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Some give by going to the Missions                 Some go by giving to the Missions            Without both there are no Missions
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Special Masses are offered throughout the year for
you and your intentions by our Missionary Priests.
Please pray that God may bless us and our work.

URSULINE (OSU) SISTERS ON MISSION IN ALASKA
A CENTURY OF SERVICE:  1905-2005

      Sister Maria Clarys, O.S.U., spent 13 of her 35 (thus far) years serving the people of Alaska, at St. Mary’s Mission, on the
Andreafsky River.  Glimpsing back upon her time teaching in the mission school, she related the following story, well
known to the students and Religious at the mission.  “One day, in Akulurak, the children departed for an exciting day of berry
picking.  One classmate, a small girl, had been ill and was unable to join her companions.  Instead, she stayed behind, at the Mission,
tucked warmly in her dorm room bed.  The others ran ahead and enjoyed a fine day of scrumptious berry picking and berry eating.
Upon their return, they inquired how their little friend was feeling.  She answered that she felt no better but that “the Little Flower”
had appeared to her and promised to take her home to heaven that very night.  Startled, the children ran and repeated the story to the
Mother Superior.  Sister, though surprised, advised the children that it was nothing to be concerned about, and convinced them the

The first Christmas  at Akulurak,  Alaska,  in 1905, after the arrival of the Ursuline Sisters of the Roman Union, on September 4, 1905.
Pictured here are the first three Ursulines to arrive in Alaska:  Mother Superior Laurentia Walsh (center), and Sisters Mary Claver O’Driscoll
and Dosithée Leygonie.  The man with the beard is Father Anthony M. Keyes, S.J.            --Photo courtesy Jesuit Oregon Province Archives.

Editors Note:  This article is indebted to a considerable extent to writings by Father Louis L. Renner, S.J.



In order to save postage and to use as much of your dollar for the missions as possible, we do not acknowledge all donations.  However, if you wish a receipt or
an acknowledgment of your donation, just let us know.  And again, we who serve here in the Far North want to express to you, our kind benefactors, our very

sincere thanks for all the generous help you have been giving us in our need.  It is you who, through your kind donations and prayers, keep us on the trail, and

on the wing, and so enable us to bring the Mass and the sacraments and the ministries of the Church to our flocks in towns and villages scattered far and wide

throughout this vast 409,849-square-mile missionary diocese.  Where we go, you go; what we do, you do.  God bless us all!

fevered child had just imagined the visit.  After they departed, she
hurried on to the Jesuit Father and revealed the story the children
had recounted of the child’s vision.  The good Father proceeded to
abate Mother Superior’s concern; agreed with the same explanation
that Sister had offered to the children.  That very night the little
girl died peacefully in her sleep.”  It was the Ursuline Sisters
and Jesuit Fathers who first introduced St. Therese of Lisieux,
“the Little Flower,” patroness of the Alaska Mission, to the
Eskimos of western Alaska.

The first members of the Order of St. Ursula to set foot
in what is today the State of Alaska were Mother Laurentia
Walsh (Superior), Sister  Claver O’Driscoll, and Sister

Dosithée Leygonie.  They arrived at Akulurak on September
4, 1905, to staff St. Mary’s mission-orphanage.  They had been
chosen and sent by Rev. Mother Mary Amadeus Dunne,
Provincial Superior of the Northern Province of the United
States, in response to a request for Ursuline Sisters made by
Father Joseph R. Crimont, S.J., Prefect Apostolic of Alaska at
the time.  Under the care of the Ursuline Sisters, working in
conjunction with Jesuit priests and Brothers, the boarding
school, an institution of basic education and practical training,
flourished for close to 50 years.  On August 3, 1951, the whole
Akulurak mission was relocated to the banks of the
Andreafsky River as the “New St. Mary’s.”
     During the 46 years of its existence at Akulurak, St. Mary’s
was staffed by 20 different Ursuline Sisters.  Most of them
served there for many years.  Mother Amadeus herself spent
the year 1911-12 there.  Mother Laurentia, one of the three
original foundresses of that mission and its first Superior,
was in charge for over 30 years.  Sister Mary Claver, too,
served there for many years.  Concerning Mother Laurentia
as Superior, Father John B. Sifton, S.J., wrote from Akulurak,
on June 6, 1927:  “We all admit that she is too much of a
policeman—and yet, stern Mother that she is, she made this
place.”  Mother Laurentia was not one to shrink from getting
her hands dirty.  Wrote Father Joseph F. McElmeel, S.J., about
a year later, after observing life at fish camp:  “The venerable
Mother Laurentia had the sloppiest job of all, washing of the
fish, as the boys piled them into the box.”

On August 16, 1919, five Ursuline Sisters and Brother John F.
Hansen, S.J., arrived at the Pilgrim Hot Springs Mission, Alaska,
to staff a new mission-orphanage necessitated mainly by the  se-
vere influenza epidemic that left behind many orphans on the
Seward Peninsula.            --Alaskan Shepherd Archives.

The Akulurak mission moved on August 3, 1951, to a new site on the
banks of the Andreafsky River.  Staffed by both Jesuits and Ursulines,
the mission flourished until its closure in 1987.  Shown above, Mother
Antoinette Johnson, and Eskimo students of St. Mary’s Mission.

             --Jesuit Oregon Province Archives.
The photo at left shows the Ursuline Community in 1959, at St. Mary’s
Mission, on the Andreafsky.  From left to right:  Sister Thecla
Battiston, Mother Antoinette Johnson, Sister Mathia Joore, Sister
Wivina Severins, Sister Lucy Daly, Sister Scholastica Lohagen, Mother
Elizabeth Marie Charvet, Mother Marietta Devine, and Mother John
Frances Mullaney.                 --Alaskan Shepherd Archives.
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1.) Sister Thecla Battiston spent 60 years serving Alaskans.  Fathers George S.
Endal, S.J., and  David A. Melbourne tied her for number of years of ministry in
Alaska.  No one surpassed the three.  2.) Sister Scholastica Lohagen arrived at
Akulurak in 1934.  After 51 years of service in Alaska, she died at St. Mary’s
Mission, Andreafsky, in 1985.  She lies buried in the cemetery there.  Sister Irene
Arvin lies buried at the Pilgrim Hot Springs Mission.  They are the only two
Ursulines buried in Alaska.  3.) Mother Antoinette Johnson, long-time Superior
in Alaska.  4.) Sisters Marion McCrickard and Lucy Daly.  Sister Lucy first ar-
rived in Alaska in 1939, at Pilgrim Hot Springs. Sister Marion arrived at St.
Mary’s Mission,  Andreafsky,  in 1970.  5.)  Ursuline Sisters from St. Mary’s Mis-
sion boat to their picnic destination, in 1923.  6.) Sister Wivina Severins on a
berry picking outing with Eskimo children from Akulurak. 7.) Sisters Maria Clarys
and Monique Vaernewyck--both from Belgium--arrived at St. Mary’s Mission in
1968 and 1969 respectively.  They are two of only four remaining Ursuline Sisters
still serving in Alaska as of 2005.   8.) Sister Sally Ann Nash served in Alaska
from 1971 to 1976 in 14 different coastal villages.   9.) In 1979, Bishop Robert
Whelan,S.J.,  bestows on Sister Thecla Battiston and Sister Scholastica Lohagen
Pope John Paul II’s award of the Holy Cross, and on Sister Lucy Daly his Apos-
tolic Papal Blessing.

In 1535, Angela Merici
gathered a group of
young women and
began the Company of
St. Ursula--what would
become the Institute of
Saint Ursula (the
Ursuline Sisters)--in
Desenzano and Brescia,
Italy.  Angela Merici
died on January 27,
1540, and was
canonized a saint of the
Church in 1807. Today,
there are thousands of
women across the world
who pattern their lives
on this noble woman.
The Church celebrates
the feast day of St.
Angela Merici on
January 27th.
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A sculpture of St. Angela Merici.



TO:  CATHOLIC BISHOP OF NORTHERN ALASKA
1312 Peger Road
Fairbanks, Alaska  99709-5199

Please remember the following petitions during the Novena of Grace Masses:

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

NOVENA OF GRACE
Each year during the month of March, a Novena of Masses is offered for you, our benefactors, and for

your petitions.
The Novena of Grace is so called because countless people have had their prayers answered by God

through the intercession of St. Francis Xavier, the Jesuit Apostle to the Orient in the sixteenth century and the
patron of worldwide missions.

We invite you to send us your petitions.  Both you and your needs will be remembered on each of the
nine days of the Novena when Mass is offered for you.  The Fathers on the missions also will remember you
and your intentions in their Masses and prayers.

We invite all of you to join us in this Novena of Grace by reciting--from the 4th of March to the 12th
inclusive--the following prayers.

O most amiable and loving St. Francis Xavier, in union with
you I adore the Divine Majesty.  While joyfully giving thanks to God
for the great graces which He conferred upon you in life and for the
great glory with which He has gifted you in heaven, I come to you
with heartfelt love, begging you to secure for me, by your powerful
intercession, the inestimable blessings of living and dying in the state
of grace.  I also beseech you to obtain for me the favors I ask in this
Novena  _______________________________________.

But if what I ask is not for the Glory of God, or for the good of
my soul, do you obtain for me what is most conducive to both.  Amen.

Our Father; Hail Mary;  Glory be to the Father.
V.  Pray for us, St. Francis Xavier,

R.  That we may be made worthy of the promises of Christ.

Let us pray:  O God, you chose to bring into your Church peoples
of the Orient through the preaching and miracles of St. Francis
Xavier, mercifully grant us that we may imitate his virtues, whose
glorious merits we hold in veneration.

We ask this through  Jesus Christ Our Lord.  Amen.



almost crowded out by the children, keep on valiantly day
after day, though sorely tried.”  By 1941, the buildings at “the
Springs” were in very poor repair.  Furthermore, firewood in
the area had become scarce.  Most important of all, however,
there were no longer enough orphans to justify the
considerable expense of keeping the mission open.  It was
closed on July 31, 1941, by Father Edmund A. Anable, S.J.
     As stated earlier, the Akulurak mission was moved on
August 3, 1951, to its new site on the banks of the Andreafsky
River.  There the mission, still staffed by Ursuline Sisters, Jesuit
priests and Brothers, Ursuline Lay Apostles, and, in its latter
years, also by members of the Jesuit Volunteer Corps, continued
to flourish.  Although the mission at its new site was in no
sense a new Ursuline foundation, six Sisters are credited as
being its foundresses:  Mother Antoinette Johnson (Superior),
and Sisters John Frances Mullaney, Athanasius Stevens, Lucy
Daly, Thecla Battiston, and Wivina Severins.
     During the 36 years of its existence as a boarding school,
from 1951-87, the new St. Mary’s was to see the service of over
30 different Ursuline Sisters.  One of them, Sister Thecla
Battiston, spent 28 years there.  Those years, plus her years at
Akulurak and at Pilgrim Springs, gave her a total of 60 years
in Alaska, an Alaskan tenure longer than that of any other
Ursuline.  Sister Scholastica Lohagen, with 51 years, was the
runner-up.
     The new St. Mary’s school was, in large part, the creation of
the Ursulines. For many of them, the school was the whole of
their lives.  At the new St. Mary’s, the Sisters soon started, and,
in large part, staffed, a high school.  By 1974, only the four-
year high school remained.  Gradually this was staffed more
and more by non-Ursulines, but they were said to be the
“stabilizing influence” that held the school together.  The school
thrived.  In 1980, Bishop Robert L. Whelan, S.J., could write:
“Throughout the years, St. Mary’s students have proved to be
a credit to the Church and their school.  St. Mary’s is a very
special kind of school.”  Nevertheless, on January 27, 1987,
Michael J. Kaniecki, S.J., successor to Bishop Whelan,
announced that St. Mary’s High School would close at the end
of the 1986-87 school year.  While acknowledging that St.
Mary’s had “a glorious record and a history to be proud of,”
he was persuaded that the findings of a special task force gave
him no choice but to close the school.  Among the compelling
findings mentioned was that of “severely declining
enrollments.”  This situation was brought about mainly by the
settlement, in 1976, of the Molly Hootch case with the
enactment of a law that mandated that the State of Alaska erect
high schools in Alaska’s rural villages.
     Dr. Judith Kleinfeld, a professor at the University of Alaska-
Fairbanks, who did an in-depth study of St. Mary’s Mission
High School, equated its closing to “the passing of a very bright
era.”  The school’s closing caused its last principal, Ursuline
Sister Angie Pratt, genuine pain.  Even though she supported
the decision to close it, she found the closure “an emotional
heartbreak.”
     In addition to the major and long-lasting Ursuline
foundations mentioned so far, there were also some of lesser
significance and of shorter duration.
     In the early 1940s, Father John P. Fox, S.J., requested the help
of two Ursuline Sisters to help him at Hooper Bay with the
training of the Sisters of Our Lady of the Snows, a Native
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     The second Ursuline mission in Alaska was established at
St. Michael, on September 26, 1908, when Mother Amadeus,
along with Sisters Bartholomew Harrison, Marguerite
McMorrough,  and de Merici  Sheble landed there.  The
mission, a very modest establishment indeed, was named “St.
Ursula’s-by-the-Sea.”  For ten years, until it burned to the
ground on December 9, 1918, it served the Ursulines as a base
for teaching and for ministering to the sick.
     While Mother Amadeus was spending the winter 1911-12
at Akulurak, she received word from Father Crimont that she
was to go, as soon as possible, to found a house in Valdez.
Routed by way of Seattle, she arrived in Valdez on July 22,
1912.  She found, to her pleasant surprise, a two-story frame
convent, housing Mother Mary of the Angels Carroll, Sister
Helen, and two postulants, who had arrived on April 16th.
The opening of the Valdez novitiate was the realization of what
had been one of Mother Amadeus’ long-cherished dreams.

During their seven years in Valdez, the Ursulines, in keeping
with their traditions, again taught school and cared for the
sick.  It must be recorded that, all in all, their Valdez venture
was not a success.  Various misunderstandings soon began to
arise between the pastor of Valdez, Father John B. Van der Pol,
S.J., and the Sisters, between the Sisters and the townspeople,
and between the parents of the students and the Sisters.  At
root of the misunderstandings:  the Sisters were just not what
the people had expected.  They were “just not like other
Sisters.”  Their semi-cloistered life was not well understood
by the people of Valdez.  The Sisters left Valdez in 1919, the
year of the death of Mother Amadeus Dunne, in Seattle, on
November 10th.
     In October 1917, the Pilgrim Hot Springs ranch on the
Pilgrim River, some 60 miles north of Nome, became the
property of the Nome parish.  Intentions were to convert it
into a mission center with a boarding school and orphanage.
Little did anyone at the time realize that just one year later
there would be, owing to the great influenza epidemic of 1918,
orphans in abundance.  The first of many sick and orphaned
began to arrive at the improvised mission hospital and
orphanage in the late fall of 1918.  The need for adequate
personnel to care for them, and for the many more soon to
come, was quite desperate.  Throughout the first eight months
of 1919, orphans kept arriving at the Pilgrim Hot Springs
Mission.  For August 16th of that year, the mission diary
marked “a notable event, the arrival, namely, of 5 Ursuline
Nuns, who came to look after the little orphans.”  Ursuline
records credit only three as being foundresses:  Mother Holy
Name Besse, Mother Theresa of St. Joseph Rosenberg, and
Sister Catherine Finnegan.
     During the 22 years that the Pilgrim Hot Springs Mission
was open, about 20 different Ursuline Sisters came and went.
Two Sisters are especially notable.  Sister Thecla Battiston was
there the whole time the Ursulines were at the mission, from
1919 to 1941.  Sister Irene Arvin is one of only two Ursuline
Sisters to die and be buried in Alaska.  She died at the mission
on July 25, 1934, and lies buried in the cemetery there.  Sister
Scholastica Lohagen died at St. Mary’s Mission,  on April 29,
1985, and lies buried in that mission’s cemetery.
     On March 4, 1939, Father McElmeel wrote in a letter:  “Father
E. Cunningham at Pilgrim Springs is struggling along with
totally unfit buildings and equipment.  The devoted Ursulines,
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Sisterhood he had founded in 1932.  Mother Mary of the
Blessed Sacrament Hardegon and Sister Scholastica Lohagen,
both at Akulurak then, were sent and remained at Hooper Bay
from  1942 to September 15, 1945.
     From June 1971 to August 1972, Sister Sally Ann Nash served
in Delta Junction and in Tok.  In 1973, making Holy Cross her
headquarters, she served in 14 different coastal villages.  From
November 1973 to June 1976, she resided at Toksook Bay, and
served the Nelson Island area villages.  In all cases, Religious
Education was her ministry.
     On August 5, 1968, Sister Maria Clarys arrived at St. Mary’s
Mission.  She was followed a year later by Sister Monique
Vaernewyck, who arrived on May 3, 1969.  Both came from
Belgium and both taught in the mission grade and high schools
until 1983.  That year they left St. Mary’s to take on a new
ministry in Tanana, “a ministry of presence”—but a ministry
of much more.  Soon after their arrival in September, each was
accepted by the Tanana people as one of them.  In the course
of their 13 years in Tanana, the Sisters were also at times
appointed as pastoral and parish administrators.  They held
adult Religion classes.  Given their artistic talents, they had an
organized sewing and crafts club that met one evening weekly.
Every day of the week, they taught C.C.D. classes for all ages.
They showed parishioners how to instruct their children in
the Faith, to become readers and Eucharistic ministers, and to
lead Communion Services.  They started a parish council and
they instructed the parents of children who were to receive
the Sacraments of Baptism, First Communion, Confirmation,
and Reconciliation.  They prepared adults for marriage.  All
the while, they were maintaining the buildings and grounds,
and raising money to help cover parish expenses.
     On June 30, 1996, Sisters Maria and Monique moved from
Tanana to Fairbanks.  Their leaving Tanana was a blow to the
people.  They had come to be regarded as “really everybody’s
friends,” in the words of one Tanana woman.  Father Joseph E.
Laudwein, S.J., visiting priest to Tanana for two of the years
the Sisters were there, said of them, “They’ve been a marvelous
presence for the people there, assisting them in counseling
situations and helping them to come together to discuss their
faith and live their faith.”

After a sabbatical leave of a year, the Sisters, beginning
in October 1997, undertook ministry in Fairbanks, mainly to
Alaskan Native people and to the incarcerated.
     About this same time, after teaching at St. Mary’s High
School and serving in the St. Mary’s parish, Sister Josephine
Aloralrea, the Order’s only Eskimo Sister, undertook parish
ministry as an administrator, in the Juneau diocese, principally
at Yakutat.  Along with her, also serving in the Juneau diocese,
at Skagway, was Sister Jelaine (Jill) Jaeb.   During the 1990s,
Sisters Lorene Griffin and Angie Pratt served in the Anchorage
archdiocese in social ministries.  Sister Lorene still serves in
the archdiocese and Sister Josephine in the Juneau diocese.
     When, in 1910, Mother Amadeus Dunne first came to
Alaska, she had the sincere hope of establishing a mission on
King Island in Bering Strait, with herself going there to do so.

When she learned that no priest would be available to go there
to offer daily Mass, she gave up that hope.  Eighty years later,
however, an Ursuline Sister was to set foot, not on King Island,
but on neighboring Little Diomede Island.  It was Sister Cecilia
Huber, who—after teaching at St. Mary’s High School during
the last years of its operation, and while serving in Nome as
Pastoral Minister from 1989-91—made several trips there.

Sisters Monique and Maria remember a story about St.
Marys Mission and of their dear community of sisters; among
them Sister Wivina Severins.  She worked in the kitchen at St.
Mary’s.  Upon their arrival in St. Mary’s, the Sisters told them
that Sister Wivina had prayed to be sent two postulants.  And
here they were.  During the fire that consumed an entire wing
of the Mission, Sister Wivina kept on preparing the meal even
after being urged to leave by the Jesuit Fathers.  At one point,
she left her kitchen just long enough to bring the Blessed
Sacrament to safety.  When she was told she must now leave
or the fire may harm her, she answered quite calmly, “Our Lady
will save the Mission, but soon everyone will be hungry and I
will have the meal ready.”  The wind changed direction; the
mission was saved—and Sister Wivina did have the meal ready.

As of the year 2005, the Sisters of St. Ursula have
rendered a century of dedicated, often heroic, service to the
peoples of Alaska. On Friday, April 29th, 2005, at 6:00 PM, there
will be a potluck dinner and reception in St. Patrick’s Church
Hall, Anchorage, for former Ursuline students and associates.
On Saturday, April 30th, at 11:00 AM, the Ursuline Sisters of the
Western Province of the United States will gratefully
commemorate those 100 years of service—likewise in St.
Patrick’s Church— during a Celebration of the Eucharist. In
Sacred Heart Cathedral, Fairbanks, on Sunday, September 4th—
the actual day on which the Ursuline Sisters arrived at
Akulurak, Alaska, exactly 100 years earlier—at 11:30 AM, a
Mass of Thanksgiving will be celebrated. This will be followed
by a reception in Sacred Heart Cathedral Hall.

--Patty Walter

Ursuline Sisters gather at St. Mary’s Mission in 1970 for a photo.

They are wearing beautifully detailed parkas, handmade by the

Eskimo people and by the Ursuline Sisters.

--Courtesy of Sisters Maria Clarys and Monique Vaernewyck.

Again we assure you that we never, under any circumstances,
sell, exchange, or give out the names of our benefactors.

This has been and continues to be our sacred pledge.


