship for America. She arrived safely at 
the sisters' motherhouse in Myer's Falls, Washington, in 
September and began her Noviate.14 Following her Noviate, 
she was told by Mother Bonaventura that she was going to 
Carroll College the following morning at 5:00 a.m to enroll 
in classes. Sister Consuelo told me that she was shocked by 
this decision, for she felt that she was incapable of study 
and should not be going to such a place. Even though she 
felt this way, Sister Consuelo departed that next morning 
and arrived in Helena at 7:00 p.m. on September 9, 1938.L'

As she exited the car, a number of priests on the 
concrete porch behind the college (now known as the 
"Fantail") turned and stared at her, as if to say, "What is 
she doing here?"16 This unwelcome greeting caused Sister 
Consuelo to put into use almost immediately Mother 
Bonaventura's instructions about being reserved. As a 
result, she refrained from talking to the other students 
when it was not necessary. This inaction quickly garnered 
her a reputation as a quiet and reserved student. One of 
her fellow students went so far as to say that "she was 
really an Egghead."17 She did not learn what an "egghead" 
meant until much later in her college experience.
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One vision that shocked the older sisters of the
community was the sight of Sister Consuelo, in full habit, 
skating on Lake Bluff (Lake Bluff was a pond formed by a
stream that flowed across the area where O'Connell Hall
currently stands). '* The other sisters murmured among 
themselves that "she is not going to stay in the convent" 
and "what is the religious life coming to anyway?"19 They 
despaired for her vocation and thought that Sister Consuelo 
was going to return to the world. Sister Consuelo, however, 
had other ideas. She had gone skating out of a desire to 
alleviate the pressures of her studies and to experience 
something from her childhood. Dr. Edward W. Neuman, her 
chemistry professor, had noticed that she was lonely and had 
befriended Sister Consuelo. He was the one who supplied her
with the skates and woolen socks after he found about her
desire to skate.2"

In the following months, Sister did befriend some of 
the students and faculty despite her reserved nature. This 
nature still affected her interactions with others, and 
continued to hamper the development of her English-speaking 
skills. In spite of this deficiency, Sister won the Gold 
Medal in the yearly Patriotic Essay Contest sponsored by the 
English Department for her essay titled, "Wanderer Between 
Two Worlds." Mr. Wentworth, her English professor, told her 
to enter the contest because, as he said, "you know more 
grammar than any of these boys."21
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Though she knew grammar better than the rest of the 
boys, her grasp of the English language was not advancing as 
quickly as she would have liked. To cope with her
frustrations and loneliness, Sister Consuelo found solace by 
daily meditating on the way the sunshine hit the mountains 
just east of the college. One day, as she was meditating 
before classes, Sister found that she was locked out of the 
convent. She was trapped on the balcony of the convent and 
would miss her English class if she were unable to find a 
solution to her dilemma. At that moment, a transient was 
walking by and Sister Consuelo called out and asked him to 
get a sister in the kitchen to unlock the door. Following 
her rescue, she rushed to class and was greeted by a sea of 
grinning faces because she was late, an occurrence that 
surprised everyone.22

Sister's duties, besides studying until three o'clock 
in the morning, were to dry dishes in the kitchen and help 
in the dusting and cleaning of the college. These 
activities took time away from her studies and further 
isolated her from speaking with faculty, staff, and other 
students. Her fellow sisters thought that she was trying to
"Lord it over them" because of her education and because of
her attempts to speak only English with them. They told her 
that "we understand German."2’ However, Sister was not 
trying to "Lord it over them." She was simply trying to 
improve her ability to speak English fluently. Since she
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found that her efforts at Carroll were not proving
successful, she arranged to transfer to Siena Heights 
College in Adrian, Michigan, in 1940. There she quickly 
picked up the language because she was interacting with 
other educated sisters and did not have to be so reserved.24 
Siena Heights College was an environment more conducive to 
change.

The early years at Carroll College were a time of 
hardship and transformation for the sisters. Despite many 
difficulties, they persevered and carried out their duties 
in a manner that effectively destroyed many of the 
criticisms held by their detractors. This progression 
allowed the sisters to experience new confidence in their 
position at the college and renewed their desire to expand
into new mission areas in the future.
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CHAPTER FOUR
PROGRESSION AND WAR

The 57 sisters arriving from Germany in the 1930s, as 
well as those who had arrived earlier, strongly embraced the 
maxim of St. Dominic, that "scattered the good grain bears 
fruit, collected in a heap, it spoils."' Through their 
efforts to expand into any geographical area where their 
services were needed, these sisters became a living
testament of this St. Dominic maxim. The new arrivals were 
quickly assimilated into the missions of the order, enabling 
the motherhouse to reach into educational, social, and 
medical areas that had previously been unaccessible. By the 
end of 1936, the order had taken over St. Mary's Hospital in 
Conrad, Montana (January 1, 1929). In addition it opened 
St. Joseph's Hospital in Chewelah, Washington (1930), and 
established a provincial house in Kettle Falls, Washington 
(1935).2 The continuing immigration of sisters from 
Germany, as well as new teaching and nursing vocations in 
the United States, enabled the order, in 1936, to take 
charge of St. Mary's Indian Mission in Omak, Washington

* (1936).’
The expansion of the order's missions throughout the 

Northwest necessitated personnel changes. In 1930, Mother
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Bonaventura left Mt. St. Charles College to become the 
provincial superior of the sisters in Eastern Washington.
Her departure saddened the sisters at the college because 
she had been their personal superior for nearly seven 
years.4 The sisters' new superior, Sister Virginia, would, 
however, be influential in coordinating the sisters' work at 
the college with the various missions soon to be set up
around Helena."

During the first two years that the sisters were here, 
the college also underwent a significant change. On May 29, 
1932, during the 22nd commencement celebration of the 
college, Bishop Finnigan officially changed the name of the 
school from Mount St. Charles College to Carroll College in 
honor of Bishop John Patrick Carroll, the founder of the 
college.6

The sister's first outreach established in the Helena
community was the Siena Club. The club's mission was to 
provide a safe living environment for Catholic working 
girls. The idea for this club came from a dialogue carried 
out between Bishop Gilmore and Mother Bonaventura.7 The 
sisters were eager to establish a home such as this, for 
they had ministered in a similar facility in Speyer,
Germany. Bishop Gilmore and Monsignor Willging examined 
many sites in Butte and Helena and eventually chose the
Holter House in Helena for the club's location and
remodeling began in 1937. Eventually the Holter House in
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Helena was chosen for the club's location and remodeling 
began in 1937. Named after St. Catherine of Siena, Italy,* 
the club functioned as living quarters for working women 
until 1953.9

In 1942 the sisters were called upon by the Bishop to 
take over domestic affairs at the episcopal residence.10 
Mother M. Bonaventura responded with great pleasure to the 
prospect of the sisters being able to serve the Bishop 
because he had "always been so very kind to us."11 Meeting 
this request would not be difficult since it would merely 
involve the transfer of two sisters to the Bishop's
residence.

An additional ministry that the sisters developed and 
operated was a soup kitchen for the transients from the 
"Hobo-Jungle." The term "Hobo-Jungle" referred to the 
menagerie of refuse and cast-offs, near the railroad tracks, 
that was inhabited by the transients to the east of the 
college.12 These "poor men" could have a meal in exchange 
for sweeping the sidewalks or shoveling snow from the walks 
of the college. Sister Eugenia was one of the first sisters 
to coin the phrase "poor men" for the transients.

Sister Eugenia's kind heart showed through her desire
to feed those who were less fortunate than herself. This
kindness was tempered by her motto: "No work, no food." She 
would order the "poor men" to do a variety of tasks before 
receiving a meal. Frequently, Sister Eugenia or another of
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the sisters would require the men to carry rocks from one 
pile to another if no other work was available.”

Sometimes "poor men," not agreeing with this work 
ethic, would try to enter the kitchen and steal food. One 
student who worked in the kitchen recalled seeing Sister 
Blanda take one drunken fellow and push him up against the 
kitchen wall. She was determined to protect the domain of 
her kitchen; anyone who entered this area, without her 
expressed permission, was subject to her displeasure.
Sister Blanda's handling of the situation in this manner
convinced the man that it would be wise to leave
immediately. He left and, because of sister's reputation, 
incidents similar to this one were not soon repeated.14 The 
sisters' daily schedule did not give much leeway for 
disruptions, for their free time was extremely limited.

Daily the sisters would arise at 5:00 in the morning to 
wash, dress, and pray The Divine Office together. Following 
a half hour of meditation, they would eat breakfast at the 
kitchen before starting preparations for the students' 
breakfast.1"' Sister Fidelis, who came to Carroll in 1942, 
remembers when they suddenly had to change without warning
from one breakfast to two. At 08:00 and 08:30 the students
would come and be served breakfast. Following these meals 
the sisters worked straight through to lunch, after which 
they would say "Vespers." After "Vespers" the sisters would 
"eat on the fly" as they prepared the evening dinner.
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Following dinner they would prepare the food for the next 
day's meals and then return to the convent to pray "Matins 
and Lauds."16

Consequently, the sisters' busy schedule did not allow 
them much free time, but when they were not handling the 
domestic affairs of the college or feeding the "poor men," 
they would play croquet behind their convent.17 Their games 
were conducted between the beautiful flower and vegetable 
gardens that they had planted and cared for during Montana's 
short growing season.11 Each year the sisters eagerly 
looked forward to the time when their plum tree would bear 
fruit. They would then have fruit for the remainder of the 
summer and canned preserves for the winter. Also, to save 
the college money, the sisters would use these plums to 
supplement the students' diet. When students helped the 
sisters with certain tasks, they would receive a treat.
Many times this treat would be a cookie or cake, but 
sometimes a student would receive plum preserves.19

These sisters' lives were quite demanding. Their 
service to God and the college was defined in a strict daily 
schedule. However, on certain feast days, such as Easter or 
Christmas, the sisters would have time off to celebrate. 
Father Eugene Peoples recalled the times when his father, 
Andy Peoples, would supply the sisters with beer on their 
feast days. Once the sisters were finished with their
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Fig. 2. Carroll College prior to the earthquake of 1935. 
The Dominican Sisters' Convent with attached garden and 
chicken coop is in the foreground (Photo courtesy of the 
Carroll College Archives).
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celebration, Andy would return and collect the empty beer 
bottles.20

The Sister's "German" attitudes toward drinking beer 
caused some contention in certain quarters. They were 
sympathetic to the idea of drinking a moderate amount of 
beer for social purposes because it was part of their German 
culture. Consequently, when students would go out to relax 
at the quarry periodically in the spring, the sisters would 
ask: "Are you going to make the trip today? And do you
have a receptacle?" They would supply "receptacles" if 
needed by leaving them in the kitchen for the boys to pick 
up. The sisters would also tell them to have a good time 
because they loved life and the boys.21 The students of 
Carroll were indeed the sisters' "boys" whom they cared for 
through their watchfulness and work ethic.

This work ethic was evident in their daily regime.22 
They did not regard their work as tedious, but believed that 
through their duties they were expressing their deep love 
for God and the Carroll community.23 How many times they 
may have wondered whether their dedication and duty were 
making a difference? We will probably never know. But we 
do know that many students and faculty members remember them 
as some of the most kind, wholesome, and dedicated
individuals that have ever served at Carroll College.24

Their ministry at Carroll included not only their 
service to faculty and students, but extended to those less
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fortunate in the wider Helena community. The sisters 
continued to aid the working girls' home in Helena as well 
as the "poor men" from the "Hobo-Jungle." They also sent 
annual aid packets to support their families in Germany.
The sisters' duties started to decrease in the 1940s. They 
began to do less of the housekeeping and domestic work at 
the college while still keeping focused on their task of 
feeding the students and faculty at Carroll. However, 
events soon would increase their duties at the college.

The entrance of the United States into World War II
after the bombing of Pearl Harbor resulted in a rush of 
enlistments into the armed forces. Many of the college's 
students enlisted and with the subsequent loss of tuition 
revenue, Monsignor Emmet J. Riley, the president of the 
college, faced the possibility of having to close the 
institution's doors. Luckily, however, Monsignor Riley's 
efforts to have the college accepted as a center for the V-5 
and V—12 naval programs bore fruit in 1943.25 Carroll was 
able to remain open because of the new influx of students 
from the naval training program.

The school's transformation from a civilian to a 
military training institution created anxiety among the 
German sisters. The sisters wanted to aid their adopted 
country in any way possible and felt that their removal from 
the campus would be beneficial for the Navy. The sisters 
were German and thought their nationality might affect the
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"boys" training in a negative way.26 The naval commandant, 
Lt. David McDonald, assured them that the Navy welcomed 
their presence on campus and wished to retain them for 
culinary services for the duration of the war.27 The Navy's 
contract with the sisters called for them to provide 
janitorial services, mess (kitchen services), and a galley
staff that consisted of dishwashers and cooks. The sisters
would be paid 250 dollars a month plus a residence stipend 
for providing these services.2* Unfortunately, the Navy did 
not upgrade the initial facilities that were in dire need of 
renovation. The onslaught of new cadets on the campus 
necessitated instituting two breakfasts and lunches. The 
sisters were expected to go from serving approximately 150
students to between 425-500 students without an increase in
kitchen staff to take care of the additional cooking, 
cleaning, and preparatory work that came with the job.29

Sister Fidelis, who came to Carroll in the fall of 
1942, said that the sisters were overwhelmed. The first 
day's breakfast dishes were sitting in a stack following the
08:00 and 08:30 meals and needed to be cleaned for the two
lunch sessions. The sisters were dashing hurriedly about to 
just prepare the next two meals and did not have a single 
sister to spare for washing dishes. In desperation they 
sent a sister to Monsignor Riley who came with his 
secretary, William F. Bartholome ("Bart"), to help wash 
dishes.311
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The sisters' problems did not end there, however. They 
needed larger pots and pans to cook the bigger meals and had 
no money to buy them. Monsignor Riley heard about this and 
went to the Good Shepherd Mission and came back with all 
their pots and pans. These pots and pans alleviated part of 
their difficulties, but the sisters also needed large bread 
mixing tubes. Since the sisters had no money, Sister Laeta 
took a laundry tub and scoured it out to mix the dough in 
it. Sister had put a bit too much yeast in the dough and 
when she returned to the laundry room the dough met her at 
the door.31 Later that year the college finally had enough 
money to hire a male cook named Tony. With Tony's help the 
sisters were able to provide food to the students without 
suffering physical collapse in doing so. Later, when the 
cadets took over the cleaning of St. Charles Hall, the
sisters were able to concentrate on the kitchen and the 
cleaning of the convent and priest's rooms.32

With the war in Europe raging, it was evident that no 
new additional sisters from Germany would be arriving in the 
United States. The German sisters in the United States, now 
84 strong, did not, however, let this conflict affect their 
work. During the war they expanded their ministry with the 
addition of St. Martin's Hospital in Tonasket, Washington 
(1939), Mt. Carmel Hospital in Colville, Washington (1939), 
and the Mt. Carmel Annex in 1943.33 The sisters met these 
additional responsibilities, resulting from their expanded
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mission, without complaint. They did so despite the fact 
that many of them were also burdened with concern for their 
families in Germany.34

The sisters' concern was heightened because of the 
minimum contact they had with their relatives in Germany. 
From Hitler's attack on Poland on September 1, 1939, until 
Pearl Harbor December 7, 1941, all mail to and from Germany 
was censored. Until the war ended messages of 25 words or 
less could be sent to Germany only via the International Red 
Cross.3' While the sisters prayed for the safety of their 
families, they continued their efforts to keep the convent 
and various other ministries running. These efforts were 
additionally complicated by the sisters' nationality.
Recent arrivals from Germany and others who had not yet 
gained citizenship were declared aliens and had to report 
monthly to the immigration bureau or risk deportation.36 
These same sisters also had to carry alien identification 
cards to travel or buy the supplies needed for continuing 
their various missions. Many of these supplies (such as 
meat, corn, paper, milk, gas, rubber, and soap) were 
rationed, which made running the convents and the hospitals 
difficult. The scarcity of building materials also made it 
nearly impossible to repair or build anything at the college 
or other missions.37 Despite these difficulties the number 
of vocations continued to grow with seven American women 
entering the order in the 1930s.’* Mother Bonaventura had a

48



tremendous stabilizing affect on the community during these
difficult times.

Mother M. Bonaventura Groh's death, on September 23, 
1942, threw the community into a state of shock. Her death 
was an additional blow to the community that was still 
grieving over the deaths of Sister Aquilina Lang, who died 
on August 15, and Sister Alexandra Zimmerman, who had died 
two weeks later.39 Without the auspices of the motherhouse 
in Speyer, Germany, the sisters were unable to convene a 
council to select a new superior.40

As a result, Bishop Charles White of Spokane, 
Washington, recommended that the Apostolic Delegate allow 
the sisters in the United States to draw upon the senior
members of the order to serve as a council that could chose 
a new superior.41 Following the Delegate's communiques with 
Bishop Gilmore and Bishop White, the Apostolic Delegate 
decided to use his extraordinary powers to allow the sisters 
to convene such a council. The sisters' were able, subject 
to the Delegate's approval, to chose a new provincial 
superior from among their members.42 Sister Arsenia Staler 
was chosen to become the order's second provincial superior 
in America and was given approval from the Apostolic 
Delegate in early 1943.43

With the end of the war in 1945, the sisters could 
again communicate with their relatives, friends, and 
motherhouse as well as send aid. Between 1945-1947, the
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sisters sent 1,411 parcels to the motherhouse in Speyer, 
along with bales of habit and veil fabric.44 The sisters in 
Germany used the American sisters' packages of food and 
clothing, limited to 22 pounds by federal regulations, to 
give relief to the starving in Europe. Over 100 missions 
received these packages as a result of the Dominican 
Sisters. The sisters additionally sent monthly parcels to 
their individual family members in Germany.45 Sister 
Birgitta Matt stated that the sisters would save all their 
sweets to send in these care packages of love.46 Thus, 
through the sisters' aid to the unfortunates of Europe, many 
who may have died of starvation or exposure survived.

The sisters, while responding to the needs of their 
fellow sisters in Germany, did not neglect their missions in 
the United States. In fact, the sisters expanded their 
communal services after the war. The calls of many small
town parishes for parochial schools encouraged the sisters 
to fill the void. Through the sisters' efforts, a parochial 
school was founded in Cut Bank, Montana (1945), with Sisters 
Birgitta Matt and Yolanda Fichter teaching there. Later, 
schools were established by Sisters Tarcisia Lenert and 
Monica Werner in Oroville, Washington (1946), and in Shelby, 
Montana ( 1947 ). 47 As a result of this expansion, more 
sisters were withdrawn from Carroll College, eventually 
leaving the college operating with only five sisters by 
1950. The sisters who were left to operate the kitchen and
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continue the other necessary domestic duties were Sisters 
Rhabana, Eugenia, Gallena, Magdalen, and Laeta.4*

The sisters at the college maintained a steady 
demeanor, throughout their daily work, despite living in a 
time fraught with war, hunger, and unusual cultural biases.
Their faithfulness to their duties at Carroll enabled the 
sisters to eventually establish missions throughout the 
Northwest that embraced the true nature of the order, 
notably teaching and healing. As a sword is tempered and 
molded in flame, so too were the sisters tempered in the 
flame generated by World War II. As a result of this 
experience they were stronger, fresher, and better prepared 
to take on the rigors of the future.
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♦
CHAPTER 5

REORGANIZATION

With the ending of the war the sisters again took 
charge of the domestic affairs at the college. Their 
continuing upkeep of St. Charles Hall did not, however, last 
long. The additional sisters from Germany, as well as those 
Americans entering the order in the United States, were 
becoming teachers, nurses, or administrators in the missions 
that stretched from Helena, Montana, to Spokane, Washington.
This lack of domestic vocations created a need that the 
sisters at Carroll College could fulfill. Mother Superior 
Arsenia wanted to meet these needs by withdrawing a few of 
the sisters from Carroll College. Mother Arsenia knew, 
however, that the college would not want to release them.
As a result, in December 1945 Mother Arsenia petitioned 
Monsignor Emmet J. Riley to allow the sisters to withdraw 
from the heavier domestic work at the college and
concentrate primarily on the cooking duties.1 She stated 
that the heavier domestic work could be done by one or two 
men hired by the college, thereby freeing sisters to work 
more effectively in the kitchen, in laundering the vestments 
for the chapel, and completing their duties at the Bishop's 
House and the Siena Club. The Monsignor replied that, as
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long as the sisters' contracted duties did not suffer, the 
college would look into hiring additional help.2 The 
college later hired two workmen who took over the heavy 
manual labor and cleaning chores of St. Charles Hall.3

The late forties and early fifties were a time of 
steadfastness for the sisters at Carroll College. The 
sisters faithfully continued to serve Carroll by cooking and 
cleaning. They additionally provided domestic labor for the 
yearly retreats held at the college for men, women, and 
priests.4 These retreats were an added burden to the 
sisters' already full schedule, but they fulfilled all 
duties without complaint. In fact, the sisters made a game 
out of the cleaning for the retreats. They called this 
time, "Going to the races in Helena."5 As Sister Birgitta 
Matt stated, "we raced to the various floors to make the 
beds for the retreatants; later we stripped the beds, 
cleaned the rooms, and got them ready for the next group."6 
The majority of sisters who provided the labor for these 
retreats were the younger teaching or student sisters of the 
order. Their help gave the older sisters, who operated the 
culinary department almost the entire year, the opportunity 
to enjoy a much needed brief retreat at the motherhouse in 
Kettle Falls, Washington.7 During the summer months, when 
there were no retreats, the sisters would also assist the 
priests by cleaning their rooms. Father Paul Kirchen was
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always surprised at how long the sisters took to clean the 
two rooms of his suite meticulously/

The sisters' seriousness about feeding the poor lent 
conservatism to their food-service methods. One day Sister 
Blanda dropped a plate full of steaks on the floor of the 
kitchen while hurrying to the dining room. After uttering a 
few words in German, Sister Blanda proceeded to pick the 
steaks off the floor and place them on another platter. She 
then took them out to serve to the students and priests in 
the dining hall.9 The author can only assume that the 
students and priests eating those steaks must have enjoyed 
them since not one of them complained to the sisters about 
the quality of the food that day.

The sisters settled into a routine that enabled them to
carry out their duties effectively while still allowing time 
for reflection and worship in the convent's chapel. Father 
Courtney recalls that their chapel was "one of the
singularly beautiful rooms on campus."1" He enjoyed saying 
mass there as much as the sisters enjoyed attending it.

Sister Eugenia was one who is remembered by all "for 
her ready smile and her unassuming simplicity."11 At the 
age of 65, Sister still carried out her duties with a vigor 
that would put a younger person to shame. She came to work 
daily with the attitude that there were tasks to be 
accomplished and she must do her best to accomplish them. 
Sister Eugenia worked in her vegetable and flower garden,
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tended her chickens, and fed the "poor men."12 Sister's 
small chore of peeling the vegetables and fruit helped to 
keep the entire kitchen running smoothly. She also cared 
for the stray cats that the biology class would catch to 
dissect in Father Patrick Murray's laboratory because she 
felt these helpless creatures should at least have one last 
meal upon the earth.13

Despite the vigor of Sister Eugenia and the other 
sisters at Carroll, they were aging and additional sisters 
were not entering into domestic vocations. This problem
caused Mother Arsenia concern about the duties of the order
as it expanded its hospital base in Chewelah, Colville, and
Spokane in Eastern Washington.14 At a time when the order
was troubled about the lack of domestic vocations, an
unforeseen and tragic event occurred. That event was the
death of Sister Rhabana on November 3, 1951. Father Paul
Mackin's sermon at her funeral gave a view of the sisters'
lives that many had not seen before:

A worldling here today might scoff, mightccry rsicl out 
that here was a wasted life. Here was a woman who 
spent most of her life before a hot stove, doing her 
best, doing it because it was her duty, doing it 
without praise or gratitude or the affection of a 
family about her. Her aims went no higher. Not once 
in almost a quarter of a century of daily labor, 
leaving the convent before 5:30 each morning to begin 
her day's labor in the kitchen below, did she ever seek 
or was she ever granted the reward of being made 
superior or of receiving any position of honor or

* prestige. Of all the sisters here, she was the least
known to the students since her work was done out of 
sight so that to most she was a figure seen only in the 
background, unrecognized and unappreciated. Far away 
not only from her family but from her homeland, a
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*

stranger in an alien land, she devoted her every day to 
caring for the bodily need of those whose only claim 
upon her was that need and the Christ-like charity of 
her heart. . . . her life was one of drudgery of a life
of sacrifice, a life of prayer. It could not have been 
easy for her to face each new days [sic] beginning to 
ollk fsicl to the changless f sic] years ahead. Yet 
face these she did, cheerfully and willingly because we 
needed her and because Christ commanded.1''

Sister Fidelis, 
Sister Rhabana,

a worker in the kitchen, remembers how
the head cook, would work herself to

exhaustion everyday in order to supply food to all the
students and faculty. Sister Fidelis would help "Mutter 
Anna" to the convent each evening because her feet would be 
in so much pain.16 Sister Consuelo reminisced about the
time a priest said to "ask Sister Rhabana if she had swished 
one or two of the Hill's Brother beans in the coffee."17
Sister Consuelo did not know what the whole matter was about
but relayed the message to Sister Rhabana. Sister Rhabana 
said to tell him "to be not so demanding. ",x Sister 
Birgitta Matt, Archivist of the Dominican Convent in
Spokane, Washington, recalls that Sister Rhabana was the
perfect representation of what a sister of St. Dominic 
should be: that is, totally dedicated to the service and the 
furtherance of God's Will.19

*

Although the sisters were dedicated to the will of God, 
they were unable to overcome their physical aging, the loss 
of their numbers to death, and their lack of domestic
workers. The various ministries of the order continued to
siphon sisters away from the motherhouse in Kettle Falls and
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subsequently from Carroll College, despite Mother Arsenia's 
best efforts. As a result, the sisters were unable to cover 
adequately the medical, social, educational, and domestic 
needs of their missions.211 Though four more sisters arrived 
from Germany in 1951 and 1952, and additional sisters from 
America entered the order, these increases were not enough 
to offset the withdrawal of sisters from Carroll.21
Consequently, the number of sisters at Carroll College 
(originally twelve in 1925) dropped from a high of eight in 
1946 to six in 1952.22 The sisters at the college attempted 
to keep up with the increased duties that Carroll's 
enlarging student population was putting on them, but it 
soon became apparent to the motherhouse that a drastic 
change was needed at the college.

The addition of women students to Carroll College in 
1948 added to the school's diversity.25 The college saw 
that a new facility was needed to accommodate the increased 
student population. At first Immaculata Hall was used for 
female student housing, but as more students enrolled, the 
college began to consider the Siena Club as a possible 
dormitory.24 In 1950 this club was still being operated by 
the sisters, but the need for it as a home for working girls 
was declining. By mid-1952 the need for additional housing 
caused the President of Carroll, Rev. R. V. Kavanagh, to
allow some of the female students to reside at the club 
under the supervision of the sisters.2-' However, Mother
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Jucunda soon decided that this club was not a suitable site
for sisters because it lacked a large community for them in 
which to interact. Subsequently, the motherhouse requested
that its sisters be removed from the Siena Club to alleviate
this problem and to help operate other missions. The 
sisters also proposed to turn the club over to the college 
because many of the women students preferred the environment 
and furnishings of the Siena Club to Immaculata Hall. In 
1953 Bishop Gilmore granted the order's request. That 
December the college took the club over and renamed it 
"Siena Hall."26 The withdrawal of the sisters working at 
the Siena Club enabled the order to help meet the personnel
needs of their other missions in the Northwest. This
withdrawal would, however, foreshadow events which were to 
have an immediate effect on the college—namely, the loss of 
staff to meet the college's increased needs for domestic
services.

The student population began a gradual increase 
following the enrollment of women in 1948. With a larger 
student body, the college needed either to upgrade the 
existing facilities extensively or build entirely new ones. 
Bishop Gilmore decided that the best avenue would be to 
erect a new student center containing the food service. He 
announced a diocesan-wide building campaign to erect the 
center and ground was broken in late 1959.27 The Bishop's 
understanding at this time was that the sisters would
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continue their culinary and domestic duties at the college. 
However, within a few months the age and illness of many of 
the sisters at the college and at the motherhouse in Kettle 
Falls caused a restructuring of the order. Many positions 
in the order's missions were not occupied and Mother Garina 
decided that they needed to be filled with the remaining 
sisters from Carroll College.

The order's need for replacements at its missions in 
Eastern Washington and its inability to continue services at 
Carroll resulted in the sisters' decision to request the 
closure of the St. Magdalen Convent at the college.2,1 The 
sisters came to this decision for the simple reason that 
they had neither the numbers nor the physical strength to 
staff the new modernized kitchen. Moreover, they did not 
have the sisters who were willing to dedicate their lives to 
domestic service at Carroll College. Bishop Gilmore decided 
to grant their request, but made a stipulation that an 
additional sister would be transferred to the Bishop's 
House. Moreover, the sisters' request not only needed the 
Bishop's endorsement but that of the President of Carroll, 
Rt. Rev. Monsignor Raymond G. Hunthausen, and the Reverend 
Mother General.29 Through Bishop Gilmore's initial
approval, however, the tradition of sisters at Carroll 
College was quickly drawing to a close.
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CHAPTER 6

♦

CONCLUSION

With the Mother General's and President Hunthausen's
approval, the date of departure for the sisters was set for 
August 12, 1961. This allowed the sisters the opportunity 
to attend the last summer retreat at the motherhouse. By 
design or coincidence, this August 12th date marked the date 
of arrival of the German Dominican Sisters in Helena, 
Montana.1 For 36 years, the sisters gave their unstinting 
service to Carroll College. Of the 36 sisters who had 
worked over the years at the college, six remained at the 
time of departure. These dedicated individuals were Sisters 
Eugenia, Gallena, Diana, Margaret, Richildis, and Blanda.2 
Although they never asked for glory or recognition, their 
contribution to Carroll's history should not be overlooked. 
They enriched generations of young men with their selfless 
dedication to the work which they chose to do for the Lord.

At the time of the sisters' departure in 1961, Carroll 
was undergoing the greatest expansion in its history. With 
the dedication of Borromeo Hall and the library-science

• building in 1957, and Guadalupe Hall and the Carroll Commons
in 1961, the campus had tripled in size.3 This development
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led to the need for additional staff that the sisters could 
not provide and thus contributed to their departure.

Carroll indeed lost something through this withdrawal. 
As Father Humphrey J. Courtney put it, "We shall not see 
their like again. It is an era of the church that is gone . 
. . and we are lesser because of it." Father Courtney
recalled saying to a colleague that the "heart has departed 
from Carroll."4 However, the sisters left behind a legacy 
of dedication and service that is reflected today in the 
efforts of the administration, faculty, and staff to 
continue the mission that Bishop Brondel and Bishop Carroll
set forth.

The development and change of the sisters' mission at
Carroll reflects, moreover, the transformation of sisters' 
missions across the United States during this period. 
Carroll's sisters, like their counterparts all over the 
United States, were expanding their mission to include 
medical, educational, and social services at the expense of 
their domestic duties.' While withdrawing from the college, 
the sisters had established 12 missions across the Northwest
during their time of indentured service. These sisters, 
numbering 120 in 1961, operated hospitals and schools that 
are now integral parts of their communities.6 One
community, Chewelah, Washington, came to appreciate deeply 
the efforts of the sisters in their city. Prior to the 
sisters' arrival in 1931, no major hospital was located in
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Chewelah. With the advent of the sisters' expansion in the 
1930s and 1940s, St. Joseph's Hospital was established and 
prospered to serve Chewelah's medical needs.7

Carroll College, consequently, has given this legacy, 
this vision of care, to numerous communities through its 
support of the Sisters of St. Dominic. Without the school's 
influence, the sisters would have never reached this country 
to begin their mission at Mt. St. Charles College. With the 
growing college's influence and support, the order was able 
to extend hospital care and access to parochial schools 
across Montana and Washington. Thus, Carroll College and 
the Sisters of St. Dominic have played a profound cultural 
role in enhancing the intellectual, medical, and spiritual 
well being of people throughout the Northwest.

*
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♦
ENDNOTES
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