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P R E F A C E

The “Early Days of the Mercy Order in Omaha," was written 
in obedience. It lays no claim to any literary style whatever. 
It is simply the narration of a very few facts of the pioneer days 
as they came to the mind of the writer. I pray God that it will 
make the community more grateful for the blessings, both spirit
ual and temporal, that the Lord has bestowed on us.

In bitter trials, in actual poverty, in misunderstandings, and 
in abjection of every kind, the Sisters still had confidence in God’s 
love and mercy, verifying the words of scripture: “He that trusts 
in God shall not be confounded."

Sister M. Madeleine.
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FOUNDATION

In the year 1864 Right Reverend James O’Gorman, Vicar 
Apostolic of Nebraska, applied to the Mother Superior of the 
Sisters of Mercy in Manchester, New Hampshire, for a small 
number of Sisters to be the nucleus of the order in Omaha. After 
many letters between Omaha and Manchester, and many fervent 
prayers, it was finally decided by the community in Manchester, 
to give seven Religious for the foundation.

Traveling at that time was a serious business, and it took 
months for the Sisters to come from Manchester to Omaha. 
They had to remain seven or eight weeks in Chicago and were 
entertained by the Mercy Sisters there with great love and kind
ness, the Religious giving their beds to the visitors. They were 
also delayed some weeks in St. Joseph. Father Ryan met them 
at this point, and they came to Omaha by boat.

On the 21st of October, 1864, as the sun was setting, seven 
Sisters of Mercy stepped from a ’bus, at a point which is now 
called Twenty-Fourth St. and St. Mary’s Avenue. At that 
time it had no name. As each Sister left the ’bus, she looked 
around. Nothing met her gaze except the vast prairie, and the 
bleak brick house which was to be the future convent home. 
The Sisters were all young; only one or two had reached the 
thirties, and some were in their 'teens. They had traveled over 
fifteen hundred miles from their distant convent, and at the 
end of their long, weary journey, the sight that met their gaze 
was not one to cheer. Still, with one accord they all said: “Thank 
God, thank God.’’ Thus, with words of thanksgiving, was the 
Order of Mercy established in Omaha. All of that noble band 
of women, have gone to their eternal reward.

The convent was a three-story brick building. The Sisters 
found little furniture, except a kitchen stove and a pianoforte. 
The beds had been ordered, but were not in the house, so the 
Religious had to sleep without beds their first night in Omaha. 
The next morning dear Sister Mary Anne, the cook, had to go 
out into the yard and gather up bits of board, twigs, etc., to make
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a fire. Sister did that for many mornings until some farmers 
passing into town, saw her, and next day there was a load of 
fine kindling wood in the yard. The first day in Omaha was 
sanctified by Right Reverend James O’Gorman saying Mass in 
the convent, the piano being used as an altar. He afterwards 
blessed the house, and confirmed Sister Mary Ignatius Lynch as 
Superior.

The Bishop was a gentle, simple, holy man. He was exceed
ingly kind to the Sisters from their first day in Omaha, to the 
end of his saintly life. He was their Superior, Father Confessor, 
and a friend to each one. The Bishop was most unworldly, and 
his spiritual children became like him in that. They gave little 
thought to the morrow; if they had done so, the Order of Mercy 
in Omaha would be worth millions today.

The Sisters' first thought was how they could best serve the 
poor, the sick, the ignorant, and bring souls to Jesus. On the 
first day the Sisters were visited by Mrs. Burkley, Mrs. Edward 
Creighton, Mrs. Cummings, and some others. These ladies 
did much to furnish the convent. It was decided to open a 
private school, Mother Augustine being the first teacher, and 
Miss Burkley and Miss O’Brien the first pupils. The Superior 
began to teach music, and she had more pupils in a few days 
than she could attend to. The income derived from the music 
class was the principal support of the community for many a day.

After a week or so two black-robed Sisters could be seen in 
the eastern part of the town near the river, going from house to 
house, looking up the children, and taking down their names for 
the parochial school which was to open shortly. About this 
time St. Philomena’s congregation purchased a horse and a small 
’bus, nicknamed the “Black Maria," and presented it to the 
Sisters. The ’bus was to take the Sisters to and from the parish 
school. The school was opened in the old church on Eighth 
Street, under the name of the “Holy Angels." Sister Mary 
Joseph and Sister Mary Frances were the first teachers. Many 
of the Catholic ladies of Omaha received their early education 
there. Today their children and grandchildren fill our schools 
and academies.
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The first visitation of the sick made by the Sisters in Omaha, 
was to Mrs. Linahan, mother of Mrs. Thomas Gerin, and of 
Jerry and Dan Linahan of the city. The first death in the con
vent was that of Sister Mary Frances, who died in 1867. This 
Sister was remarkable for her sweet, childlike manner, and was 
greatly loved by all the community.



The year 1870 was an eventful one for the community. It 
was painfully evident for some months that dear Mother Augus
tine, the Assistant, was not long for this world. The Superior 
secured the best medical attention; all the love and kindness 
that anyone could get, she received, but all in vain. She died on 
the first of April, 1870, fortified by the Sacraments of Holy Church, 
and surrounded by the weeping community. Mother Augustine's 
death was a great loss. She was a woman of wonderful faith, 
had great courage and kindness, was highly educated, and the 
chief teacher in the little Academy. Alas, how could the Sisters 
live on without her? It was a time of great sorrow. The Bishop 
did all in his power to cheer his spiritual children. He visited 
them almost daily, and had a kind, cheery word for each one. 
Mother Augustine’s sister, in Religion, Sister Mary Vincent, was 
the first postulant admitted to the Order of Mercy in Omaha. 
She was professed in 1870 and died in May, 1872.

At the request of the Bishop, two Sisters, Mother M. Joseph 
and Sister Mary Evangelist, went West to collect funds to erect 
a hospital. They collected $12,000.00, with which the Sisters 
put up St. Joseph's Mercy Hospital. This was the first and the 
only hospital in Omaha for many years. It was located at 
Twelfth and Mason. Good work was done there. Many a 
poor, homeless man was nursed back to health and happiness, 
and many more died reconciled to God after years of forgetful
ness. The writer of this article was speaking a few years ago 
to a prominent business man in this city and he said: “Well I 
owe a good deal to the Sisters of Mercy, for I would be a dead 
man today, only for the good care and nursing I received at the 
old Mercy Hospital.” Many pages could be written about the 
wonderful conversions and deaths at the Mercy Hospital, but 
space will not permit. I shall content myself by relating two 
incidents.

In the year 1875 there was a little Sister at the hospital in 
charge of the men’s ward. As the Sister went to her reward 
many years ago, I shall mention her name—Sister Mary Agnes

ST. JOSEPH’S M ERCY HOSPITAL
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Wall. This Sister had the most childlike faith, and great devo
tion to the Blessed Virgin and St. Joseph. One day a young man 
was brought to the hospital, and placed in Sister Mary Agnes' 
care. The doctor said he had only a day or two to live. The 
boy was conscious, but did not speak much. When he did, it 
was only to curse and blaspheme. Sister did all she could to 
make him comfortable, then knelt by his bed, and tried to speak 
to him of God and life eternal. He would not listen, and showed 
so much irritation that Sister left, and went to the chapel. Before 
going, however, she slipped her Child of Mary medal under the 
patient's pillow. She prayed and spoke to the Mother of God 
as one speaks to an earthly, loving mother. She said: "Now 
you must get that poor boy's conversion; you won't refuse me, 
dear Blessed Mother. Ask your Divine Son to have mercy on 
him, and to grant him the great grace of faith. You won’t re
fuse me, I know you won’t, dear Mother." Then she left and 
went about her work for an hour or so. When she returned to 
the ward, the boy had his eyes wide open, staring at the door. 
He made a sign for Sister to come to him, and said to her: "Oh, 
I want your Minister to take me into your Church; Oh, have him 
come quickly." Sister did not waste much time in getting a 
priest from the Cathedral, who baptized him, and administered 
the Last Sacraments. The poor boy died that night, blessing 
and thanking God.

Another incident occurred about the same time. There was 
a man crushed at the depot, and brought on a stretcher to the 
hospital. When he came inside the hospital door, he said: "Lay 
me down boys, lay me down, I can die now, I’m with the Sisters." 
He died that night, the Superior, Mother Joseph, and the Sisters 
praying by his bedside.

The hospital remained in possession of the Mercy Sisters, 
until April, 19, 1880, when, having the consent of the Bishop, 
they thought it advisable to relinquish it in order to supply the 
many demands for teachers.

The Franciscan Order paid $4,000.00 for the hospital, as a 
little remuneration for building and furniture, paying by install
ments, the last one of which was received in May, 1884.
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DEATH OF BISHOP O’GORMAN

In 1869 Bishop O'Gorman deeded to Sister Mary Ignatius 
Lynch, Superior of the Convent of Mercy, for the community, 
the old convent at Twenty-Fourth St. and St. Mary’s Avenue, 
with three and one-half acres of land surrounding it. This prop
erty the Sisters sold in 1886 for $82,000.00. With this money 
they erected the present Convent of Mercy on Fifteenth and 
Castelar Streets.

In 1874 the Sisters of Mercy in Omaha had their very bitterest 
cross in the death of their Father, friend and Bishop, Rt. Rev. 
James O’Gorman, who died suddenly on the morning of July 4th. 
Two sisters were with him, and they and the doctor did all in 
their power to save his precious life, but all in vain. He received 
the Last Sacraments of the Church with great love and reverence, 
thanked and blessed those about him who were in the deepest 
grief, sent his love and blessing to the little community on the 
hill, said that he would pray for them in Heaven, and then quietly 
passed away.

"Thou hast recalled his spirit, Lord 
To mingle with the bless'd;
In that bright realm of joy and love,
In peace may he now rest.

He toiled here in Thy Vineyard, Lord,
Ah, Thou dost know how well;
But from trials saints alone can bear,
A loving victim fell.

Now then receive his soul 
His labors all repay;
Bestow on him the crown he won,
Sweet Lord do not delay.”

The two years that followed the death of Bishop O’Gorman, 
before his successor was named, were years of the deepest gloom, 
and most severe trials to the community. The school on Eighth 
Street had to be closed for various reasons, chiefly because the 
pastor, Reverend William Byrnes, could not keep it heated and 
repaired. Even at this time of distress our dear Lord sent a 
little sunshine into our lives. Mother Russell of San Francisco, 
with her big, charitable heart, looked around for postulants for
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Omaha. The first that came was Miss Elizabeth O'Brien, a 
beautiful, accomplished girl, about eighteen years of age, after
wards our dearly loved Sister Mary Stanislaus, R. I. P. Some 
months later two other postulants came from San Francisco, 
Misses Mary Whalen and Mary Gaul, the former, Mother Mary 
Berchmans and the latter Sister Mary Raphael, both living and 
on duty. Mother Mary Berchmans, from the first day she entered 
was most useful. She was a fine musician, and hundreds of 
ladies in Omaha received their musical education from her. She 
never spared herself, but taught early and late, in order to help 
the community. A year or two after her Profession, Mother 
Joseph made her Assistant, which office she held under many other 
Superiors.

The few Sisters at the convent spent their time in study, 
prayer, and visitation of the sick in their homes. They also 
visited the County House and Jail once a week. The Sisters 
were exceedingly poor at this time, having no regular income, only 
that derived from the music class.
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BISHOP O’CONNOR’S ARRI VAL

The community looked most anxiously for the new Bishop, 
and it was with pleasure they learned that Doctor James O'Con
nor was appointed Vicar Apostolic of Nebraska. It was his 
brother, Rt. Rev. Michael O’Connor, Bishop of Pittsburgh, who 
brought the Sisters of Mercy from Ireland to his Episcopal See. 
Doctor James O’Connor was consecrated Bishop of Dibona, I.P.I., 
and Vicar Apostolic of Nebraska, August 20th, 1876. He came 
to Omaha shortly after, and was installed in St. Philomena’s 
Cathedral on Ninth and Howard Streets, by Rt. Rev. Patrick 
Ryan, then Bishop of St. Louis.

Very soon after his arrival in Omaha, the Bishop visited the 
Sisters, and as he sat in the little Community Room, and looked 
around at them, he said with his dry smile: “Well I never saw 
such a young Community, but there is this in its favor, it is a 
fault that will be daily growing less.” Some weeks later he held 
Visitation and afterwards, as there were not seven Professed to 
form a chapter, he appointed Mother Mary Joseph Jennings 
Superior, and Mother Mary Ignatius Lynch, Assistant.

The Bishop’s principal thought at this time, was how to 
procure good subjects for the community. He told Mother 
Joseph that in his late parish of Holmesburg there were two young 
ladies who he was certain had religious vocations, and if she wished, 
he would write to his successor about them. Of course she wished, 
and he wrote to Rev. Father Wall; he being confessor to these 
young people, had not the slightest doubt but that they were 
called to the religious life. Mother Joseph wrote to them, and 
invited them to come to the Convent of Mercy as postulants. 
All arrangements being made, these holy children did not hesitate 
to leave loving parents, home and friends, and travel west to 
Nebraska. To go from Philadelphia to Omaha, in those days, 
was like going from Omaha to China now, but God called; they 
were ready to follow.

The two young ladies arrived in Omaha at twelve o’clock at 
night on January 10th, 1877. They were met at the depot by
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Rt. Rev. James O'Connor and Rev. Father Jennette, who took 
a carriage and brought them to the convent where Mother Joseph 
and another Sister had waited up for them. The ladies’ names 
were Miss Catherine Deavy and Miss Mary Grady. It was a 
very great day at the old convent when the Bishop’s postulants 
received their caps. They were useful from the beginning, and 
in due time were received and professed. They were called in 
Religion, Sister Mary Michael and Sister Mary James. Mother 
Mary Michael is still living, and is known and respected by thous
ands in Omaha and Nebraska. Our darling Sister Mary James 
has gone to Heaven. She died a few months after her holy 
profession.

We have received many postulants since, but never one like 
our angel, Sister Mary James Grady. Her presence in any house 
or school was a benediction. I can not describe how she affected 
people, both Religious and secular. If she walked with you, you 
felt as if you were walking with your Angel Guardian in visible 
form. Sister was never known to say an unkind word. She had 
wonderful power over the roughest boys and girls. It was enough 
for her to say to an angry pupil: “Oh dear child,” and immediately 
the child became calm and gentle. Sister had a fine, sweet voice, 
and when she sang hymns, everyone who heard her, had to pray. 
She was very much attached to the ‘'Doctor,'' as she called the 
Bishop. It was charming to see With what childlike simplicity 
she ran to meet him, when she saw him walking up to the convent.

She was professed on the 9th of July, 1879, and died on the 
28th of November of that year. She died at St. Joseph's Mercy 
Hospital, having attended Mass that morning. Her funeral was 
was held from St. Catherine's Academy, 18th and Cass Streets. 
The chapel, halls, and classrooms of the institution were crowded 
by the children she had taught, who wished to get one last look 
at their loved teacher. The Bishop preached her funeral sermon. 
He said that he had known Sister since she was a little child, 
had heard her first confession, and given her First Holy Commun
ion. He said he was certain that she had never lost her baptismal 
innocence. He rejoiced that she was in Heaven, praying for the
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Diocese, and the little struggling community she left behind. 
Sister was followed to the grave by the Bishop and all the priests 
in Omaha, most of the Religious, and a great concourse of people. 
There was not a dry eye when the first shovelful of earth was 
thrown on her coffin. R. I. P.
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EDUCATION

Soon after his arrival, the Bishop turned his attention to 
school work. He was often heard to say that the only hope of 
the Diocese was the children. There was no English Catholic 
school in the town at this time. The pastor of the German 
Church had about thirty-five or forty pupils under his care.

Hon. John Rush was then County Superintendent of Public 
Schools. The Bishop in his trouble, turned to him, Mr. Rush 
being a particular friend of his. He asked Mr. Rush to draw up 
a course of study for the Sisters, and to supervise their instruc
tion. Mr. Rush did this and much more, for he went to the 
convent each day at about two-thirty P. M., and remained there 
until five-thirty, giving instruction to the Sisters in higher mathe
matics, rhetoric, physical geography and astronomy, history, 
etc. At the end of about seven months, he held an examination 
at which the Bishop was present. Each Sister in the class re
ceived marks that would entitle her to a certificate to teach in 
any school in the city.

The community owe a deep debt of gratitude to Mr. John 
Rush, for not only did he labor hard to bring the Sisters up to the 
mark in every point required by the Board of Education, but 
for years after St. Catherine's Academy was opened, he helped 
the Directress by his advice. He made out the questions for 
the senior classes, and held oral examinations twice a year. It 
was owing to him that St. Catherine's Academy for many years, 
held the place of honor among the educational institutions in 
Omaha. Mr. Rush never received a cent of remuneration for 
his services, either from the Bishop or Sisters. When approached 
on the subject, he said, like the courtly Irish gentleman that he 
is, that he considered it an honor to be of service to the Sisters 
of Mercy in any way. His twelve children attended our schools, 
and now the Sisters have some of his grandchildren under their 
care. Only the senior Sisters know all that Mr. Rush did for 
the community. He was a friend, we were sure, who would 
always stand by us. God bless him and all his loved ones.
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Some time in the year 1877 Bishop Martie of South Dakota, 
visited St. Mary’s. He spoke of the wants of his Diocese, and 
how he wished to have Sisters to teach the Indians. He said 
they were hungry to know about the Great Spirit God.

After he left, Mother Mary Ignatius talked the matter over 
with Mother de Sales. They always had a love for the Indians, 
so they decided to get permission to leave Omaha, and offer 
themselves to Bishop Martie for his mission. Very soon Sisters 
Gabriel, Frances, and Genevieve, decided to go also. These 
Religious had an interview with Bishop O’Connor, and got per
mission to leave his Diocese and go to Bishop Martie in Yankton. 
On the 18th of August, 1878, five sisters left Omaha, to open a 
convent there.

I

Twelve



ST. C A T H A R IN E S ACADEM Y



.

I

i



ST. CATHERINE’S ACADEMY

The Bishop with his practical business head, saw that if the 
Sisters of Mercy were to have a day academy in Omaha, it must 
be down in the city, not on the hill. Remember in those early 
days there were no street cars here, of any kind. The Bishop 
looked around for a good location, and soon bought four lots on 
the corner of Eighteenth and Cass Streets. The matter was 
talked over by him and the little community. It was decided 
to put up on the lots bought, a building large enough to accom
modate one hundred day pupils, and about sixteen Sisters. As 
the community had no money, our dear Bishop furnished the 
funds, had the plans drawn up, and let the contract. He was 
down at 18th and Cass Streets each day, if he was in the city, 
to see how the building progressed.

The Bishop forgot nothing, and neglected nothing that would 
help the Sisters of Mercy. He knew that the few Sisters then in 
Omaha had little experience in school work, so he wrote to his 
friend, Mother Mary Patricia, Superior of the Mercy Convent, 
Philadelphia, for help. She loaned the community one of her 
very best Sisters, Sister Marie Madeleine Mattie, a French Sister 
of wonderful ability. As there was a young Professed of that name 
in the community, the Directress was always called “Mother 
Marie" in Omaha.

St. Catherine’s Academy opened Sept. 10th, 1877, Mother 
Marie in charge. There were thirty-five pupils in attendance 
the first day. St. Catherine's was blessed by Rev. J. M. Martin, 
on Sept. 24th, 1877. The Holy Sacrifice was offered for the first 
time in St. Catherine's on Rosary Sunday. From the beginning 
the academy flourished. Very soon there were one hundred 
pupils enrolled, and the music class was so large that Mother 
Berchmans, although she taught from early morning till late at 
night, had to refuse many students. The great difficulty then 
was lack of teachers. Our dear Bishop wrote to his clerical 
friends in the East, and asked them to help him by finding sub
jects for the convent in Omaha. The Superior, Mother Joseph,
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went East, and visited several convents there, in order to procure 
postulants.

At the time of which I write, the Eastern people considered 
Omaha outside the civilized world, and it took much courage, 
great love for God, and zeal for His glory, for a young lady to 
leave her home in the East, and go West to Omaha. Still we 
received many subjects at this time from Boston, New York, 
Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, and Chicago. Many of these noble 
and saintly souls have gone to their eternal reward, and many 
are still here, edifying members, actively employed in the schools, 
and other works of Mercy.

The first teachers at St. Catherine’s were Mother Marie, 
Sisters M. Peter, Berchmans, Stanislaus, Michael, Catherine, 
Gertrude and Josephine.

Our dear Bishop was exceedingly busy at this time. He 
formed classes in the Novitiate, engaged a teacher from St. Louis 
to instruct the Novices in secular knowledge, and when he was 
in the city, he, himself, gave lessons in History and English.

Our first graduate from St. Catherine's Academy was Miss 
Mary Tracy. She was also the first postulant graduate from the 
school. Her religious name is Sister Mary Sebastian. We have 
received many others from that institution, among them, Sisters 
Mary Patricia, Agnes, Basil, Mercedes, Alexander, Evangeline, 
Stephen and Irma, and our dear departed Sister Mary Aloysius 
Lavery.

This latter named young lady was a daughter of Doctor 
Lavery, a Catholic only in name; her mother was a bitter Protes
tant, and Gertrude was very antagonistic towards the Church, 
also. Mother Marie saw that this girl had a fine mind, and was 
most honorable and upright in all things; in fact, Mother thought 
she wanted nothing but the True Faith, so she began to pray for 
her conversion, and had all the Sisters and her friends praying 
for the same intention. It seemed all in vain. Gertrude was 
as bitter as ever towards Catholicity, although she loved the 
Sisters.
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Mother Marie had wonderful confidence in prayer; she felt 
Gertrude would receive the great gift of Faith somehow. One 
morning during the month of May, a child brought Mother 
Marie a large bunch of flowers for the altar. She saw Gertrude 
passing, and called her, saying: "Take these flowers, dear, and 
place them on the Blessed Virgin's altar." Gertrude told after
wards that she was tempted to disobey, but did not yield. She 
took the flowers, and in passing the high altar, knelt, and in that 
instant she received the great gift of Faith. She felt that Jesus 
Christ was really present, and never doubted afterwards.

She took the first opportunity to tell Mother Marie that she 
wished to be received into the Church. Mother Marie put her 
off for the time, then Gertrude went to Father Shaffel, who was 
chaplain at St. Catherine's, and begged him to baptize her- 
Father received her with great joy, spoke to her on the wonderful 
grace she had received from God, and instructed her, but did not 
baptize her then, as she was not of age. Gertrude would not be 
put off, but went to the Bishop who advised her to write to her 
parents for permission to be received into the Catholic Church. 
She wrote so earnestly and begged so hard that her parents con
sented. She was baptized by Rev. Father Shaffel, S. J., at St. 
Catherine's Academy, and shortly after received her First Holy 
Communion. From the day ,she received her Lord in the Holy 
Eucharist, her one desire was to become a Religious of the Mercy 
Order. As she had not finished school, being only in the tenth 
grade, the Sisters did not encourage her, but Gertrude knew well 
that her parents would not give her another year at St. Cather
ine’s. She also knew that if she went to her home, it would only 
be by a miracle that she could come back to the convent. She 
went to the Bishop and told him everything about herself and her 
parents. The Bishop in his wisdom saw the only thing to do. 
was for Gertrude to wait until she was of age, then to enter, and 
write to her parents, acquainting them of the fact. She did, 
and in due time, received the habit and the name of Mary Aloy- 
sius. From the first day she was so fervent that no one ever 
knew her to violate a rule or custom. She assisted Mother
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Berchmans with the music at St. Catherine's for some months. 
She caught cold and Reverend Mother brought her to St. Mary's 
where she rapidly grew worse. The Doctor did all he could for 
her, but it was of no use. Reverend Mother wrote to her parents 
and they came to see her. The mother insisted that if she went 
home she would become better.

“Take off that white rag," said the mother. “Come home 
and you will get well." Sister knew that she was going to her 
Eternal Home, and told her mother that she was as happy as 
any mortal could be, and nothing would induce her to take off 
the veil. Our dear Bishop gave permission to the mother to 
remain with Sister, even at night. Our loved little novice rallied 
her strength to speak to her mother of the great happiness of 
being a Catholic, and tried to make her, promise she v/ould study 
the religion. Sister was professed on her death-bed and died 
four days after. R. I. P.

In looking back on the holy deaths of our Sisters of the early 
days, nothing strikes one so much as the zeal they had. One of 
our departed loved ones, Sister Mary James Joice, who left for 
Heaven one year after her profession, called the writer who was 
passing through the Infirmary and said: "Sister I was afraid I 
could not get a chance to tell you about a very poor woman with 
four small children who lives down near the river". She named 
the person, but I forget the name. "You must visit her and 
have the children go to our school.” Oh, the effort she made to 
tell me this. It makes me cry to think of it. She died the next 
night. R. I. P. Truly she had zeal for God's poor.

About this time Omaha people began to move west on Farnam 
Street. Eighteenth was not the beautiful residence street it 
was in earlier days. Our dear Bishop saw that there must be 
a Catholic school much farther west to accommodate the children. 
He looked around, walked much in the suburbs of the town, 
and finally bought a tract of land where the Sacred Heart Convent 
now stands.
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The Bishop saw that the Mercy Order could not undertake 
any more schools for some time. He wrote to Mother Neri, 
Provincial of the Ladies of the Sacred Heart in the United States, 
and requested her to come to Omaha for a few days. She and 
another Religious came, and received hospitality from the Sisters 
of Mercy in the old convent. The Bishop daily conducted these 
Religious in his carriage all over Omaha and its suburbs. He 
tried to make it clear to them that Omaha would be a great city 
in the near future. Mother Neri promised she would have the 
Ladies of the Sacred Heart locate here. The Bishop wished them 
to come immediately while the convent was going up, so that 
they could give suggestions to the contractors. Mrs. Nellie 
McShane, who then lived on the southeast corner of Ninth and 
Howard Streets, gave her home to the Religious. Mother Dunn, 
Mother Alicia, and three other Sisters, came to Omaha immediate
ly. These ladies were to have boarders, but no day-pupils. The 
Sisters of Mercy had some boarders at this time, and they sent 
them to the Ladies of the Sacred Heart, as it was understood 
that the Madames were to have all the boarders, and the Mercy 
Order all the day-pupils. This the Sisters of Mercy continued 
to do for many years. • In 1896 we opened our present Mt. St. 
Mary's boarding-school.

In the year 1886 Mother Mary Joseph’s fourth term of office 
expired. She was twice appointed by the Bishop, as we had not 
a sufficient number of community Sisters to form a Chapter. 
She was elected twice by the community. Many of the members 
were anxious for Mother to be Superior again, but she would 
not hear of it. The remaining years of her life, she said, she 
wished to spend in preparing for death, and in holy obedience.
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MOTHER JOSEPH.

Mother Joseph spent twenty-nine years of her Religious life 
in Omaha. She was six years Mother Assistant, and twelve 
years Superior. This community owe her a deep debt of grati
tude, for she labored hard for its spiritual and temporal welfare. 
Mother Joseph was a woman of lively faith, and had great zeal 
for the poor and ignorant. She worked incessantly to impress 
these virtues on her spiritual children.

She was a very strict Superior, never tolerating any viola
tions of the customs or Rule. The Sisters being human, some
times broke some of the minor ones; then the culprit was reproved, 
and frequently had to do a publié penance. Mother called 
each of the community and spoke to her privately about once a 
month. She could do this, as the community was not very num
erous at this time. She talked to the Sister about her health 
and employment, and inquired about how she liked her work, 
etc. Mother encouraged the Sister to open her heart to her, 
and never permitted one to leave without some excellent advice. 
She tried to impress on each zeal for the poor and ignorant, and 
in conclusion would say, invariably, “Seek to be unknown and 
esteemed as nothing.”

Mother Joseph had great love for prayer, and spent much 
time at that exercise. One of her greatest pleasures was to read 
Church History. At recreation she was very lively, and would 
tell droll stories, and sing comic songs. She had a keen sense 
of humor, and saw the point in any joke. She had much love 
and respect for priests. “Priests," she would say, “are the great
est people on earth, greater than saints or angels, greater even 
than the Mother of God, for the humblest priest can bring God 
down from Heaven. Oh, how we should respect and honor 
them." Instructing the Sisters on their manner towards the 
clergy, she would say, “Sisters be most kind, cordial and thought
ful, do all you can to help them, but never be familiar.”

Someone may say the writer wants to make it appear that
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Mother Joseph was perfect. No, no. She is well aware that 
she had many faults. She also knows that she labored hard to 
correct them. We are, all of us, human, sharing the common 
heritage of a fallen race. We have Life's conflict to sustain, and 
it remains with us whether we increase or decrease our original 
weakness by yielding or resisting. Herein lies the secret of 
sanctity.

One evening at St. Catherine's Academy, Mother Joseph 
called the little community into the parlor, and when assembled, 
she said to them, with much hesitation, “Sisters, I have something 
to tell you, in obedience to  the Bishop, which I find difficult to 
do. Please pray for me, that I may have courage and grace 
to obey." She told us the next evening. There was not one 
present but could have knelt and kissed her feet, they revered 
her so much for overcoming herself.

Mother Joseph was a fine business woman, and was greatly 
respected by the business people of Omaha. The Superintendent 
of the U. P. Railroad, Mr. Sickles, was a special friend of hers, 
gave her passes east and west on his road and never levied freight 
charges on the coal that came by the carload to the convent 
from the East. She used to tell a story about Mr. Sickles. It 
is this: She went to see the Superintendent on some business 
one day, and happened to remark that the community were to 
go on their annual Retreat in a day or two. Mr. Sickles rubbed 
his hands. “Well now I’m so glad. You ladies need that." 
Mother was surprised, and said in her dignified manner: “Mr. 
Sickles, do you know what a Retreat is?" Mr. Sickles looked 
nonplused. “Well, no, but I suppose it is some jollification 
or other." When she told him that the Sisters were not to speak 
a single word, even to each other, for nine days, and to listen 
to four sermons each day, Mr. Sickles was amazed, looked grieved, 
and said: “Too hard, it is too hard. I can’t  imagine fifteen or 
sixteen women living in the same house, and not speaking for 
nine days. No, I can not.”

About this time Mr. Sickles sent Mother Joseph a donation 
of three hundred and fifty dollars. The day she received it
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she told the Sisters at recreation that she would spend that in 
buying land in Greeley. She bought a half section of the best 
land in the county for three hundred and twenty dollars. Land 
was then selling at a dollar and a quarter per acre. It was also 
arranged that the Sisters would never have to pay taxes on it. 
This land the community sold some sixteen years ago for over 
ten thousand dollars.

Mother Joseph died at St. James' Orphanage on May 20th, 
1893. The funeral sermon was preached by Rev. Father P. 
McCarthy. She was followed to the grave by a large concourse 
of people, nearly all the Sisters of Mercy in Omaha, and ten or 
twelve priests, who chanted the prayers at the grave. R. I. P.

"Her words were strength unto the fainting soul,
Comfort and peace to those who mourn;
From lowly things the heart was lifted up,
On vanquished self, to heaven upborne."
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MOTHER PETER AND SELLING 
OF OLD ST. MARY’S.

Mother Joseph was succeeded in the office of Mother Superior 
by Sister Mary Peter Fitzgerald in 1886. Mother Peter was 
different in every respect but two, from her predecessor. Both 
had great love for God and for the community. Sister Mary 
Peter was highly educated and was a graduate from the National 
Training School for Teachers in Dublin. People said she had a 
long head. She proved it.

At this time, 1886, the old convent was not a pleasant place 
to live in, during the winter months at least. As the community 
intended to sell it as soon as possible, it was not kept in repair. 
The house was heated by stoves, or supposed to be. It would 
take a fortune to heat the building in its present condition so 
it was not half heated for many winters. There were no modern 
conveniences whatever. Mother Peter knew this, so she began 
to pray in earnest. She prayed and suffered and mortified her
self in every way, so that God would give her the chance to sell 
the convent property to advantage. God answered her prayer 
of faith. There was a boom in Omaha. Nearly everyone was 
selling or buying property. Mother Peter had many offers for 
the place, but she had made up her mind that she would not 
sell under $90,000.00. People laughed at her when she named 
that sum. “Imagine," they said, "Ninety thousand dollars for 
three and one-half acres." She came to the writer one day and 
said: “Sister do you think I ought to let it go for less?" “Oh 
yes," I cried. “You are aware Mother that we can not continue 
to live here at the convent in its present condition, and it would 
take three or four thousand dollars to make it livable. Now 
we have no money. Let it go if you can get $80,000.00 or less.” 
"You are too easy," she replied. “This is one of the most beau
tiful sites in Omaha. People with money will give any sum for 
this place." "Yes," I said. " It is beautiful, but $80,000.00 
would look more beautiful to us just now.”
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That evening when I returned from school she came to me 
with a roll of $200.00, the earnest money, in her hand. “The 
deal is over," she said. "For how much?" I cried. “Eighty-two 
thousand dollars," said Mother Peter with a sigh. “Thank God, 
thank God," I cried. The community received $80,000.00, and 
the agent who sold it received $2,000.00 for his services.

It was with much pleasure that the community learned of 
Mother Peter’s having sold St. Mary's property to such advan
tage. Our Bishop and Monsignor Colaneri were also agreeably 
surprised. The Church had nine and one-half acres adjoining 
our land which the Bishop was anxious to sell. He did sell after 
a few months but we believe he did not receive as much for his 
nine and one-half acres as we did for three and one-half.

The conversation among the Sisters at 'this time was where 
were we to locate, north, south, east or west? Mother Peter, 
Mother Joseph, Mother Berchmans and myself went to look 
at several sites. Mr. Donovan had about nine acres on South 
Thirteenth Street. It had a grand view of the river, and we 
liked the place very much, but it had a high bank which would 
have to be graded, and it would cost a lot of money, so we decided 
to give up that place.

Then we went out near Hanscom Park where Mr. Megeath 
had property for sale. It was a beautiful place, and we decided 
to purchase it. The Bishop was of a different opinion, and wished 
us to build where the convent now stands. The Sisters acquies
ced.

It was with sore hearts the greater number of the community 
left dear old St. Mary's. It was the loved home of their young 
Religious life, and they cherished every brick in the dear old 
convent. Still we had to leave as soon as possible. Where 
were we to go? It was no easy matter to find a place large enough 
to accommodate twenty or twenty-five Sisters and about forty 
orphans. Mother Peter and the senior Sisters looked around 
for a suitable place. Many were suggested, but these buildings 
were too small or had other objections. At last Reverend Father
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Jennette spoke of the Cosmopolitan Hotel on South Thirteenth 
Street. This was within five blocks of where our new convent 
was to be built. This was an inducement. We would be near 
to see how the building progressed from day to day. Reverend 
Father Jennette spoke to the owner, Mr. Haskell, who agreed 
to rent the hotel to the Mercy Sisters for one year, for one thous
and dollars. He promised to have the building comfortably 
warm day and night, but failed to do so.

Then came the moving from old St. Mary’s; the dismantling 
of our sweet little chapel was heart-rending. Many of the Sisters 
cried so much that they could not proceed with their work. Mo
ther Peter was everywhere encouraging the Sisters. Most of 
the Religious had made their Holy Profession in that chapel, 
and it was like tearing out their hearts to leave it, but it had to 
be done, and it was done. We moved into the Cosmopolitan 
Hotel. We had the house blessed, and had a large room on the 
first floor fitted up for the chapel, still the place was very dis
agreeable to all. It was damp and dark, and the Sisters had to 
suffer much. We had no ground, whatever. During the hot 
summer evenings the Sisters went on the roof for a breath of 
fresh air.

There is a little story we must relate connected with our ascen
sion to the roof. In the vicinity of the Cosmopolitan lived a 
good old Irish lady, and in passing one evening, she looked up 
and saw the Religious on the roof. She cried out: "Oh, glory 
be to God, are my eyes deceiving me ? Surely them are not nuns 
up there. If they are, they must have the Protestant drop in 
them. The real nuns would never show themselves off on the 
roof of a building.”

Mother Peter and the Sisters in charge of the business of the 
convent at this time, were anxious to put up a plain, large build
ing, but the Bishop said no. He said we must put up a building 
that would be a credit to the Catholic Church and to the Mercy 
Order, and which would be an ornament to the south part of the 
city. The Bishop had the architect draw up the plans, and when 
these were finished, he met the architect by appointment at the 
old convent. He approved of the plans and specifications.
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The contract was let to a Mr. Hughes of Council Bluffs. The 
grading for the building was begun immediately, and very soon 
it was ready for the bricks to be laid. The writer had the honor 
of laying the first brick.

When the Sisters found out how much the terra-cotta would 
cost, they objected. The building, they said, was fine enough 
without it. The Bishop was out of the city, and Mother Peter 
would not allow a single thing to be changed that the Bishop 
approved of. As the building went up, Mr. Hughes was surprised 
to find that there was no door on the first floor opening into the 
yard. The writer was teaching at the time at St. Patrick’s 
school, and the contractor came to her about the matter. He 
told her there would be no extra expense, as the door must have 
been forgotten. She suggested that he go to Mother Peter, as 
she could give no orders without her permission. Mr. Hughes 
went to see the superior, but she would not hear of the change. 
The Bishop was out of the city, and could not be consulted about 
the matter. Mother said the convent was to be erected exactly 
in accordance with the plans which the Bishop had approved of.

The convent was finished about October 25, 1888, and it was 
with glad and thankful hearts the Sisters began to pack for the 
moving. The community had their first dinner in their beautiful 
new convent on All Saints' Day. It is a fine building, for it is 
just as good today as it was on All Saints’ Day, 1888. It has 
always been kept in good repair, and is, as our dear Bishop wished 
it to be, an ornament to the south part of the city.

This sketch of the pioneer days of the Mercy Order in Omaha, 
would not be at all complete without saying a few words of our 
dear Sister M. Martha. She entered old St. Mary’s in the fall 
of 1870. She spent many years of her early life at the old St. 
Joseph’s Mercy Hospital. After working hard all day she often 
sat up at night with critical cases, and many are the stories she 
tells of those early days. She spent many years at St. Cather
ine’s Academy, on 18th and Cass Streets, and at St. James’ Orphan
age. At present she is on duty at Mt. St. Mary's Seminary. In 
all those years she was never off duty more than four weeks. May 
God spare her long to edify us with her spirit of Prayer and of 
Labor.
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M OTHER PIERRE AND O’CONNOR.

In 1887 our dear Bishop was very busy on the Catholic coloni
zation settlement of Greeley County, Nebraska. There was one 
part of the county called O'Connor. The Bishop had great 
plans about this place. It was to be a second Eden. The people 
there were to live good, simple, upright lives. No modern ideas 
were to be introduced. They were to have as little intercourse 
as possible with the outside world. He did not even wish the 
railroad to come in. When the Bishop visited the Mercy Sisters 
at this time, all his conversation was concerning O’Connor. We 
were to have a fine convent, school and property in our own name. 
We were all so anxious to go that many Sisters prayed that they 
might be selected for the mission.

He chose a site for the convent in O’Connor, had Mr. Creedon 
draw up the plans, and engaged him to build it, as Mr. Creedon 
was a contractor as well as an architect. He urged the pastor 
to have the people grade for the building. The people did so, 
but soon after the pastor was changed. The next permanent 
pastor, Rev. James Hayes, pushed on the work, and had it nearly 
finished when there came a terrible storm which demolished the 
whole building. The people were1 discouraged and it was with 
great difficulty the pastor had them undertake the work again. 
Finally the congregation decided to commence anew, and suc
ceeded in getting the building roofed, then the funds failed. Our 
dear Bishop was ill at this time, and could not undertake the 
journey to Greeley. The people said they were not able to finish 
the convent. Reverend Father Hayes called several times on 
Mother Peter, and begged her to send Sisters out. There was 
one large room in the convent, he said, that could be made com
fortable for Sisters to teach in. They could conduct a district 
school, and thus support themselves. Finally Mother Peter and 
her Assistant went to Greeley to see the place. Mother Peter 
decided to send three Sisters immediately. Mother Pierre, Sis
ter Mary Alphonsus and Sister Pancratius were sel
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Pierre was recalled to Omaha in about ten weeks. The author 
who was then in charge of St. Philomena's School, took her place 
in O'Connor.

Mr. Killian, a rich farmer of the county, gave up his house 
in O'Connor to the Sisters. It was a little place, two rooms and 
a pantry on the first floor, and an attic in which were crowded 
three beds for the Sisters. The best room was fitted up immed
iately for a chapel. Father gave a little altar, and from the first 
day, the Blessed Sacrament was reserved. Our dear Lord was 
with us, and we were happy. The second room in the house 
served as kitchen, dining-room, parlor, and music-room, for we 
had a piano on which Sister Mary Alphonsus gave lessons.

We enrolled the first school year about one hundred pupils. 
Many of these lived from four to five miles from O’Connor. They 
did not mind this, they were so anxious to be taught by the Sisters. 
The children were of all ages, from six to nineteen, but all were 
good and very anxious to study. When school ended the Board 
gave us a gift of one hundred dollars—a little remuneration, 
they said, for our extra work.

The people were exceedingly kind, especially those who lived 
near the village. Hardly a day passed that we did not receive 
presents of eggs, butter, meat, etc.

There were terrific prairie fires in the locality during the Fall 
and Spring. One Saturday night we were aroused by the barking 
of dogs and the shouting of men and boys. The noise seemed 
just outside our window. We jumped up and looked out. The 
whole countryside seemed a sea of fire. Our hearts stood still. 
One Sister said: “Let us go.” But where? We dressed quickly, 
took a few things with us and a large bottle of holy water. When 
outside we saw that there were about thirty or thirty-five men and 
boys fighting the fire on the hill east of the convent, and scream
ing and whistling so that others might hear and come to their 
help. Some were ploughing and some had wet bags beating back 
the flames. The fire was on three sides of the convent. When 
the men saw us, three or four came up and said: “Sisters, go back 
to your house, you are safe there, and please God we will save the 
convent." We did not wish to go; the fire fascinated us. We
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went as close to the blaze as we could safely go, and prayed earn
estly to the Mother of God, Sister Pancratius throwing holy water 
all the time. The three of us were trembling. Father Hayes 
was away on one of his missions. If the house caught fire, what 
would we do about the Blessed Sacrament? At last Mr. Killian 
came up and said, with an air of authority: “Come Sisters, this 
will never do. I will walk down with you to the house. The 
fire will not reach the cottage. It is on the other side, and there 
are three or four men on this side plowing now. Do not be 
frightened. You are safe, and with the help of Almighty God, 
we will save the church and convent." We went home, but not 
to bed, and prayed and watched all night. About five o'clock 
the men had the fire under control, and everything was saved.

When the last day of school came, we determined to give the 
children a treat. On the previous evening we told them not to 
come next day, until about noon. When they came we had every
thing ready, ice cream and cake galore. What took their fancy 
was the way we had the improvised tables decorated. A wild 
rose was at each pupil's place, and vases and jugs filled with 
roses were on all the tables. The children sang, and Sister Mary 
Alphonsus played for them. They had a very good time. When 
the hour for going home was at hand, there was much crying. I f 
they could only come to school all summer, they would be happy. 
The Sisters had to say good-bye, and they felt it as much as the 
children.

That May Sister Mary Peter's term of office ended, and she 
was succeeded by Sister Mary Pierre.

The first year the Sisters were in O'Connor, Father Hayes 
urged and begged Mother Peter to finish the convent, but she 
was as firm as adamant. The Bishop often said to her, in my 
presence: "The congregation will finish the convent, and the col
onization company will give thirty or forty acres surrounding 
it. You will then have the property in your own name. Sisters 
do not trust priests or bishops. I have more experience than you. 
Always have the deeds of your own property." Mother Peter 
remembered this and would not finish the convent without having 
the deed of the place.
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It may not be amiss to say a few words of Mother Peter just 
here. During her three years of office, she did wonderful work 
for the community. In the first place, she sold the convent 
property for a fabulous price; next she bought the lots on which 
St. Mary’s stands, and she had our beautiful convent erected. 
She also bought ground in various parts of the city, some of which 
the community still holds. She bought the ground for St. James' 
Orphanage, opened O’Connor school, and best of all, she received 
into the community over twenty postulants, most of whom were 
professed by her, or her successor. She did all this, or as she 
would say, God did it. She had most severe trials from both 
within and without, and no earthly help. She had trials that 
only saints can live through. The writer is aware that she thirsted 
for ridicule and contradiction, as the miser thirsts for gold, and 
she offered everything and every slight to Our Lord, only begging 
and entreating Him to make her an instrument to do much for 
the community. She never thought of self; to suffer was her 
joy. May God in His love reward her.

Mother Pierre now took the government of the community 
in hand. She was professed in Pittsburgh, but was transferred 
here, by her own wish. She asked to be received by the Omaha 
Sisters as a subject, and her request was granted. Her parents 
were dear friends of both Bishop Michael and Bishop James 
O’Connor. Mother Pierre knew Bishop James O’Connor since 
she was a child, and loved and revered him. She was a clever 
woman, and knew the ways of the world. In our estimation 
her greatest virtue was her love for the poor and the helpless—a 
precious one in a Sister of Mercy. She loved the orphans and 
would remain up night after night nursing a sick child. Nothing 
was too good for the orphans. She bent all her energy to erect 
the Orphanage and she employed many of the Sisters in collecting 
money for the same. As we intend to have a chapter on the Or
phanage, we will say no more on this subject here.

Mother Pierre was also very interested in O’Connor, and 
was determined to complete it. Mother Michael was sent out 
as Superior with orders to finish the convent and draw for funds
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on the convent in Omaha. The fact of the matter is: Mother 
Pierre expended eight thousand dollars of the community money 
on St. Joseph’s Convent in O’Connor, money that Mother Peter 
had set aside to pay for our convent here in Omaha. The Sisters 
had not even a scrap of paper to show that St. Joseph's Convent 
had received eight thousand dollars from them. Some of the 
senior members went to Mother Pierre and spoke to her on the 
subject. She said in substance: “Oh, never mind; do not trouble 
yourselves about that. It will be seen to."

About this time our loved Bishop was brought home to die. 
He was so spent that his doctor took him in his arms, carried 
him upstairs and put him to bed, from which, alas! he was never 
to rise. Mother Pierre left everything, and taking Sister Pan- 
cratius with her, went to nurse him. She would not permit 
anyone else to do it.

After the Bishop’s death, there was little hope of the Sisters 
of Mercy receiving the deed of the O'Connor convent. It was 
asked for, but not given. Mother Michael was not sent out the 
second year. The boarding school was given up, but the Sisters 
have always had a very good day-school. In the year 1891, 
Mother Joseph was sent out as Superior in O'Connor, and she 
determined to try to get some remuneration for the money the 
community had invested in this convent. Mr. Onahan, a member 
of the Colonization Board, visited in Greeley, and Mother Joseph 
had an interview with him. She informed him of the community 
in Omaha having invested eight thousand dollars in the O’Connor 
building, and spoke to him about all the circumstances in the 
case, which need not be mentioned here. Mr. Onahan saw at 
once the justice of refunding the money. Being a member of 
the Board, he was aware that it was the intention of the Coloniza
tion Company, to give the convent finished, with twenty or thirty 
acres surrounding it, and the deed thereof, to the Mercy Order. 
He was sorry there was no money in the treasury, but stated 
that he would gladly give land. Mother Joseph and the Sisters 
were pleased, and asked for the land located west and south of 
the convent. When the pastor heard of this, he would not agree 
to it, so we were obliged to take two hundred acres on the hill 
east of the convent.
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O'Connor opened a high school some years since, and its 
graduates are a credit to the Mercy Sisters. We have received 
from Greeley County about eighteen subjects, all of whom were 
strong physically, have had good common sense, and who were 
pious and efficient.

i
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THE ORPHANAGE

Early in the seventies a man with two small children came to 
old St. Mary’s Convent and asked to see the Superior. He told 
her he was a Catholic and that he had come all the way from 
South Dakota to see her. His wife had died some three weeks 
before, leaving him with these little ones. It nearly broke his 
heart to part with them, but he was compelled to do so, in order 
to make a living. He asked Reverend Mother to take them, 
adding that he would be able to pay something for their keep. 
Mother hesitated, as we really had no room. The man saw the 
hesitation, and quickly spoke again, saying: “Oh, Sister! for the 
love of God, take these little children. They have no mother, 
or anyone to care for them; surely you as a Sister of Mercy will 
not refuse to take them." The last appeal settled the question. 
Mother called Sister Gabriel, who was a novice, and said: "Sister, 
take these little children and do the best you can for them." 
That was the beginning of the Orphanage in Omaha. From that 
day in 1870 to today in 1921 the Sisters of Mercy in this city 
have never been without some orphans.

When we went from old St. Mary’s to the Cosmopolitan we 
brought them with us. Agaip when we moved from the Cosmo
politan to our present convent they accompanied us.

This is how our first building came to be erected: One of 
the Sisters who had charge of locking up the house at old St. 
Mary’s, opened the door under the stairs for something. She 
started back with a little scream and said to the Sister with her: 
"Look in and see who is there." Sister did, and found a poor 
little child about ten years old, with wild, frightened eyes, looking 
out. The whole convent was alarmed. When the child came 
forth, the writer recognized her immediately. We had her take 
some supper, and had a comfortable bed made for her. In the 
morning she told her story.

She had fled early in the afternoon from her stepmother who 
was going to whip her. She did not know where to go; she knew

Thirty One



some of the Sisters at the convent, and made up her mind to go 
to them. Having reached there, she got frightened. As the 
side door was open, she slipped in and finally went under the 
stairs.

That Sunday afternoon our dear Bishop came to visit the 
community. In the course of the conversation, we told him 
about our little visitor of the night before, and Mother Joseph 
said: "Oh I wish we had some suitable place for the orphans." 
The Bishop asked to see the child. When she was brought in, he 
spoke kindly to her, asked her name, and several other questions, 
told her to be a good child, and dismissed her with his blessing. 
When she left the room, the Bishop said: "That child is not bad; 
she has a very good face.” Mother said: “ I wish we could keep 
her here." The Bishop said quickly and sharply: "Why not, 
haven't you this room?" He was told how crowded we were. 
In about a week there were men in the back yard laying out a 
place for a small building. The Bishop had a frame house put 
up immediately. It had sleeping accommodations for about twen
ty boys and as many girls, a large classroom and a dining room. 
The latter was used as a playroom also. This was the first orphan
age in Omaha.

From that on, the Bishop spoke frequently to the Sisters about 
an orphanage. There was a banker in the city at this time, 
Mr. Miles, who was intensely interested in Catholic charities. 
He spoke to Mother Peter on the subject, opened a subscription 
list, and headed it with a donation of $2,000.00. He went around 
and got subscriptions from the business men of the city. We 
purchased the land which was afterwards exchanged for some 
land the Church held. That finally was exchanged also with 
Mr. Benson for the land on which the Orphanage now stands. 
Mr. Benson donated an acre, Mr. Miles bought an acre, and 
when we began to build at St. James' we had ten acres. When 
Rev. Father Byrne was director of the Orphanage he bought 
five acres. Now the Institute has fifteen acres of land.

After the Bishop's death Mother Pierre put her whole heart 
into the erection of the Orphanage. The contract was let, and
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the site for the building graded. Rev. Father McCarthy laid 
the cornerstone in September, 1890. Unfortunately Mr. Miles 
died about this time; it was a great blow for the Orphanage. 
The Sisters had great difficulty in collecting the money subscribed, 
still we collected many thousands. Times were hard, and Mr. 
Miles’ bank failed. The Orphanage was half up when our funds 
ran short. What was to be done? Mother Pierre negotiated 
alone with a Boston company for $40,000.00. This company 
required the signature of all the members of the quorum, and the 
Vicar-General’s signature also. These signatures Mother ob
tained after some hesitation on the part of the signers.

From this on the work on the Orphanage progressed rapidly. 
Originally it was to be called St. Vincent’s, but before the death 
of dear Bishop O'Connor, Mother Pierre and the community 
wished the name changed to St. James', and so the institution 
bears this name.

Mother Pierre felt Bishop O'Connor's death keenly, and was 
not content in Omaha ever afterwards. Shortly after Bishop 
Scannell's arrival in the city, she asked his permission to resign 
her office of Mother Superior, and returned to her first convent 
home in Pittsburgh. Her request was granted, and she left for 
the East. Sister Mary Leo Gallagher succeeded her as Mother 
Superior of the Omaha community.

This sketch is only for the early days. The events that 
follow are known to scores of our community, and only modern 
history. With much regret we say good-bye to the old pioneer 
days.
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HOLY ANGELS’ SCHOOL.

The Holy Angels' Parish School on Eighth and Howard, on 
September 10th, 1877, reopened. Sister Mary Madeleine was 
put in charge, assisted by two other Religious. The enrollment 
the first day was 165 pupils. The children continued to crowd 
in and before the end of the week, there were 200 students in 
attendance. What was to be done? The Superior sent a fourth 
Sister to help, but there was no room. The pastor, Rev. J. Jen- 
nette, said the Bishop did not want any of the pupils to be sent 
away. The Superior at St. Mary's gave a dining-room and par
lor to be used as classrooms for the children in that vicinity. 
Very soon there were about sixty little boys and girls attending. 
The Holy Angels’ School was crowded still. At last the pastor 
rented a hotel on Ninth and Harney, the Lindel—the boys gave 
it the name of the "Holy Lindel," and very soon the boys under 
the care of two Sisters, moved in. The boys continued to attend 
that school until the Bishop requested the President of Creighton 
College to open a Preparatory School for boys that were in the 
fourth and fifth grades. The President consented, and soon 
Creighton College was full of boys from nine to thirteen years. 
Our dear Bishop was delighted. He visited the schools once a 
week, when in the city, and nothing pleased him more than to 
hear a new pupil enrolling at St. Catherine's or Holy Angels'!

The Sisters during the winter months, suffered intensely from 
the cold. There was an old carriage that was supposed to bring 
the Sisters to and from the Holy Angels' School. This was not 
available more than two days in the week. The horses had to 
be shod, the man had to haul coal, or go to the country, etc. 
Then the Sisters had to walk in all kinds of weather, the junior 
carrying the basket with a cold lunch. You will understand 
what they suffered, when you call to mind there were no side
walks on St. Mary's Avenue at that time. When the Religious 
arrived at the school on many occasions, the fires were not even 
lighted. In justice, it must be said that each and every priest
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who had charge of the school in those early days, did all in his 
power to make it comfortable for the teachers and pupils. It 
often happened that there was no reliable janitor. The writer 
calls to mind that often when the Sisters came, they found the 
priest in charge trying to make a fire in one of the old stoves.

Our dear Bishop lightened the work by being so extremely 
kind. At this time he lived in a small house on the northwest 
corner of Ninth and Howard Streets. Now there is a grand 
brick building on the site. He visited the school frequently, 
generally on dark, wet days. Many times he slipped in at the 
side door. The author recalls one day in particular. She was 
trying to make her class see that one-third was greater than one- 
fourth. To her great annoyance she found the pupils were not 
giving their attention, but had their eyes on something or some 
person behind her. Turning, she saw the dear Bishop walking 
towards her. On another occasion a day or two before Christ
mas we dismissed the school at noon, as it was intensely cold, 
and some of the rooms could not be heated. We kept the senior 
girls to help finish little articles for the Christmas tree which 
was to be held the next evening. The Sisters and girls were sit
ting close to the stove in the front room, when there was a knock 
at the door. One of the girls ran to open it. Finding it locked 
and thinking it was one of the children, she called through the 
key-hole: "The door is locked; go to the side door." We looked 
to see who was coming, when lo! and behold! it was our loved 
Bishop. We made many apologies. He sat down, spoke kindly 
to the Sisters and girls, inquired why he was not asked to contri
bute towards the Christmas tree, said he would not be slighted, 
and handed the writer ten dollars.

These days were happy, happy ones, in spite of hardships and 
inconvenience. The children had great love and respect for their 
teachers, and their teachers felt that the pupils were learning to 
know and love their religion more and more each day. That 
was the greatest consolation of the Sisters.

It is over thirty-six years since the Holy Angels' School on 
Eighth and Howard Streets closed its doors finally. The pupils
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who attended it are scattered in almost every state of the Union. 
Very many, of course, are respectable citizens of Omaha. The 
writer, during all these years, has received letters from many of 
them. Only this year, Nineteen-Twenty-One, she had two from 
a pupil she taught there thirty-five years ago. Each letter con
tained ten dollars, a small gift, the pupil wrote, sent with love 
and gratitude to her old teacher. The original building was 
enlarged by having two rooms added to the southeast, so that 
there was accommodation for over two hundred pupils. Two 
hundred and forty children marched out of the building the last 
day.

It may be interesting to know why it closed. The Bishop, 
for some time, was anxious to build a fine parish school near the 
old St. Philomena’s Cathedral. The. Burlington Railroad wanted 
the land on Eighth Street where the school stood. Their agent 
spoke to the pastor or Bishop about it. The deal was closed, the 
church receiving quite a sum. 11 never dawned on the dear Bishop 
that the Burlington people would require the property for some 
months. It happened in this way: The Railroad people decided 
to bring in Chinese workmen to build their Road west. Of course 
they would work cheaper than the men they could hire in Omaha. 
So the workmen in the city organized on the day that the Chinese 
were expected. They marched with clubs, guns and pistols to 
the school yard to prevent the Chinese from getting off the cars. 
There was a riot and the soldiers had to be called in from Fort 
Omaha. They took possession of the school, and remained there 
for two or three weeks until things quieted down.

The people were very kind to the Sisters at the Holy Angels' 
School. It was not an easy matter to be kind and generous then, 
for the greater number were struggling to make a decent living. 
Among the many who were attentive to lighten the wants of 
the Religious at the school the following stand out prominently: 
Mrs. P. Carey, Mrs. T. Lowry, Mrs. Whiteside, Mrs. M. Gleason, 
Mrs. T. Gentleman and Mrs. McGinn. Some have gone where 
a cup of water bestowed for God’s sake, receives a reward. 
Those that are living, God has blessed with long, healthy lives, 
obedient children, and many other precious gifts.
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ST. WENCESLAUS' SCHOOL.

St. Wenceslaus' School was the second parish school the Sis
ters of Mercy took charge of in Omaha. It opened in September, 
1879. The first teachers were Sisters Mary Michael and Evange
list. It was a very, very poor place, the school being only two 
small rooms some steps under the street. Still the people were 
so anxious for Catholic education that the first day the Sisters 
enrolled eighty pupils, Bohemians, Irish and Poles. It was a 
marvel that the Irish sent their children there, but they said: "If it 
is good enough for the Sisters, it is good enough for our children. " 
Oh, wonderful faith of the sons and daughters of Erin, more 
precious than all the gold in this great country!

No words can describe the sufferings endured by the Sisters 
the first winter. They had to walk from old St. Mary's, Twenty- 
Fourth and St. Mary’s Avenue, to Thirteenth and Williams 
Streets. When they reached there, no fire. The Sisters had to 
try to light one; often they had to gather up bits of boards and 
twigs in the yard to get the fire to go. God came to their assist
ance very soon in the person of a good Christian woman, Mrs. 
Coleman, who when she heard what the Sisters had to do, deter
mined to light the fire every morning, so the Sisters would have 
a warm room in which to put off their outdoor dress and become 
“thawed" out before the children began to drop in. At this time 
two other ladies came to their help—Mrs. Andrew Tracy and Mrs. 
Ellen Garvey, who saw that the Sisters had a hot dinner each 
day. All three have gone to their eternal reward. God Who 
recompenses a cup of cold water given for His sake, must have 
bestowed on these Christian women a glorious reward for their 
kindness to His chosen Spouses.
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ST. PATR ICK ’S SCHOOL.

St. Patrick’s School opened Monday, September 3rd, 1883. It 
enrolled sixty-five pupils the first day. Mr. John Rush and Mr. 
Michael Donovan received and welcomed the Sisters who were 
Sister Mary Stanislaus and Sister Mary Michael.

The school was held in the church, the altar being screened 
off by curtains. When the pupils numbered one hundred, a 
third Sister was sent to assist, and she taught in the sacristy. 
Some of the finest people in St. Patrick’s Parish received their 
early education here, and always speak of their school-days with 
much love. When Rev. Father Jennette had the parish house 
moved to its present location, he had the church raised and en
larged, and added on two more rooms for school purposes. There 
was then accommodation for two hundred pupils. This institu
tion has done excellent work. It has been the preparatory school for 
Creighton University, old St. Catherine’s Academy and the present 
Mt. St. Mary's Seminary. Some of the pupils never attended 
any other school, finished the eighth grade here, and then secured 
good positions in the U. P. Headquarters, offices, banks, and 
other places. Many of the early students are married, and are 
the fathers and mothers of true Christian families. Some few 
have heard and heeded the interior voice calling them to the 
Religious Life.

St. Patrick's Parish has had only three pastors all those years, 
Rev. J. Jennette, R. I. P., Rev. John Smith, R. I. P., who built 
the present beautiful church, and Rev. Peter Gannon, who is 
now its revered and loved head.
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HOLY FAMILY SCHOOL.

In 1876 Right Reverend James O'Connor established a new 
parish. An old school house was brought from the Cathedral 
parish to the corner of 17th and Cuming Streets where the Church 
had property. The school was converted into a church. It was 
dedicated to the service of God under the patronage of the Holy 
Family on the 17th of December, 1876. Reverend John Curtis 
was the first pastor. He erected a plain parochial residence back 
of the church. A Sunday school was formed, and placed under 
the guidance of the Sisters of Mercy. Societies and sodalities 
were established, and within a year the new parish was in a flour
ishing condition.

Reverend John Curtis died on the 13th of September, 1878, 
R. I. P. The next pastor was Reverend John F. Quinn. On 
the 15th of May, 1881, Reverend A. Shaffel, S. J., became pastor. 
One of his first acts was to apply to the Superior of the Order 
of Mercy for Sisters to conduct his school. This school opened 
in a private house next to the church in the following September. 
From the beginning it was a success. Sister Mary Baptist was 
the first principal. In 1883 Sister Mary Aquin was appointed 
to take charge.

The Jesuits continued to take great interest in the school, 
and before long it was the largest parochial school in Nebraska. 
It improved in efficiency year after year. Many of the prominent 
priests, lawyers, doctors and business men of the city received 
their early education here. Numbers of the girls who attended 
this school became Religious, and many are good Christian wives 
and mothers. For sixteen years the school continued to improve, 
or until the parish was divided. A new parish was carved out 
of the southwest part of Holy Family in the year 1897, to be 
known as St. John’s, and put in charge of the Jesuit Fathers of 
Creighton College.

At this time the Holy Family church and parish were trans
ferred to the Bishop of the diocese. In January, 1897, Reverend 
John Fitzpatrick was appointed pastor.
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The division of the parish did not help the Holy Family School 
for the Jesuits immediately began to have school in a little cot
tage of three rooms near the college. This was the nucleus of 
the present St. John’s.

The Holy Family School continues to be fairly well attended. 
About one-fourth of the pupils are of foreign birth, and the Sisters 
do good work in instructing these little ones in our holy religion. 
Some of these children have been the means of bringing their 
parents to practise their religion.
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ST. PHILOM ENA’S SCHOOL.

After the soldiers took possession of the Holy Angels" School 
in 1882, our Bishop was much perplexed about the children who 
attended there. The old convent opened its doors again, and 
three rooms were fitted up for school work. These rooms were 
soon filled with pupils, but it was such a distance for the children 
who lived in North and East Omaha, that many dropped off 
during the winter months. Still the rooms were filled but not 
crowded, by the children who lived in the vicinity.

The Bishop had plans drawn up immediately for the fine par
ochial school he was to erect. He wished it erected south of the 
pastoral residence on the north-west corner of Ninth and Howard 
Streets, where it was finally built. The pastor of the Cathedral 
saw that this was not the right location for such a large building 
as the Bishop intended to erect, and said so to the Bishop who 
would not listen. The pastor resigned. The next pastor also 
saw that the people on South Eighth, Ninth and Tenth Streets, 
were selling out as fast as they could, to the Railway Companies, 
and going farther south and west to locate. He said so in a tact
ful manner to the Bishop. The Bishop reasoned that as long as 
the Cathedral was there a school would be needed. Certainly a 
school would be required, but a small building would accommodate 
all that might attend. Still the school went up—the finest par
ochial school ever erected in Omaha.

When it finally opened its doors to pupils, it was up-to-date 
in every way. The dear Bishop was delighted. Six Sisters were 
sent to teach, Sister Mary Baptist in charge.

This school never came up to the Bishop’s expectations as 
the people continued to move away from the locality, and con
sequently the children were dropping off week after week. Rever
end Father P. McCarthy often said, years after the Bishop was 
dead: “It is enough to make the poor Bishop turn in his grave, 
to see how the school has run down." It was kept open as long 
as the Cathedral was there, and the Sisters imparted a good solid 
education to those who attended. Many of the Catholic ladies 
of the city received their early education there, and always speak 
of the days passed in old St. Philomena's as the happiest of their 
lives.
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ACTIVITIES.

As this sketch of the early days would be very incomplete 
without writing a few words on the activities of the Sisters, we 
shall add the following lines:

On Sunday mornings at old St. Mary’s there was a slate hung 
up outside the chapel door where the professed Sisters and novices 
could see it. On this slate were written the names of the Sisters 
who were to go on visitation of the sick, and those who were to 
visit the prison and county house, also the hour at which they 
were to leave the convent. We went in all kinds of weather, 
unless it was raining or snowing, when we were exempt. For 
years two Sisters visited a dear old Irish lady who was bedridden. 
She lived with her son and granddaughter who were not rich 
in earthly goods, but wealthy in love and kindness. The old 
lady could not read, but thought all during the week on that 
which the Sisters had read, or had spoken to her about. We 
remember now the joy that beamed in her old eyes when she saw 
the Sisters coming. 'Twas a great pleasure to visit her.

In the same vicinity there was another lady we visited. She 
was not ill physically, but spiritually. The poor woman had 
lost her husband, and one or two of her children. She had to 
try to make a living for those who remained. It was hard work, 
and the poor soul was tempted to give up her religion and every
thing. God was not just, she said, to have her suffer so much. 
We always went early to visit her, so that we could coax her to 
go to the nine o'clock Mass at old St. Philomena’s. We would
say: “Flurry up now, Mrs. M---- or you will be late for nine
o’clock Mass.” “Who said I was going? No, God has been too 
hard on me. I have to work all the week, and on Sunday also." 
The Sisters would listen, and then say quietly: “Oh, please go 
to Mass; you will feel better. We will remain here and take 
care of the children.” Finally the poor woman would take her 
shawl and bonnet and go. God help the poor!

There were no visiting nurses at this time. The Sisters went
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to all kinds of cases. We had wounds to dress and bandages 
to fix, and not having had any experience, it was hard work. 
Still we did the best we could, and God blessed it. The writer 
remembers one sad case. It was a poor afflicted woman who 
lived alone in a little shanty on a vacant lot between Eighth and 
Ninth Streets, directly south of the house the Ladies of the Sacred 
Heart occupied at that time. We believe that it was Mother 
Dunn who sent word to Reverend Mother about the case.

This poor creature was afflicted with cancer. No one went 
to see her. Some of the neighbors brought milk and broth, 
opened the door and left it inside, but never went in themselves. 
Our dear departed Sister Mary Agnes was delighted when Rev
erend Mother told her and the writer to take charge of the case 
until the authorities would see to her. We put on our outdoor 
dress immediately, and set out. We found the poor woman on 
a wretched mattress which was on the floor. Never before or 
since have we seen such misery. Dear Sister Mary Agnes knelt 
and bent over the patient, for at first we thought her dead. We 
procured some warm water, and with a sponge washed her face 
and hands and cleansed her wounds. We got some bed linen 
and fixed the poor sufferer as comfortably as we could on the floor. 
In the meantime Mother Dunn had sent word to the authorities 
about her. The next day she was removed to the county house 
where she died in a few days. Surely the God who received 
Lazarus into His bosom did not reject this poor sufferer, for He 
is merciful.

The visitation of the county house did not appeal to many of 
us, like other visitations did. We were too poor to bring the in
mates material aid and that was what they were looking for. 
It sometimes happened, however, that we brought them tobacco 
and tea. Then, indeed, we were God's own angels. There were 
many who liked to grumble and talk. If you tried to listen 
and showed sympathy, they were satisfied. You might then edge 
in a word about eternal things. It occurred to us often that these 
poor creatures were relieved by talking, and if it brought them 
a little pleasure, why should we refuse to listen? We also had
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the opportunity of instructing many children who were there, 
and of having some baptized. The Sisters watched by the bed
side of many who were dying, and gave them a little consolation 
in that dreadful hour. This alone was a great solace to the 
Sisters.

The Sisters of Mercy visited the prison from the very early 
days. We could fill a large book containing incidents connected 
with this activity, but must confine ourselves to one or two ex
amples.

This is the story of one of the first men visited by the Sisters 
of Mercy in Douglas County Jail. On February 14, 1868, Ottway 
G. Baker was hung by order of the court, the scaffold being 
erected in a valley about half a mile v/est of the site of the High 
School Building. In November, 1866, he was employed as porter 
in the store of W. R. King. He slept in the building with Woolsey 
D. Higgins, the bookkeeper. After banking hours on the 21st 
of that month $1,500.00 in money was received, and placed in 
the safe of which Higgins carried the key. While the latter was 
sound asleep the night following, Baker arose, found an axe, 
and killed his bedfellow, took the keys and secured the money. 
This he placed in an empty oyster can and hid under the plank 
sidewalk on the west side of Eleventh Street near Harney. (Taken 
from Savage and Bell's History of Omaha, Page 137.) No men
tion is made of details, but the following important facts should 
be recorded.

Baker was an assumed name. The man had come from a 
Southern state and was of a decent family whose members doubt
less never knew of his tragic end. Evidently he was a hardened 
sinner, and when two humble Sisters of Mercy, one of them the 
late Mother Joseph, called to offer spiritual consolation, he re
pelled them with words of scorn and contempt. This did not 
deter the Sisters who called again and again. Finally in his 
solitary confinement, brooding over his coming doom, for sentence 
of death had been pronounced upon him, he relaxed his resistance 
against the visits of the Sisters and accepted a book which they 
gave him to read. After the perusal of this book and listening
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to the repeated exhortations of the Sisters, he expressed a desire 
to see a priest. Reverend Father Egan, Catholic pastor of Omaha 
at that time, held an interesting interview with the condemned 
man whose conversion rapidly followed. Baker was received 
into the Church about January, 1868, and Father Egan had the 
happiness of administering the sacraments of Baptism, Penance 
and Holy Communion. Baker became a model prisoner as he 
had become a model Catholic. He wrote a confession which he 
gave to the jailer, Michael Riley, for publication, but Father 
Egan did not approve of having this done. He wisely determined 
that the morbid curiosity of the public should not be gratified 
at the expense and disgrace of Baker's relations. After Baker’s 
death on the gallows, Father Egan returned $1,500.00 which he 
found under the sidewalk, as related above. He handed the 
money over to Will R. King, not a cent missing. This event 
made a great commotion in the city.

Since that time a number of men were executed in Douglas 
County, all of whom died Catholics, except one who was executed 
during the bitter A. P. A. movement, when the Sisters were not 
permitted to visit the County Jail.

The Sisters of Mercy did good work among the women in 
the prison. They are harder to handle than men. A bad woman 
loses all respect for herself and others, and one does not know 
how to touch her heart. We w'ent to the Mayor and had the jail 
sentence of some of these women changed to one at the Good 
Sheperd Convent. All who went to the convent were converted. 
Some died there, and the Superior told the writer they died the 
death of saints. Some did not wish to leave when their term of 
confinement expired, but begged Mother to keep them, and they 
finally became Consecrates. Oh, how happy will a Sister of 
Mercy feel when dying, if she recalls the words of Christ: "I was 
in prison and you visited Me.”
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M OTHER CAMILLUS

In the year 1873 there entered at the old St. Mary’s Convent 
a young lady named Miss Agnes Palmer. She appeared to be 
about eight and twenty years of age. She was a little above the 
medium height, well formed and dignified in manner. As we 
look back over the years that have passed and gaze at our new 
postulant, the thought that must come to even the most unob
servant is that she came to us to give herself entirely to God; 
all for the Master, nothing to gratify self. From the first day the 
more difficult and laborious things were, the more she liked them. 
Hard labor was to her a delight. She was austere in all her ways 
and exact in everything given her to do. She was never idle one 
moment. One could see that it was an effort for her to recreate, 
but it was a religious duty, and as such it was well performed by 
her.

In due time she was received and given the name of Camillus. 
After receiving the habit, she acted as if the credit of the com
munity and even of the order, rested with her. Sister was never 
late for an exercise, and was never hurried. She never appeared 
anxious about anything; was always placid, and always with her 
religious dress in perfect order. Sister was professed in 1886 and 
shortly after was appointed Mother Bursar. As Reverend Mo
ther was away a good deal, Mother Camillus took the whole 
burden of the community. She saw to everything within and 
without. We were very poor at that time, and as we heard 
a senior member say a few weeks ago, ten cents then had as much 
value to us as ten dollars today.

Still Mother Camillus managed to keep things going. She 
kept a garden so that the community might have fresh vegetables. 
She had a window garden, and cultivated flowers so that on feast- 
days our altars were beautiful with plants and cut flowers. She 
made over all the old habits, and in fact nearly all the clothing 
the Sisters wore.
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Mother would never tolerate a Sister being late for an exercise; 
for even two minutes you were called to an account. If it occur
red often, you had to do a public penance. If you did any sewing 
for Mother Camillus, it had to be done perfectly. You had to 
rip and rip until it was perfect. If you were really sick Mother 
was very kind and helpful, but she thought a Religious should 
bear a great deal without speaking of it. She was a great advo
cate for old customs, for instance, if she had not a picture to give 
a Sister on her feast-day, she showed her good will by placing a 
fresh flower or two near the Sister’s plate at dinner.

She celebrated the Superior’s feast with great splendor, High 
Mass, if possible, Benediction, etc. She ministered to the bodily 
wants as well, for the community had the best of everything 
in the market on that day. Mother Camillus presented the 
Superior with valuable and useful gifts; nearly all the finest 
furniture we had at old St. Mary's, she gave to the Superior. 
She never gave anything mediocre. The communion rail in our 
present chapel here Mother Camillus had designed and made, 
and presented to the Superior for a feast-day gift. We never 
could understand how she procured these things; God alone 
knows. She certainly was a most wonderful woman, and a most 
saintly Religious.

She catight cold working outside, and did nothing for it until 
it was too far gone. Mother was as methodical in her last illness 
as in every-day life. She had great confidence in a Doctor Neville 
of this city. Reverend Mother called him in to see her. Mother 
Camillus went to the parlor to see him. Unfortunately Reverend 
Mother was very ill at this time, and could not go to the parlor. 
When the writer came home from school, she sent her down to 
hear what the doctor had to say. Alas, it was too late. The 
doctor had left, and he must have told Mother Camillus that 
there was very little hope. When next we saw her, she was sitting 
in a rocking-chair in the community room. It was the first time 
anyone ever saw her do so in Religion. She asked for a certain 
Jesuit Father to come to the convent, so that she could make a 
general confession. The day he came Mother got up and went
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down to the chapel, where she made her general confession and 
settled everything that troubled her conscience. She took to 
her bed that day and never left it afterwards. She died at old 
St. Mary's on the morning of May 18th, 1884.

Reverend Father Kelly came up to her cell before Mass, 
spoke with her, said the prayers for the dying, gave her his blessing 
and last absolution, then he said: “Mother I will go down to the 
chapel and say Mass for you.” As it was Sunday the Sisters 
had to go to the chapel, the author alone staying with Mother 
Camillus. She sighed a little, crossed her hands on her breast, 
and died just at the Elevation. We closed her saintly eyes, 
knelt, prayed and cried. Truly she was a valiant woman. R.I.P.

i
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BISHOP JAMES O'CONNOR.

Bishop James O’Connor passed fourteen years of his useful, 
saintly life in Omaha. During all this time he was a true friend 
to the Sisters of Mercy as a community, and a true friend and 
father to each Sister in particular. When he came to the city, 
our community did not number more than fifteen or sixteen, 
including novices. When he departed for heaven, we numbered 
over sixty. Only three of the fifteen had any experience; the 
remainder were little more than school-girls, but anxious to be
come good and useful Religious. Our loved Bishop with his 
keen vision, saw our ability and good will. He went to work, 
and procured a Jesuit Father to give religious instruction to the 
community twice a month, he himself supplementing the work 
by his many visits, at each of which he spoke to the Religious 
of the excellent work good Sisters were doing in God’s church.

He excited zeal for souls among the Religious. The Bishop 
gave the Superior excellent books which he wished read aloud at 
evening lecture. He had a course of study drawn up, and had 
a talented instructor come to the convent daily for seven or eight 
months. He bought the land and had St. Catherine’s Academy 
erected. As we had no money, he supplied the funds. He gave 
the deed of the property to Reverend Mother, when her financial 
affairs enabled her to pay the interest on the debt. He wrote 
to his many clerical friends in the East to look around for subjects 
for the Omaha convent. When we had eight or nine novices, 
he procured a young lady teacher from St. Louis who boarded at 
the convent and taught the Sisters all day; he, himself, came to 
the convent about once a week to give lessons in composition 
and history.

He chose the site for the convent in O'Connor, and had the 
plans drawn up for its erection. When the building on Castelar 
Street was going up, he said one evening at the convent: “Sisters, 
in about five years this convent will be for the Sisters who teach 
in the parochial schools. The Novitiate will be in the country
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about seven miles from here. I have my eye on the place I 
wish to purchase."

The Bishop encouraged the Sisters to go to him in any trouble. 
No earthly father could be kinder than he was to anyone who 
went to him for consolation or advice. It hurt our loved Bishop 
to hear any person say an unkind word against the Sisters of 
Mercy. Alas! Alas! It was a sad day for us when he departed. 
Right Reverend James O’Connor died at the Episcopal Residence, 
Thirty-Sixth and Burt Streets, on the 20th of May, 1890.

"In faith and hope and apostolic zest 
Inspired by Heaven, our holy Bishop planned 
A work for the saintly women, the valient band 
Who longed to serve the Church at love's behest.
He shaped the chosen stones by skillful test 
And reared with patient care on firm deep base 
An institution embodying strength and grace 
To education and charity’s cause addressed."

The Religious in Omaha owe a deep debt of gratitude to Mon
signor Colaneri for the love and service he gave to our dear 
Bishop always, but especially in his last illness. Monsignor was 
a son, a brother, a friend, and a priest to the Bishop. He seldom 
left him, and his great love and devotion cheered the Bishop’s 
last days.
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ADDRESS OF WELCOME TO BISHOP O’CONNOR
Right Reverend Bishop O'Connor, D. D.
May it please your Lordship,
As this is the first opportunity in a long time in which so 

large and general a number of Catholics of this city and diocese 
have gathered together, I have been deputed to express to you 
our heartfelt pleasure and the satisfaction on meeting you today 
on so auspicious an occasion—a prince of the Church of God, 
surrounded by his loyal spiritual subjects.

We can not let the opportunity pass without publicly express
ing our fealty to you, and to the Church of which you are the 
visible head in this diocese. Although there may be defections 
in the ranks in other places, and although pride may gain the 
ascendancy over some, thus making them teachers of false and 
dangerous theories condemned by authority, and blindly persist
ing in their evil course, even to the extremity of incurring excom
munication, yet we wish to assure you that our own loyalty and 
devotion to Mother Church and to you, her visible head in this 
diocese, remain unshaken, true, and sincere. We would fain 
have your Lordship realize that in spite of our frailties, the worry 
and anxiety of life and the other too numerous hindrances which 
are the stumbling blocks on the Christian’s pathway, we are in 
heart and in practise Catholics first and citizens afterwards.

And now as you have at personal inconvenience, kindly come 
publicly among your spiritual children, on an occasion whose 
importance induces so many of them to gather together, rest 
assured that it is our earnest prayer that the Almighty Father, 
the Giver of all good things, will grant you long life, health and 
happiness. And when the time shall have come for you to meet 
your Heavenly Father, at the close of a life devoted to the good 
of others, we trust, that we, your faithful and devoted children 
present will have caused you no anxiety, but rather have been 
a consolation and a joy to you. This is the humble prayer of 
the Catholics of the Diocese of Omaha.

Signed on behalf of those present,
JOHN RUSH
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OUR CLERICAL FRIENDS OF 
PIONEER DAYS.

In those early days all the priests in Nebraska were friends 
to the little community on the hill. The priests in Omaha gave 
their services free, and we are most sincerely grateful to them. 
There are three that stand out from all the rest. Very Reverend 
Fathers Kelly, McCarthy and Byrne. Of these we will say a 
few words.

Very Reverend Father Byrne was administrator of the vicar
iate from the death of our loved Bishop O’Gorman until the 
coming of Bishop O'Connor. For those two years he was our 
ecclesiastical Superior. Father saw that the spiritual needs of 
the Sisters were attended to. We were seldom without daily 
Mass. When there was no one else to come and offer the Holy 
Sacrifice for us, Father walked up himself, even when it was 
snowing. When we recall that there were no sidewalks in those 
days from Ninth Street to Twenty-Fourth and St. Mary’s, we 
can form some idea of what he endured.

As our ecclesiastical Superior, he knew all about our financial 
affairs. He did all in his power to help us. Only for him, we 
would often have been hungry and cold. Father Byrne was most 
generous, and denied himself many things that he might have 
more to bestow on the Sisters. He could not bear to have anyone 
say an unkind word of the community. Those who helped us 
in any way, he considered as his best friends.

In his intercourse with the Sisters, he always spoke hopefully 
of our future work. In leaving he would say: ‘‘Courage. God 
bless you all.” These words lingered in our ears long after he 
had left the house.

Very Reverend Father Byrne died in North Platte in Novem
ber, 1880. His remains were brought to Omaha, and he was 
buried in Holy Sepulchre. May God, in His love, have mercy 
on his precious soul.
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VERY REV. FATHER KELLY

Very Rev. Father Kelly was a pioneer priest, being the first 
priest ordained in Nebraska. He outlived the pioneer days of the 
Sisters of Mercy, and on that account we were leaving him out of 
these memories, but a kind generous friend requested us to pay 
Father a tribute of gratitude, and we will gladly try to do so.

Father Kelly's chief characteristics were thoughtfulness, kind
ness and zeal for the glory of God. He was a friend to every one, rich 
and poor, old and young, saint and sinner, to each he was a friend. 
He visited families all over Omaha, especially those who were sick 
or in trouble. He never rode but often walked miles in the 
coldest weather to visit the sick or those in affliction. In this 
world we will never know all the good he did in that way.

There are many stories related of his zeal, we shall mention 
one here. One cold day in midwinter he went to visit a family 
in South Omaha. He found the lady of the house very despond
ent. Her children were sick and she was not well herself. Her 
house work had to be attended to and she had not the strength 
to do it. Father Kelly tried his best to comfort and cheer her 
but did not succeed at last, hd had an inspiration and said, "You 
sit in that rocker' and take that sick child in your arms, and I will 
sing for you, it will put the child to sleep, and it did. It made such 
an impression on the woman that she never forgot it. Father 
spoke to every one he met in the suburbs. Our dear Bishop 
O’Connor used to tell this story of him. It happened one cold 
afternoon that the Bishop was walking towards the old Cathedral, 
and Father Kelly was going in an opposite direction, both wore 
caps far down on their foreheads and were muffled up. Father 
stopped the Bishop and said, “Well how are you, and how 
are all the family?" The Bishop replied “Well thank you." and 
continued his walk laughing.

The Sisters of Mercy were Father Kelly's own Sisters. The 
other religious in Omaha were very good, but they were not like 
his own Sisters. No one could do anything like our Sisters.
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He came to the convent often and slipped in by the side door. 
If it was winter he made for the kitchen where he warmed his 
feet. If it was near supper, he asked the Sister to cook him 
some oatmeal. When he came up stairs he asked for Mother M. 
Leo or Mother M. Aquin or whoever was Superior and then for 
the Sisters he knew as children, (Annie Kennedy), Sister M. 
Stephen and (Julia Kelly) Sister M. Mercedes. We believe he 
Baptized these sisters. He would say to Sister Mary Stephens, 
"Well Annie how are you and how are the folks?" and he 
would make her sit down and sing for him, some old fashioned 
song like the “Old Plaid Shawl" or the “Wearing of the Green." 
When she ended he would say “God bless you child that was fine."

Nothing pleased Father Kelly more than to hear that our 
schools were well attended. He was particularly interested in 
Mt. St. Mary's, for he knew it was odr principal source of revenue. 
He was always delighted to learn that we had students from 
Lincoln, Grand Island or Hastings. For many years he brought, 
or sent each month a little package of money to help pay the bills, 
which it did. If he needed anything he had only to ask Rev. 
Mother and she got the best for him. He did not wish Mother 
to get such good clothes, but Rev. Mother and each one of the 
Mercy Sisters never thought anything good enough for our dear 
Father Kelly. He often walked out to Benson to St. James 
Orphanage. He went around and saw the Sisters in the different 
departments, was always pleased when the Sisters looked well. 
Father had a kind word for each one and was always anxious 
about the financial affairs of the Orphanage. He had lived for 
many years at the old St. Philomena's Cathedral residence. 
When the property was sold and the house had to be demolished, 
it had a very depressing effect on our loved Father Kelly who was 
then 87 years of age. Old people do not like changes. Rt. 
Rev. Bishop Scannell offered him a room in his own house, but no. 
Several of the pastors in Omaha invited him to stay with them, 
but no, he wanted to go to his own Sisters on 15th and Castellar 
Streets. We were all delighted to have him. Mother got a room 
fitted up on the first floor, near the chapel. He came and seemed 
so pleased to be with us. He took sick the first night and the
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next morning we had the doctor and a trained nurse for a day and 
night. All his brother priests came, Rev. Father McGovern, 
Fathers Smith and Stenson seldom left his bed side. The doctor 
gave little hope on account of his age. He received all the Sacra
ments and surrounded by his loving priests and Sisters sweetly 
passed away. R. I. P. He died Wednesday and on Thursday his 
precious remains were brought to St. Patricks Church where he 
lay in state and was viewed by hundreds of his friends. On 
Friday morning the office of the dead was chanted by the priests. 
Monsignor Colaneri sang the Requiem Mass and Rt. Rev. Bishop 
Scannell preached the funeral sermon. It was one of the largest 
priests funerals they ever had in Omaha. May his soul live with 
the angels and saints in the heaven of the blest.
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r e v . p. t . McCa r t h y

Rev. Father McCarthy was another of the Mercy Sisters’ 
clerical pioneer friends. Like Father Kelly he outlived the pio
neer days of the Mercy Order in Omaha.

Father McCarthy came as a young priest to old St. Philo- 
mena’s Cathedral. He had the great blessing of being intimately 
associated for many years with Bishop O’Connor and to his 
dying day, appreciated the fact. He would often say, “There 
was no one like the old Bishop,” as he called Bishop O’Connor.

He loved to tell funny stories to the Sisters, especially to any 
Sister that looked very serious. When he was chaplain at Mt. 
St. Mary’s he used to walk up and down the first corridor, after 
breakfast. I f he saw Mother Berchmans or Mother Gertrude 
passing, he would stop whichever he saw first, and say, “Mother, 
did you hear this,” and then he would relate some outlandish 
story. If it was Mother Berchmans she would keep a straight 
face as long as she could, but finally burst out laughing. That 
was what he wanted; he had recreation all day thinking of it.

He often related how he and Father English would watch 
Bishop O'Connor at dinner. If the Bishop looked extra serious, 
Father had a story ready, and it rarely failed to make the Bishop 
laugh, if it did Father English had his, and that never failed to 
have the desired effect. After that we were allright.

Rev. Father McCarthy was pastor of old St. Philomena’s 
Cathedral on Ninth Street for many years. He had the rectory 
built and the Church property on Ninth Street improved. Father 
McCarthy had many chances to become a rich man, but he never 
had any use for money only to improve the Church or to give 
to the needy. He often said a priest should not be rich. We 
believe when he resigned the pastorate of old St. Philomena’s 
he had not fifty dollars of his own.

Father McCarthy from his first coming to Omaha was asso
ciated with the Mercy Sisters, at Holy Angel’s School, again at 
old St. Philomena's School as Chaplain of old St. Mary’s, as
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chaplain at St. James' Orphanage, and as chaplain of Mt. St. 
Mary's. Like Father Kelly, the Sisters of Mercy were his own 
Sisters.

Father McCarthy was considerate always, and when he was 
pastor of old St. Philomena's requested Rev. Mother to permit 
the Sisters to have their lunch at the rectory. Rev. Mother was 
grateful but would not permit the Sisters to have lunch there.

When he was appointed Chaplain at St. James’, he had great 
consideration for the Sisters, he hated to see them work so hard, 
especially the Sister who had charge of the babies. He would 
often say, "Great God, that Sister must be a saint. If she does 
not go straight to Heaven, God help the rest of us,"

From the time he was appointed Chaplain of St. James' he 
seemed to have adopted the Sisters of Mercy as his own. Every
thing that concerned them concerned him. He spoke to Rev. 
Mother Leo about organizing classes in Greek, Latin and Ancient 
History at Mt. St. Mary's Seminary and went there three times 
a week to give lessons in these subjects. Woe betide the Sister 
that did not know her lesson. No funny stories—he was the 
teacher and a grand one. When appointed Chaplain of St. 
Mary's he continued the lessons.

As Chaplain of the school he gave the students a lecture every 
Sunday afternoon, the Sisters were seldom absent from them.

Anyone who attended these lectures for four or five months 
could not fail to know her religion, he made everything so clear. 
He was a great Theologian. If you were in doubt on any sub
ject, and consulted him, he made the matter so transparent that 
you saw it immediately.

Very few people knew Father McCarthy as he really was. He 
was exceedingly grateful and kind hearted. When he was Chap
lain of Mt. St. Mary’s there was a little girl attending school 
here. She was a boarder and Father noticed she seldom went 
to the parlor, and often looked sad. He spoke to her and found 
out that Sarah had a stepmother, and that the family lived out
side the State. From that time she was never without candy 
on Sunday. Father McCarthy was a great lover of baseball,
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and went regularly to see the game. He got permission, from 
Mother Aquin to take Sarah with him frequently. He showed 
kindness to her in every way he could. The child was not a 
Catholic, but to this day she loves every Catholic and every 
priest for Father’s sake.

We believe the years passed as Chaplain of Mt. St. Mary's 
were the happiest of his life. Father had good health at this 
time. He was in an intellectual atmosphere, and was intensely 
interested in making great Greek and Latin scholars of the Sis
ters. He was not bothered by temporal affairs, his wants were 
all supplied and he could visit his friends, who were numerous. 
Best of all he could argue and joke with Father Smith.

When Bishop Scannell appointed him pastor of Jackson, one 
of the best parishes of the diocese, at that time, Father McCarthy 
appreciated the honor conferred on him, but it was like tearing 
out his heart strings to accept. Father was most affectionate, 
although many did not think so. He revered his old friends, 
and was grateful to them although he seldom expressed it. Now, 
instead of intellectual pursuits, he must apply his mind to the 
affairs of the parish, both temporal and spiritual. He consulted 
many of his friends, before he finally decided to accept, but event
ually he did. Father McCarthy left Omaha to take charge of 
Jackson parish on the 24th of September, 1907.

Early in 1909 Father’s health began to fail, and the Superior, 
Mother Michael, had many letters from him on the subject.

When Father had a very severe attack the assistant priest 
telegraphed for Rev. Mother Michael, and she and another Sister 
left at once for Jackson and remained there eight or ten days 
until Father was up and able to say mass. The attacks were 
frequent and his friends here and in Jackson insisted on him 
coming to Omaha. Father wanted to die at St. Mary's, but 
we really had no fit place, and told him so with much regret. 
Father Smith persuaded him to go to St. Joseph's Hospital, which 
he finally did very reluctantly. Two Sisters from Mt. St. Mary's 
went to see him each day and brought him anything he craved. 
Nothing that he received at St. Joseph's was like what his own
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Sisters brought him. That was what poor Father said and 
thought.

He was not satisfied at St. Joseph's and finally got permission 
from Bishop Scannell to go to St. James’ Orphanage. The day 
he left St. Joseph's to go to the Orphanage, he was like a school 
boy going home for the holidays, he was so glad. He was out 
at St. James’ at 8 A. M. The first Sister he met he said, “Here 
I am, Sister, bag and baggage." The Sisters made him very 
welcome, and had his room fitted up as comfortably as they 
could. Each one went in to see him and told him how glad she 
was to have him at St. James’.

The Maher boys and other dear friends took turns in remain
ing up with him at night. Alas he did not live long. He died 
four days after going to St. James. R. I. P.

The funeral was from the Orphanage. It was largely attend
ed, and his remains were followed to the grave by sincere friends. 
May Jesus have mercy on his soul.

I
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