The Benedictines
at White Earth
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ALMOST EVERY major conflict between Indians and
white people in Ainerican histary occurred over land —
and who sheuld possess it. To Indian people, land which
was held in common ownership was synonymous with
evistence: a source of subsistence, shelter, food, and
beauty. Just as important, land symbolized "2 sacred
relationship between man and his universe.” Europeans
also saw land as a source of subsistence. but under indi-
vidugl ownership and as a resource to be exploited Such
differing attitudes provided a trigger Tor continuing
conflict, '

Svstematic remeoval of American Indians from their
ancestral lands began in earnest after the War of 1812
with an “aggressive government policy that was de-
signed to solve guickly the problem of extinguwishing
Tndian title to all land east af the Mississippi River,”
President Andrew Jackson signed into law on May 24,
1830, a removal bill that forced tens of thousands of
Incians in the south and southeastern United States to
move west to lands remote and strange to them.*

Curingthe 18408 and 1830 removal was slowed and
in some instances suspended, as sectional strife between
North and South increased, culininating in the Civil
YWar By and large, the Indian “problem” was put on the
back burner during this time, returning b the (oretiont
only alter 1865, when the federal government foreed
omte reservations those Indian tribes not vet “removed .
Thizs was done for & number of reasons, among them fo
protect Indians from depredations of white people. but
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more important. o open op vast racts of farmer lu-
dian-held Yand to white settlers. By the 1870s almost all
Indian trikes were penned in on reservations,®

[ Minnesota both Dakota and Ojibway peoples had
been forced to cede large areas stacbing in the 1830s,
though small parcels had been sold a5 early as 1803, In
1830, however. “the Ojfbway still cantrolled most of the
forested nortlern third of the state, and the Dakots e
mained in possession ol the prairie southern seetion.” In
the 18505 the drive to place those tribes on reservations
began: it confimued indo the mid-1870:. The Dakota re-
|.11:|qm£|'|t'{_'i most of their land in treaties si.gned at
Traverse des Sioux and Mendota in 1851, Vartous Ojib
way bands ceded much territory between 1854 and
1967, as the United States government attempted fo
copsolidate al) of the bands on a few large reservations.
[ the latter year, “leaders of Mississippi bands agreed 1o
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occupy jointly a large block of land located in Becker,
Mahnomen, and Clearwater counties and known as the
White Earth Reservation.”

An exact count of Minnesota Ojibway in the 1860s is
not available, though an 1855 source reported 5,000
Ojibway in the state during the 1850s, and other sources
listed 7,566 in 1866. The federal census of 15866 counted
2,166 Qjibway in the Mississippi bands, not all of whom
were willing to go to White Earth. "Most of the Pembi-
na, Otter Tail Pillager, and Mille Lacs hands resisted
relocation,” but the government forced some of them
onto the reservation in 1873, and all Qjibway were on
reservations two years later.®

THE IMPETUS that carried the Ojibway and other In-
dians onto reservations pushed far beyond the relatively
simple process of maving groups of people from their
homes to a new and strictly delimited piece of land. The
American government and concerned sectors of white
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THE LAKE-studded area of the White Earth Reservation
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society wished to remake [ndian people in their own
image.

The federal government, aided by church-sponsored
wmissionaries, marched steadily toward its goal of assimi-
lation for Indians. The drive was particularly strong
between the 1880s and the 1930s. propelled by the
thinking of such wen as Captain Richard H. Pratt of
Pennsylvania’s Carlisle Indian School and Thomas J.
Morgan, commissioner of Indian Affairs from 1589 to
1893. Their aim was the detribalization, individualiza-
tion. and “Americanization” of the American indian.®

Pratt’s school at Carlisle, which opened in 1879, rev-
olutionized public opinion by demonstrating the adapt-
ability of the [ndian race and by picturing assimilation
as both desirable and possible. An 1892 book of rules for
Indian schools summarized the federal government's
methods of educating Indians duving Morgan’s tenure:
“the training of the hand in useful industries, the de-
velopment of the mind in independent and self-directing
power of thought; the impartation of useful practical
knowledge: the culture of the moral nature, and the
formation of character. . . intelligence, industry, moral-
ity, manhood, and womanhood are the ends arrived at.”

Although most cultures, including the Ojibwav. pro-
vide their voung people with precisely that type of train-
ing, the whites in charge of Indian affairs at the time
were not proceeding on that assumption. Whether or
not they acknowledged the existence of an Ojibway cul-
ture, they set about systematically to replace traditiona)
ways with European-American values and life styles. In
order to understand one of the ways in which this trans-
formation took place on the White Earth Reservation,
through the offices of a Roman Catholic mission and
school, a brief examination of Qjibway culture as it had
evolved up to reservation time seems appropriate.

ANTHROPOLOGIST A. Irving Hallowell summarized
the Ojibway world view as a unified one, perceiving no
dichotomy between natural and supernatural. The coun-
cept of "person” transcends human appearance. There is
belief in metamorphosis — the possibility of change in
outward appearance which, in turn, colors attitudes to-
ward individuals. The Ojibway thus cavtion against judg-
ing mainly by appearances; “{t mukes them cautious and
suspicious in interpersonal relations of all kinds.”*
Since all ereation is one, the Ojibway try to commu-
nicate with all of life. The main doovwvay ta this com-
munication is through dreams, an ability cultivated from
earliest childhood. Parents admonished children to "try
to dream and remember what yvou dream’” in order to
prepare the child for vision-pursuit at puberty. Another
student of the Ojibway explained that “Ojibwa tradition
created its intensest veligious expression through this
pursuit of a private guardian spirit who revealed (or
yielded) himself in “dreams’ or visions.  In the 1930s.”
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she maintained, “the visionary guardian was still sought
and made to manifest himsell among the Ojibwa I knew,
against the heavy pressures of Christian society and
civilization. "

At the approach of puberty, the individual male
would seek a vision to assore him of the guardianship of a
good spirit. By means of an extended fast, the boy would
prepare himsell for this vision. Oune anthropologist
underlined “the value of this vision experience at a time
when a bov's character was being formed. The lack of it
in boarding schools.” she wrote, “seems to me to have
been one cause of Indian demoralization.” Nor was this
experience the only important one denied to an Indian
torn from his or her family as a child or an adolescent. As
significant was the lack of opportunity to learn the
legends and history of the tribe and the clan.®

Through stories firmly rooted in tribal identity, the
Ojibway expressed social and religious beliefs. teaching
the oneness of life and the importance of goodness.
though not necessarily exclusive of mischief. such as in
the tales of Nanabozho, a great manitor who combined
in himself mortality and divinity. Grandparents were the
usual transmitters of such tales. which, taken together.
give an Ojibway view of the world.'® Ignorant of this
world view, missionaries — even the more tolerant
ones — failed to perceive the depth of spirituality in
Ojibway beliefs.

There has always been a veneration of a ruling spirit
pervading all of life, albeit accompanied by a multiplicity
of lesser spirits. A [9th-century Ojibway author referred
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OJIBWAY residents of White Earth near St. Benedict's
mission church and rectory about 1585

to this Great Spirit as Ke-che-man-e-do and described
the respect accorded “his name in their Me-da-we
and other religious rites an address to him, howev-
er trivial, is alwavs accompanied with a sacrifice of tobac-
co or some other article deemed precious by the Indian.
They never use his name in vain, and there is no word in
their language . . equivalent to the many words used
in profane swearing by their more enlightened white
brethren,” '

Along with their belief in and reverence toward a
Great Spirit and intermediarv divinities. the Ojibway
had an elaborate cosmology that gave them a sense of
sacred space rather than merelv physical dimensions.
Cosmic time, set not by clocks but by periods of impor-
tant events, was the rule. This disregard of chronological
time was a source ol irritation to white people — mis-
sionaries included. '

“The central goal of life for the Ojibwa,” wrote one
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2Carl F. Starkloff. The People of the Center: American
Indian Religion and Christianity, 102 (New York, 1974). See
atso Underhill, in North American Indians, 101.



scholar, "is expressed by the term pimadiziwin, life in
the fullest sense, life in the sense of longevity, health
and freedam fromn misfortune.” However, “this goal can-
not be achieved without the effective help and coopera-
tion of both human and other-than-human “‘persons, as
well as by one’s own personal efforts.” 2

Shamans and medicine men were empowered to and
in achieving contact with these other-than-human per-
sons, The Midéwiwin, or Grand Medicine Lodge, was
an academy of shamans that exi}st&d to move the society
toward the central goal of pimaddziwin. 1l thereby also
became a controlling force over tribal sacial organiza-
tion, although shamans practiced rheir skills outside the
Midéwiwin as well as within it. The whole of Ojilbway
religion is much more than any of its parts, yet the Midé-
wiwin musl be given a primacy of sorts for its pervasive
reach. And for white people, it was perhaps the most
salient feature of Ojilway religion. Tt was certainly so for
the missionaries at White Earth. !4

One avid student of Ojibway customs at the turn af
this century described the Grand Medicine Lodge in
positive terms. "The ethics of the Midewiwin are simple
but sound. They teach that rectitude of conduct pro-
duces length of life, and that evil inevitably reacts on the
offender.” Missionanes, including those at White Earth,
were most vehement opponents of the Midéwiwin, call-
ing it devilish. To them the Indian rites and correspond-
ing dances were pagan and had to be stopped. One
priest described requiring baptismal candidates to turm
over their medicine bags to him: another time he burned
almost a wagonful of such “heathen” items. Converts to
Catholicism who went back to these Indian dances or to
the medicine man were refused the sacraments.'®
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"Burch may have been exaggerating the beauty of the
reservation, the better to condemn the stvipping of its forests
by timber companies against which he was testifying, Beport

. of the Investigation of the White Earth Reservation,
1911-12, p. 8, in 62 Congress, 3 session, Howse of Represcnta-
tives Calendar, no, 357 (Washington, D C. | 1913),

The government also frowned on the Midéwiwin
but took no formal action to suppress it until the 1520s.
At the prodding of missivnaries and of the Indian
Rights Association of Philadelphia, Charles H. Burke,
commissioner of Indian Affairs from 1921 to 1929, “in-
structed his supernntendents to limit the duration of
Indian dances and to put a halt to certain ‘degrading
ceremonials.”” In a 1923 order, Burke “forbade persons
under the age of fifty to attend these dances,” but as
early as the 18905 anthropologists had noticed that few
shamans were attaining the highest degrees of the Midé-
wiwin, “partly also because the missionaries, and in
manv instances the Indian agents, have done their
utmost to suppress the ceremonies.” regarding them as a
“direct opposition and hindrance to progress in Chris-
tianizing influences.”'®

During the presidency of Ulysses S. Grant. a peace
policy was promulgated to foster the “civilization™ and
Christianization — often seen as synonymous — of the
Indians. One historian has described its aims as follows:
“place the Indians on reservations” where they could be
untainted by frontier settlements and “tavght the arts of
agrivulture and other pursuits of civilization: punish

outrages, abolish “native hahits and practices: pro-
cure competent, upnght, faithful, moral, and religious’
agents: provide churches and schoals [ta] lead the Indi-
ans to understand and appreciate Christian civiliza-
tion and . he prepared to [take on rights and]
duties of citizenship.” The Quakers were the first
religious society to accept charge of a reservation under
Grant's peace policy, but they were soon followed by
others — principal among them Roman Catholics and
Epism!palians. both of whom had missions at White
Earth.'*

A 1911 description of the White Earth Reservation by
United States Attorney Marsden C. Burch is effusive in
its praise. T have traveled over it only in part,” he
noted, but "1 have never seen a more beautiful stretch of
territory. - It contained lakes and streams, prairies
and forests, timber enough of white pine to build
all the elegant buildings that might have been needed
for centuries to come.” He spoke of "marshes and lakes
wherein they [the Ojibway| could fish. and hunt
and gather wild rice for their sustenance: and the richest
of praine lands imaginable, high, rolling, healthy — ev-
erything that could be desived for the last stand of a great
race.” Burch’s pacan to White Earth's beauty seeins an
instance of romanticizing. Deseriptions by 19th-century
observers — Indian and white people — agreed there
were magnificent woods and plentiful water, but they
also noted that the soil was poor for agriculture. The land
then. as it is now, was hilly and rocky in many parts with
a powdery soil in seme places.'®

Whatever the good and bad points of the reservation,
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THE VILLAGE of Whire Earth on l:_..lli'.l::lpl‘z.{'-ﬂ Lake aboit 19I5

the Ojibway people who moved there tried to cary on
their lives as they had done before, but they were [piled
to some extent by government and church inissionary
policies. The stary of one mission 1o White Eurth, that al
the Roman Catholic Benedictines, is an example ol how
and why Ojibway life changed on the reservation

At that reservation, competition between Cathaolies
and Protestants for contral of the federal ngency wus
fierce. Despite early mission work there by the Epis.
copalian convert, John Johnson Enmegahbowh, the
Congregationalists recenved formal control of the agency

ENMEGAHBCIWH. {'-.'Irr.rlrr.:.uf TR T ] pJIIl.!l.lJ_{r':lilU”r'ﬂl

about 1872, probably ur White Earth

162 Minnesota Mistory

trom the lederal government in 1870, they in turmn gave it
over to the Episcopalians in 1874 in exchange for an
agency in Dakota Territory. Under the leadership of
Bishop Henry Whipple, the Episcopalians selected civil
service and churel employees for the reservation. The
hishop, who called for @ nationwide end 1o political pa-
tronage 1n the |‘|L||'1||1:[ of Indian agenis citing the need
for generous, God-fearing men, could not have :—:pﬂ-ted
the furor that would break out between an Episcopal
agent andd a Catholic priesi st White Earth."™

Father Ignatius Tomazin, a Catholic priest who ar-
rived at White Earth in 1873, clashed repeatedly with
government dgen! Lewiy Stowe, an Episcopalian,
accusing him of prejudice against Catholic Indians
Agent Stowe was no laggard at enticism himself. In a
letter to the commissioner of Indian Affairs, he wrote:
Ignatius Tomuzin preaches to the people who are
naturally superstitious that their children will surely go
to kell if they attend the [government] schoal His
purpose seems to be lo keep up an excitément amang
the Indinns all the time "

Whatever the merits of each man's case, the discord
on Lthe reservalion was |1e:1_'1_|r'|'|||:'||'-._'| too great ko e i.gnurr{l
in "-‘l.'_q';|||||ﬁ_hlll D.C., either at the federal Bureau of
Indian AfEvirs or at its Catholic counterpart, the Bureaw ol
Catholic Indian Missions (BCIM). Both men were re-
moved by theiwr superiors — +'|-|.-_-,u_g'|1 Tomazin s 11..'5|'|np.

'i”l‘hf'\ E. Fritz. The Movesnent fur Teielitn A refruilalion
1 860- 1550, B6=102 {Philadelphia, 1963}

T oniazin o Schure. October 13, 1877, Stowe to Hon
I G Smith. March &, I877. Buredu of Catholic Indian Missions
Papers. University of Marguetie Archives, Milwaokee



convinced of his innocence, fretted at having ta find a
replacement for him because he spoke Ojibway fluently
White Earth was visited only intermittently by itinerant
priests until the Benedictines arrived in 1878 to set up a
mission and school.*!

The honor of opening the first school at White Earth
goes lo neither Episcopalian nor Catholic. That claim
belongs to Julia Spears, previously a government day-
school teacher at Crow Wing in 1867 and 1868. After
moving to White Earth in the fall of 1870, she opened the
first school on the reservation, enrolling some 40 stu-
dents. In 1871 an industrial boarding school established

TEACHER Julia A. Spears (in hat), sister of Ojibway
historian William W Warren, posed with members of
her family about 1905. Another brother, Trumean A,
Warren, organized the early removal of Qjibway people
to the White Earth Reservation.

' White Earth Mission Papers, St. John's Abbey Archives.
Collegeville.

ZTulia Spears, "History of White Earth.” in Gerald R.
Vizenor, ed., Escorts to White Earth, 15658-196S: 100 Year
Reservation, 150 (Minneapolis, 1968).

P Here and below. sce Colman ]. Bamy. Worship and
Work, 30, 44. 126, 136 (Collegeville, 1956).

™ Here and below. see Sister M. Grace McDonald, With
Lamps Burning, 22, 59, 232 (St. Joseph, 1957).

by the govermment enrolled 50 pupils. half givls and half
bovs. Two vears later. Mrs. Spears wrote, an industrial
hall was built. “where the Indian women were tanght
housework, including cooking. sewing. knitting, carpet-
weaving, ete. Miss Hattie Cook. niece of E. P. Swith.
the agent, was the matron in charge.” The domestic arts
would be a major focus in the curriculum of the later
Benedictine mission school as well

IN THE SPRING ol 1856. five Benedictine monks ar-
rived in Minnesota. They lived in St. Cloud until 1564,
Then. seeking space for an expansion of their monastery
and school (later St. John's). the monks moved to a
location near the present Collegeville station and by
1866 were settled on the shores of Lake Sagatagan.®

Then-Abbot Rupert Seidenbusch ruled St. John's
Abbey from 1866 to 1875, remaining attentive all the
while to the needs of the growing parishes in the area. In
1875. he was named Vicar-Apostolic of the newly created
Vicariate of Northern Minnesota. The new bishop was
charged with taking the gospel to the large Indian
population. barely reached by the heroic and far-flung
efforts of Father Francis Pierz and a handfu) of associ-
ates. Abbot Alexius Edelbrock, successor to Seiden-
busch at St. John's, responded to the bishop's appeal for
mission help. Along with Mother Aloysia Bath. superior
at St. Benedict’s Convent in St. Joseph, he agreed to
stafl a mission on the White Earth Reservation.

The Benedictine Sisters had arrived in Minnesota in
June, 1857, settling in St. Cloud for the first six years. In
1862 they began a parish school in St. Joseph and in
November the next year moved their convent to the
village. The 1870s saw St. Benedict's Convent, like its
counterpart at St. John's. expanding in membership and
holdings of land and buildings. Bv 1878 Mother Alovsia
was able to co-operate with the Abbey in sending mis-
sionaries to the White Earth Reservation.**

Three Benedictines — Father Aloysius Hermanutz.
Sister Philomene Ketten, and Sister Lioba Braun — ar-
rived at White Earth on November 5, 1878, Leginning
what would be 50 years apiece of missionary labor among
the Qjibway. They came with much good will and zeal
but little tramning for their long vears ol service. Like
many missionaries after them, thev would learn much
simply by living among the Indians.

Father Aloysius was born in Wuerttemberg, Ger-
mauny, on June 10, 1853. An 1896 passport described him
as "5 feet. 10 inches: a high forehead. gray eyes. straight
nose, medium mouth, normal chin, dark hair, dark com-
plexion — a ‘regular face. ™ The priest’s eves were weak,
the result of a childhood accident that left him nearly
blind. one associate recalled: in old age he was vnable to
read at all and had to say Mass from memory. She also
described his character, writing, "I never met a more
kind and generous person — alwavs had something good

Winter 1982 163



to say about people, especially his Indians. . He was
highlv respected by government officials.” she con-
tinved. “as well as the poor on the reservation. He
had a fine sense of humor and could laugh at his own
limitations.” Father Alovsius was also an accomplished
musician, and he spent many evenings playing classical
and folk music on the organ in the parish house.®
Sister Philomene. born in Luxembourg in 1855,
moved with her family to America two vears later. She
made perpetual vows at the age of 19 and was sent to
Rich Prairie (now Pierz) where she worked with Father
Pierz for three vears. From there, she went to Mijn-
neapolis and Shakopee until her appointment to White
Eartlv. Called the “"Baby Sister” by the Indians. Sister
Philomene was 5 feet. 2 inches tall and weizhed about
120 pounds. She had a round. chevubic face with dark
skin and “dancing black eves.” A simple, childlike per-
san. Sister Philomene was probably the miost courageous
of the three. A later White Earth missionary wrote of her
and her associates: "In the ecarly days of their mission
Sister Lioba was often ready to give up. looking for ex-
cuses to leave the place. Even Father couldn't see his
way through the early hardships. At such times little
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SISTERS Lioba Braun
(left) and Philomene Ketten
with a student in the 18805,
Father Aloysius Hermanutz
in 1895.

Philomene found a solution — a way of overcoming dif-
ficulties and held the three together. 1 doubt if the Mis-
sion would have survived without her.”

Of the three. Sister Philomene and Father Aloysius
were volunteers; Sister Lioba not only had not velun-
teered but had expressed fear of the Indians, a fear
which left her gradually during her first vear at White
Earth. Born in Wilmore, Pennsylvania, in 1853, Sister
Lioba was professed early in 1873: she taught in St
Cloud between 1875 and 1878 and from there moved to
White Earth. The Ojibway called her the “Tall Sister” in
contrast to Sister Philomene — a reference to their 2%%-
inch height difference.

Sister Lioba was a superh business manager and took
charge of the mission funds. Because of his poor sight,
Father Alovsius relied heavily on her for all financial
transactions. And her courage becane every bit as no-
table as her business acumen. “She was fearless in [the]

¥ Here and three paragraphs below, see White Earth Mis-
sion Papers, St. John's Abbev Archives; Sister Mary Degel to
author, April 26, 1980, and other material in White Earth
Mission Papers. St. Benedict's Convent Archives, St. Joseph.



face of danger,” wrole a colleagne. 1 saw her standing
with unflinching eve: before an Indian almost twice le
gsize amd who had rased his arm 1o strike her. She said
-||.'\.[||_|||E hul stared at him |_|||1'|| h-r;- lj}we;&d '|:'||‘. anim ,lul,|
walked away

Accompanied by their superiars. the abbat and the
prioress, and veteran missionary Father Joseph Buh
the three arrived in White Earth on a cold, wintry dav
The sight that greeted them on that November afternoon
must have been enough to dannt even a hadened
pioneer. The convent historian described the scene: “the
party came in gight of the mission and started making the
long climb up the road leading to the summit of the hill
on which the mission buildings stood O e
very sumimit,” she wrote, “was the gravevard, down
from it an the sloping side was the log church, the
houwse, sehool, barn, and sarden and down sl Bariler in
the valley was the spring. Even Father Buly ACTiE
tomed to hard times, was aghast ol the poverty of the
place, ™

The church was onplastered and had oo celling,
while the house, also a log structwre, was bhare of any
furniture except fwa rusty stoves, One moom was given
ta Father Alovsius for olfice and living space: the second
wat used as a general living room; and the third, closet
sized room became the chapel. The sisters’ bedromm wag
the garret

Fortanately the three misionaries were woiing mnil
SLFOME. r'r:r Ifh,lt E.T\t winteEr JF'\IPII Ih.r'ir |1.|-r'|114' (Tar

®Here and three paragraphs below. see Mo Donald, Wirh
Lamps Burning. 232-235

“McDonald. With Lmnps Burning, 237. Barrv, Worship
eod Work, 138, 139 White Earth Mission Papers. 5S¢ John's

ABBOT Aleviux Edelbrock [with cru rﬁ: b and Heve rend

alle mpls bo gl || h-ll-,u ansil b Aoy weps il.j.]ll.'i h_'n||;||_1
by lack of lomber. which had o be carnied two miles
fram the agency store Thev chinked the logs w ith mud
and covered the walls vnsude the bnbidings with nows-
paper bt “the winad blew through the tracks. leaving
little ]'li;".-'tp'\.- of s i -Ir.|1|||:'- an the Moo and wilde
Sister Philomene deve b il | lewrisy, and Sister Liola
hm_l a gt with the gripe that winter, ol the [HHINETS
staved remarkalilv healthy durg the west 50 vears

These carh Moman Catholic missionaries devoted
sl of their time andd en gy M White Earth to the
building and upkeep of a schoal. Within siv davs of theis
arrival on the vesarvation. thes vpened a dav sclool walls
an enrollinent of 12 girls and 3 bovs. A week later, the
students numbered 40 17 bovs aged 6 to 17 and 23
L_"Ill'- LR TRTRE them children of the |‘.|.il|-.1.|, [-uLITl.Ll.Fl. Mor-
visgn. and Farbanks fmilies Chisel Hole-m -the - Day s
tluhu‘lﬂr'! % ulso .ﬂli'nllrtL

Space way scarce at the mission. and in Janman
IBBL, Father Alovsing received a welcome surprise visik
fromn Ablor Edellwock, wha promised help in building a
new chureh and convent schoal. On Julv 11, 188], the
abibot returmed to Wiate Earth to lay the corerstone of
the chureli, a 40-by-80-foai building with a basement. A
vear' later, on June L1, 1882, Bishop Seidenbuseh dedi-
cated the clivveh and confirmed 250 Indisns, Most of the
mioney for these Irniledings came from St Johi's Albbey
with a gmall donation from the Ludwig Missionsverein

A Cathalie mission aie zociety — of Manich,
Germany *

By 1555 the mission school, then colled 5t Bene-
dict’s Cophan Schoul, numbered 27 clildven, of whom
25 attended voder government contract. The Office of
Ludiany Afsirs in the Departinent al the Intevior set all

Aloysivy Hevmanutz, photographed with White Earth il

way mena in [55] p-rn!.u..'f:!u ai the dedication of the new misslon church




regulations for the contract schools. Nepotiations be-
tween that office and the individual Catholic mission
schools were handled by the BCIN 2

Contract school regulations requived that the school
provide lodging. subsistence. care. medicine, and all
necessany facilities and apphiances for the Indian chil-
dren covered by the contract. A further regulation,
which cavsed a strain on the White Earth mission’s
attempts to be generously inclusive, stipulated that no
children having less than one-fourth Indian blood and no
child under the age of 6 or aver the age of 21 could be
included under contract without special permission from
the commissioner of Indian Affaivs. Although it de-
pended on the individual commissioner and the general
political wilieu. this permission was vsually not easy to
get. The White Earth mission school managed to sup-
port several under- and over-age childven chiefly with
the aid of donations from friends and from contributions
by those Indian families able to give a little toward the
upkeep of their childyen.?

Appreciation of the missionaries” work was evident
among the Indians of White Earth, Head chief Wa-ba-
na-cuat, for example, wrote a letter signed by over 100
Indians to Abbot Edelbrock in which he praised the
Benedictines. He specifically mentioned the sisters and
their work in the school: "That the good Benedictine
Sisters did and are doing noble work in the line of educa-
tion and otherwise is frankly admitted by all, and there is
a general sad feeling not only among the Indians & Half-

breeds but also among the white people. no matter of

what creed. to know that no compensation or encourage-
ment whatever is thus far given by the government to
the Benedictine Sisters.” The chief requested the abbot

WA-BA-NA-QUAT (White Cloud), photographed in the
early 18905 wearing a formal suit and vest

to forward a petition to the "Great Father in Washing-
ton” to give the sisters a fair salary. ™

With a government contract allowing $108 per stu-
dent — and only for those having at least one-fourth
Indian blood — the mission school at White Earth was
hard pot ta supply its needs. Quarterly reports signed by
the school principal and countersigned by the United
States Tndian agent at White Earth show what and how
many supplies the pupils used during a three-month
period. The March 31, 1886, report listed:'

440 lbs. fresh beef 60 lbs. lard

100 lbs. pork 50 Ibs. rice

12 sacks flour 4 box soap

25 lbs. dry apples 52 Ibs. peas

Vi barrel sugar 5 gallons syrup
Four years later the quantities had increased consider-
ably:

34 sacks fAour

2 bu. beans

47 bu. potatoes

24 1bs. coffee

10 Ibs. tea

42 |bs. rice

¥4 box soap

80 1bs. dried applies
Vi barrel sugar

317 lbs. lard

675 lbs. fresh beef
205 |bs. salt beef
32 Ibs. butter

BY THE LATE 1880s, the White Earth mission was
pinched for funds and space. All the atternpts to scrimp
and to squeeze more and more students into the same
amount of space could not solve the problem. Then help
came frow an unexpected source: the Philadelphia
heiress, Katharine Drexel, daughter of millionaire bank-
er Anthony B. Drexel, From childhood, she had had an
interest in the fate of the Indians. As a youngster “she
loved to read about the Indians in the early days of
American History,” she later told a reporter, "and .
even then she had come to her own conclusions: the real
reason Columbus had discovered America was to save
the souls of the Indjans,"”3?

An invitation from Father Joseph A. Stephan, direc-
tor of the BCIM, brought the Drexel sisters, Katharine,
Louise, and Elizabeth, on a tour of the Indian missions
in the Dakatas and Minnesota. Impressed with the work
being done at White Earth, Katharine promised funds
for a new and larger schoo) building there and also for

 Francis Paul Prucha. The Churches and the Indian
Schools, 1886-1912. 1-3 (Lincoln, Neb., 1979); White Earth
Mission Papers, St. John's.

¥ White Earth Mission Papers. St. Benedict's Convent
Archives.

% Wa-ba-na-quat to Edelbrock. September 1, 1833, in
White Earth Mission Papers, St. John's.

W Quarterly reports of St. Benedict's Orphan School, in
White Earth Mission Papers, St. Benedict's.

2 Here and below, see Sister Consuela Marie Duffy,
Katharine Drexel: A Biography, 79 (Philadelphia, 19686).



BOARDING SCHOOL students posed as their teachers looked on from the porch of the uew school building in 15892,

Maother Katharing Dreerel {vight) provided Jrn.lufl. _||‘m' it constenction.

the neighboring Red Lake mission f o resident pastar
and sisters were placed there

Construction of the new misvion school began st
White Earth in 16685 and bw early 1881 was almost come
pleted Ina letter to the now-Mather Katharine head
of her own religious order, Sisters of the Blessed Sacra
ment for Colored and for Indians Father Aloysius
wrole that the siters and paapils would move into the
new school on February 100 “What the sisters are in
need of. " he added. "are school Farmitures. especially
dft!ﬂ: — .ﬂi.n Eiine .|"!u‘|1|.i.q-II [1|.I'Ill‘|-|I1F At Ihtnrlu-t |:l:l'|' !h{-
dining tables and others
venershle sisters thanks for all the good yvou have be-

gowed opon our Mission, he concluded. “Sister Plulo-
1]

Heceive my .'|I'II'J "I'll'

mene. the masion farmer, sends vou special regards

A three-storv brick building, with & st of seven
usters, the new school could house 150 children and
generally did. Again the government conlracted to pay
the swchool $108 per child each guarter With the bigger
swchool the sisters could take in and touch the Hves of
almost twice as many students as before, although begin-
ning in the 15905 only girly were accepied as boarders.
Manv were classifed as orphans — the lerm in some
cazes being used in its broadest sense Some bad one

Mermanute to Drevel, February & 1881, in White Earth
Miszion Papers, St. John's

* futhor's conversation with Sister Mary Degel, sprong,
18581, notes in White Earth Mission Papers, 51 Benedict s

B Francis Paul Pruchas, ed., Documents of United States
Indinn Policy, 156, 157 (Lincoln, Neb., 1975)

parenl living but unable or umﬂl]mg_ in prundf i home
ln other cases, both parents were dead or the children
were rejected. State-emploved social workers often
brought abandoned children o the mission — some as
voung as 4 or 5 yecars old — but for the most part the
student bods r'.mgrrl in age froem 6 1o 17.%

The school at White Earth became the heart of the
missionary endeavors In Minnesota as throughout the
country, there was a strong belief in the e of education
a5 & ool for assimilating Indians inio the cultural main-
stream. Owie Tndian ARairs official articulated that view
in L5881 "IN the Indians arz to be civilized and become a
happy and prosperous peaple. which s certainly the ob-
ject and intention of our government. they maust learn
T|n- Ilnl.l-
an must be made to understand. ™ he continwed, “that i
he eipects o live and [ i this countny k& must
learn the English language and learn to work.” Uncler
that premise. the Benedictines taught in the English
language. and their curriculum was similar to that of
white schools across the nation. ™

But no White Earth correspondence from the 15803
anel 18905 indicates a dove to eradicate the native lan-
guage there. OF the Benedictine tviv who started the
miission, Father Alpvsios learned o speak ﬂjihwa,y el
enough to use it i sermans at Mass and in Eiving the
sacraments, Sisters Liola gnd Philemens knew the lan-
guage on @ rucimentary level, but for many of their
colleagues writing and speaking good English was a suf:
fcient struggle without the additional tack of cuping with

our language and _itinpl our mocle of life

Winter 1982 167



the Chilway bguage, A stuedy ol the long list of sisters
who taoeht at the boarding seliool from s staet i L1875
toits close in TS shows a predominance ol women of
German birth or descent. OF the dozen sisters who
served from 15875 o 1900, for examiple, ten were of Ger-
wan parentage and two were Drish, For the Cormm
sisters, as for theiv pupils, English was o second
Linguage ™

Schooling Indians Lo assimilate into the mainstream
nf Amerivin r.llltull:: Wil Ihm't-t'd_-r, :Il'il'-' Pt nll I]w
reason for the Catholic nossions at White Earthand else-
where, The missionaries viewed the bringing of Chris-
tianity, spocifically Roman Catholicism. as o vital part of
their task. Father Alovsins potes recall the hard times
and the successes and Failures ol the Chrstimmzing uc-
bivities doving the carly vears. "We made no wholesale
conversions among these Tndians, sueh ax we vead of
heing made in Asia andd elsewhere,” he wrote. " Sonl
after soul had to e gamed by hard fight, paticnee and
praver, and many of these were converted from their
heathen views and practices onbe alter vears o hard
work. " Recalling his greatest accomplishment, he con-
tinued, “The Lugest number baptized by nee on one diy
was seventy. and this alter a propuration ol one weck
with the help of four catechists. ™™

Vet comversion to Chiristanity was stenely during the
18505 and 1890s. The 1592 ¢onsus of the Doluth dipeese
put the wotal numaber of Ciibway Tndians there at 7,416,
of whom 3,755 were listed as Catholics, 315 as Protes-
tants, and 3 346 as pagans. Sivteen vears Liter. the direc
tor of the BCIM gave some useful statistics for the White
Earth mission: 1.500 of the White Earth Ojiliway were
Catholic, two of them catechists: nine adults and 69 chil-
dren had been baptized that vear; 20 males and 22
females had made their first communions. 18 couples
were marvied by the priest, and 30 people had “Chris-
tian burials.” Theve are no records of the wumber of Tn-
tlians who "Tell away ™ from Chvistianity. thoongh Father
Alovsins alluded ta some Iidians returning to their tradi-
tiomal beliefs

Administrative worries also plagued the White Earth
missionaries. From 1891 to 1596, the 5t Benedict Mis-
siom School wis onlv one of hundreds of contract schools
that received subsiclies from the federml povernment for
cach Indian student in attendance. Manyv schools had
heen receiving such anl since the 18705, but Ly 1590
heated debate had hroken ot alwt the constitutionality
of the chureh-state partnership on the reservations. The
Board of Indian Commissioners, one ol nany te deal
with the clinreh-state issne. reported in 1590 that three-
Afths of the appropriations Tor contract seliools went b
Rewnan Cathalic facilities. Crities of the appropriations,
including the American Protective Association, seized
upon this fact 1o attack the Catholic seloals ™

The American Protective Association, hegun in 1557,
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regularly attacked the Roman Catholic chureh as being
the tool of a foveign power and therefore un-American.
One of the major charges agamst Catholic mission
schools was that they were “fnisting upon the peaple of
this conmtey schools that do not belong to the civilization
ul todav.” Yet such schools were far from ontouched by
the theories and actions of the federal government as it
pushed steadilv toward the goal of assimilation for
Indians.™

Under the leadership of the directur of the BCIM,
the chuveh fought back in court and through the press to
lefend federval support of denominational schools. Bul a
succession of commissioners of Indian Affairs ruled
againat such aied. and Congress agreed in 1896, Direct
funding of chureh sehoals was forbidden, although a plan
was aceepted for the gradual phasing oot of contract
schools. Al approprations. however, were to cease in
1900. For the Catholic Indian schools. compensatory
funds from Mother Katharvine Drexel took up the slack, ™

AS A RESULT. the White Earth school Aourished in the
early 19005, Envolliment avermeed 100 and sometimes
venched as many as 125 A 1910 letter from the sisters to
the new director of the BCIM reported. "We have our
crowe of ninetv-lour and expect about ten more this
week so when all come in we will be well-crowded. We
have not many full-bloods,” the sisters noted. “but our
children are nearly all arphans who otherwise have no
one Lo look out for them and we feel obliged to give them
a home also” Most of these orphans generally spent
their entive childhoods at the mission, not having homes
te return to even during Christmas or summer vacations,
The sistervs, surrogate mothers and fathers, found them
selves imparting knowledpe and honing skills for which
parents or grandparents would normally have been
responsible !

There are few indications that mission children ran
awav, but some did and, of those who did not, sorely
many experienced homesickness. One sister, who taught
at White Earth for 31 vears hetween 1910 and 1945,

¥ 5isters” Records, Record Group 16, submroup 1. 5t Ben-
edict’s Convent Archives.

T Here and helow, see Hermanutz, m fondian Sentinel,
1910 p.o 29 Sister Bernurd Colenno and Sister Vernna LaBuwd,
Masingigang: The Little Book, 200 (5t Paul, 1972). Burcaw of
Cathalic Tndiun Missiuns, Beport of the Divector for 1908, 16,
17 (Washingron, B.C., [1904]),

Fprucha, Chneches and Indiun Schools, 3, 18 Board of
Irelian Commissioners, Trevity-Second Annunl Report, 1890,
P 98 (Washington, DUC. 1891

M Congressman Willian 5. Linton, quoted in Prucha,
Churches and Didian Sefeals, 29

M Prpela, Churches aund Indian Schoods, 27-40, 52 The
Direxed Fund “vegolarly” contvibuted over $100,000 anuoally
as compensalion for the culofl of fixderal Fonds

Y gisters of 8t Bencdiet, White Earth, te Father William
H. Ketcham. September 24, 1910, in BOIM Papers



observed that parents had "a great Jove for their children
and the little ones are very fond of their parents. This is
very evident when the children start school. Tt is heart
breaking for them to leave their homes even though it
might be a poor hut. Many tears are shed the first days of
school because of homesickness.” but “after thev are in
schoo} awhile they learn to love it and enjoy the compan-
ionship of other children who may have at first been
complete strangers.” !

There was little time allotted for such feelings as
homesickness. A typical day at the school in 1911 — and
indeed for 30 vears of the school's existence — went as

follows:*
6:00 ant.  Rise
6:30 Mass, Breakfast
7:30 Work detail
8:30 Classes
10:15 Recess
12:00 Lunch
1:15 Classes
2:15 Recess for lower grades
3:30 End of school, recreation for all
4:30 Needlework and chores
6:00 Supper, recreation
7:30 Bed for vounger children, study
for older children
8:30 Bed (or older children

The sisters taught much more than the three R's.
Good homemaking skills were also a major goal, so the
older girls learned to prepare meals, to can food, to wash
and iron clothes, and even to butcher meat. One teacher
wrote that “Butchering was always a great time, We
killed as many as 40 hogs at one time. There were tubs of
sausage meat ground and readv {or the casings by eve-
ning,” when the reward came. “After the work was done,
the cook fried pans of savsage all everyone could
eat and what fun we had.”

Fun and hard work were constants at the White
Earth school throughout its history, but by the late 1920s
the mission’s golden age was past. The pioneer tric —
Father Aloysius and Sisters Philomene and Lioba —
were gone, only Sister Lioba surviving into retirement.
Sister Philomene died in 1928 and Father Aloysius in
1929. Sister Lioba lived out her days at the mother
house in St. Joseph. The boarding school lasted 17 years
after the deaths of Sister Philomene and Father
Aloysikls, closing its doors in 1945, the year Sister Liocha
died.*

The White Earth mission school was facing numer-

2 Sister Ladislaus Twardowski, Memoirs, n.d., Sisters' Rec-
ords, St. Benedict’s.

Y Here and below, see Sister Mary Degel to avthor, April
10, 1980, in White Earth Mission Papers, St. Benedict's.

* McDonald, With Lamps Burning, 246; Sisters’ Records,
St. Benedict's.

oz iz Lo

A LAUGHING nun covered her ears as the St. Bene-
dict's children's band performed about 1910: the drum-
mer and the horn player wore traditional Ojibway
beaded clothing.

ous problems. some new, some old, by the early 1940s.
Enrollinent was declining. funds were short. and
teachers were harder to get and ta keep. The principal
wrote to the divector of the BCIN in 1941, telling him
that the pastor was worried about keeping the school
open. The “Indian Council is planning to withdraw all
Indian funds for education in the future,” she observed.
“Tt is rather a depressing thought to have the mission
schools closed after they had served the Indians for so
many vears. On a whole the sentiment, even from non-

TWO STUDENTS and a sister gathered maple sap in the
woods north of the school in the 1930s.




Catholics. in the White Earth community at least, is in
favor of the Mission school ™2

The shortage of funds once again combined with a
lack of space. Tn the summer of 1941, the principal and
the pastor agreed to renovate part of the old church for
additional classrooms. But In the spring of 1945 a new
pastor recognized the need to change the hoarding
school into a day school. "1 am determined it T must
continue to work in this community to have this school
turned into a grade dav school, if it is possible. ™ he wrote
the BCIM's director. “That way, it would be possible to
do more effective work. . Il all the Cathalic children
would attend our dayv school, then anly 40-30 pupils
would remain for the public school.” The new priest
then speculated about funds: "1 wonder if any help could
be expected through the Indian Bureau”” No further
help was forthcoming from the Indian Bureau and. in the
fall of 1945, the St. Benedict mission school became a
day school **

DURING their many vears at White Earth. the pirneer
trio of Benedictine missionaries grew to know and re-

spect some aspects of Ojibway culture, but their own
goals, like those of most of their fellow Americans work-
ing with I[ndian people, were directed strongly toward
change. Perhaps if they had been introduced to Indian
traditional religion and culture, if they had had a sense of
their own positions as agents of cultural change, and il
thev had considered the idea of missionary adaptation to
Indian culture as well as to the ideals and aims of Indian
mission work, the process of change might have been
different for both the Qjibway and the missionaries. ¥

BSister M. Hermina (Fleischhacker] to Rev. ]. B, Tenncel-
lv. February 18, 1941, BCIM Papers.

* Father Valerian Thelen to Father Tennellv. March 22,
1945, BCIM Papers.

**Sister Francis Mary Riggs. "Attitudes of Missionary Sis-
ters Toward American Indian Acculturation.” 25, Ph.D. thesis,
Catholic University of America. 1967

THE ILLUSTRATIONS on pages 155, 164 (lefti. 167 (right).
and 169 (buttom) are from the St. Benedict's Convent Archives
at St. Joseph: the une on page 164 (right) is from the St. John's
Abbey Archives, Collegecille: all others are in the MHS audio-
cisieal library.

A 1926 VIEW of the Benedictine buildings at White Earth from across Mission Lake
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