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to my family 



Abstract 

The Sisters of St Martha of Prince Edward Island were founded in 1916 to serve 

the Diocese of Charlottetown. Their founder, Bishop Henry O'leary, initially steered the 

sisters into domestic service, but in 1925 the Congregation assumed a more professional 

status when they were forced to administer the Charlottetown Hospital, the province's 80 

bed Roman Catholic referral hospital. Throughout their history, they also provided 

district school and university education, and administered another hospital, two social 

service bureaux, an orphanage and a home for the elderly. From 1925 until 1982. when 

the Charlottetown Hospital closed. the sisters were the primary caretakers of the 

province's Catholic social order. Particularly before the expansion of the social welfare 

state, the sisters provided essential services in Prince Edward Island. Canada's smallest. 

most rural. most impoverished, and second most Catholic province. which has been 45 

percent Roman Catholic throughout the 20th century. 

The 300 women who joined the Congregation between 1916 and 1982 were native 

Island women who were largely poor, relatively uneducated, and from rural areas. 

Admission to the Congregation of St Martha provided them not only with a means to 

fulfil a religious vocation but also with an opportunity for social mobility, respect, and 

increasing responsibility and power. When entrance rates to religious congregations 

waned in the post-World War 11 era, the Sisters ofSt Martha's membership remained 

relatively stable and they were able to modify their work to reflect the changing social 

needs of Island Catholic society. so that they retained significant influence over Prince 

Edward Island Catholics well into the 1980s. The sisters successfully fulfilled their 
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mandate to maintain a social order faithful to Roman Catholic moral and social teaching, 

despite chronic under funding and numerous unreasonable demands from successive 

bishops of Charlottetown. 
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Preface 

The Sisters of St Martha of Prince Edward Island were a 

diocesan congregation, founded in 1916 to serve the Diocese 

of Charlottetown. 1 Their founder, Bishop Henry O'Leary, 

steered the sisters into domestic service at the diocesan 

seminary and the Bishop's own residence. Their working 

class status was derived not only from their function but 

also from the Congregation's policy of not requiring a dowry 

and thus attracting women from families without capital. 

Although the Sisters of St Martha began as a servant order, 

they were forced by circumstance to reinvent themselves into 

11 approached the Archivist of the Sisters of St 
Martha, Sister Carmelita Soloman, first in June 1994. 
Because the collection is open to the public, with the 
exception of some restricted material (only one item of 
which I requested and was granted permission to see), I did 
not require the permission of the Congregation to study in 
their Archives, although they were very supportive of my 
work. I did the bulk of my research at the Sisters of St 
Martha's Archives every weekday in July, August and October, 
1994 and much of April and May 1998, as well as several 
scattered days in between. In addition, I was in regular 
communication with Sister Carmelita Soloman throughout the 
entire writing of the dissertation. 
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an organization of professionals in 1925. When the Sisters 

of Charity of Quebec, who had served in Prince Edward Island 

since 1879, informed the Bishop of Charlottetown they were 

withdrawing from the Diocese and therefore from the 80 bed 

Charlottetown Hospital and 100 bed St Vincent's Orphanage, 

Bishop Louis O'Leary believed he had no option other than to 

have the Sisters of St Martha take up responsibility for 

these institutions. He expected that they would thereby 

retain control of essential social services for the Roman 

Catholic Church and promote a Roman Catholic culture both 

within the institutions and in the larger society: that they 

would preserve what may be called "the Roman Catholic social 

order" on Prince Edward Island. 

Affirmed by 19th century conservative tendencies within 

Roman Catholicism, the Ultramontane belief in papal 

supremacy and the Catholic preference for Church authority 

over that of the state, the Roman Catholic social order 

promoted separate Roman Catholic institutions devoted to 

maintaining family life and the traditional goal of 

Christian charity: the care for the sick, the poor, the 

orphaned and the elderly. Particularly before the 

development of the social welfare state, Church administered 

-Vl-



social institutions were essential in Prince Edward Island, 

Canada's smallest, most rural, most impoverished, and second 

most Catholic province, which has been 45 percent Roman 

Catholic throughout the 20Ch century. Accordingly, the 

Sisters of St Martha staffed an orphanage, a hospital, a 

home for the elderly, and two social service bureaux. They 

also contributed to education by teaching in six district 

schools, by operating a school of nursing, and through 

domestic and professional work at the province's only 

university. The Congregation fully succeeded at meeting the 

bishops' often unreasonable demands, and remained the 

Diocese's central social agents throughout the 20th century. 

Priests may have had significant sacramental and pastoral 

roles, but it was the Sisters of St Martha who maintained 

the Church's impressive role in the social order. They 

remained unique in their mission to serve the province. 

Other religious congregations which staffed Prince Edward 

Island institutions were based in Quebec, and their 

commitment to the needs of the Island's Catholic community 

was always subject to modification by the wishes of 

superiors from away. In the new diocesan congregation, 

O'Leary and his successors created a completely reliable 
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work force, and an instrument for forging and sustaining a 

Catholic social order in the Island province. 

Three hundred Prince Edward Island women entered the 

Sisters of St Martha between 1916 and 1982. The 

Congregation's membership was drawn from Island girls and 

women who were largely poor, relatively uneducated, and from 

rural areas. Admission to the Congregation of St Martha 

provided them not only with a means to fulfil a religious 

vocation but also with social mobility, respect, and 

increasing responsibility and power. As time passed and 

government funding of social institutions increased, 

institutional secularization occurred, and entrance rates to 

religious congregations waned in the post-World War II era, 

the Sisters of St Martha were forced to withdraw from most 

of their institutions. They may have ceased to be the 

central agents of the bishop in the social order, but not 

before he had ensured that Roman Catholic ideals would be 

maintained in the province's newly integrated institutions: 

the University of Prince Edward Island and the Queen 

Elizabeth Hospital. Indeed, the sisters had fulfilled their 

mandate to maintain a social order faithful to Roman 

Catholic moral and social teaching. Only after 1982 did 
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they reduce their institutional commitment to a scale that 

reflected the increasing average age of the Congregation and 

its inability to recruit younger members at earlier rates. 2 

The Sisters of St Martha retained more members than 

most women's congregations managed in the post Vatican II 

era. Indeed a few Island women joined the Congregation 

through the 19708 and early 1980s in order to fulfil their 

spiritual vocations in their native province. They, like 

earlier entrants, were motivated by the variety of work 

performed by the Congregation. Thus the Congregation made a 

relatively smooth transition from the era of privately 

funded to publicly funded social institutions and maintained 

a significant influence on Prince Edward Island into the 

early 1980s, particularly in provincial health care, 

2Al t hough this dissertation is heavily dependent on 
archival sources, I did oral interviews for additional 
information on the post-World War II era. The 
Congregation's Archivist contacted the sisters whom I wished 
to interview, introduced me to them, and presented them at 
least a day in advance with a few questions I had drawn up 
related to the Congregation's work at the Charlottetown 
Hospital and in social services. I also did a taped 
interview with John Eldon Green, a retired Deputy Minister 
of Social Services. In each case I told the interviewee I 
was a doctoral candidate at the University of New Brunswick, 
explained my project, and informed him/her that the 
information he/she provided would be used in the preparation 
of the dissertation. 
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education, and social service. Members continued to submit 

to the authority of the Congregation for the duration of 

their lives even when much of their world, the world of 

Catholic sisters, seemed to be disappearing around them. 
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Chapter 1: Being Roman Catholic 

in Late-19th Century Prince Bdward Island 

The Sisters of St Martha were founded in 1916 to serve 

the Diocese of Charlottetown, which was geographically 

equivalent to Prince Edward Island, the province with the 

second highest per capita population of Roman Catholics. The 

intersection of many factors and circumstances over several 

decades created that early 20Ch century Prince Edward Island 

Roman Catholic community which the sisters served. In 

particular, migration, settlement and ethnicity provided the 

basic foundation of the Roman Catholic community, which was 

approximately 44 per cent of the provincial population 

throughout the late-19Ch century.l The Church was the heart 

lThe Magdalen Islands were also part of the Diocese of 
Charlottetown until 1946, but its bishops gave PEI priority, 
by far, over the Magdalen Islands. 

The following table illustrates the proportion of the 
total population who were Roman Catholics in each province 
for selected years: 

1 



of the Roman Catholic community; a particularly strong 

bishop, Peter McIntyre, was, similarly, the heart of the 

late-19th century Church. McIntyre was determined to 

provide for the Roman Catholic community's basic needs 

through appropriate social institutions, including Roman 

Catholic schools and a hospital. As he created these 

institutions, Bishop McIntyre simultaneously strengthened 

Table I: Ratios of Canadian Roman Catholics by Province, 
1871-1911 

Province 

Quebec 

PEI 

New Brunswick 

Nova Scotia 

Saskatchewan 

Alberta 

British Columbia 

Manitoba 

Ontario 

Canada 

*1881 f~gures. 
+1901 figures. 

1871 

85.6 

43.2* 

33.3 

26.3 

NA 

NA 

20.3* 

18.6* 

16.9 

40.4 

1891 1911 

86.8 86.1 

44.4 44.4 

36.1 41.1 

27.1 29.4 

19.3+ 18.3 

21.2+ 16.5 

21.2 14.9 

13.5 16.3 

16.9 19.2 

41.2 39.3 

Source: Census of Canada. 1871-1911. As quoted in Phyllis 
Airhart, "Ordering a New Nation and Reordering 
Protestantism, 1867-1914", in George Rawlyk, ed., The 
Canadian Protestant Experience 1760 to 1990, (Burlington, 
1990), pp.102-03. 

2 
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the Roman Catholic subculture on 19th century Prince Edward 

Island. 

Settlement was slow on Prince Edward Island2 even in 

comparison to the other Maritime colonies. The Mi'kmaq were 

the original inhabitants of Prince Edward Island and were 

attracted by the Island's access to the fishery. The 

largest group of natives in the region, the Mi'kmaq were 

estimated at 2000 people in 1686,3 of whom probably only a 

few hundred resided in Prince Edward Island at least part of 

the year. Small numbers of French immigrants settled in 

Prince Edward Island in the period 1713 to 1759, primarily 

in areas of good fishing, including Egmont Bay, Tignish, and 

Rustico. The French population grew primarily through 

natural increase to about 3500 people at the time of 

deportation in 1758. 4 In 1763, at the start of the British 

2Until 1798 the Island was called Isle Ste. Jean or St. 
John's Island. 

3John G. Reid, "Chapter 5: 1686-1720: Imperial 
Intrusions", in John Reid and Phillip Buckner, eds., The 
Atlantic Region to Confederation, (Toronto, 1994), p.79. 

4The French retained control of lIe St Jean for three 
years after the fall of Louisbourg. Estimates of the number 
of Acadians in PEI on the eve of the Deportation vary from 
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regime, about 300 Acadians who were either hidden or 

forgotten during the Deportation, remained on Prince Edward 

Island. 

Soon after the British acquisition of the Atlantic 

region in 1758, the British government implemented a plan to 

grant and settle land on Prince Edward Island. The million 

and a half acres was divided into 67 lots and awarded to 

petitioners through a lottery in 1767. The successful 

grantees agreed to a set of conditions which included paying 

quitrents and settling the land with Protestants 'not from 

Her majesty's dominions' (unless they had lived in the New 

World two years) at the rate of one person per 200 acres in 

the first decade. To say settlement was slow is an 

understatement. By 1779 there were settlers in only 18 of 

the 67 lots.5 Historians have focus sed on what most agree 

was a hugely flawed settlement plan, more than on any other 

3000 to 5000. A.H.Clark, Three Centuries and the Island: A 
Historical Geography of Settlement and Agriculture in Prince 
Edward Island. Canada, (Toronto, 1959), p. 40. 

SThe British government wanted to retain its own 
population for the labour force required in the new 
industrial economy, but they still wanted Protestants to 
populate the Island. Clark, pp.42-50. 
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aspect of Prince Edward Island history.6 Those who actually 

settled on Prince Edward Island in the late-18th century 

were not ideal settlers. According to J.M.Bumstead, 

... the most likely sources for settlers willing to 
chance a territory as remote as the Island of St 
John were the poor and oppressed regions of the 
British Isles, where the Irish Catholics, Scottish 
Highlanders (often Catholic), urban artisans often 
converted to dissenting sectarianism, and 
displaced farm workers formed a potential 
population for an uninhabited island. 7 

Those who considered emigration invariably did so with 

the hope of improving their situation, usually economically, 

but often also to avoid religious persecution. Such was the 

case for many immigrants to Prince Edward Island, 

particularly Scottish Catholics who were not permitted to 

practise their Roman Catholic faith in their native 

Scotland. Most immigrants did not find themselves in 

6For a thorough summary of how numerous historians have 
approached the PEI Land Question, see Matthew G. Hatvany, 
"Tenant, Landlord and Historian: A Thematic Review of the 
"Polarization" Process in the Writing of 19th -century Prince 
Edward Island History" Acadiensis 27 (Autumn, 1997), pp. 
109-32. 

7J.M.Bumstead, Land, Settlement, and Politics on 
Eighteenth-Century Prince Edward Island, (Montreal and 
Kingston, 1987), p.46. 
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improved circumstances, however. Father James MacDonald was 

part of one of the earliest migrations of Highland Scottish 

Catholics. A year after his 1772 arrival, he wrote that his 

flock was "in a most miserable condition. ,,8 Over the next 

century Prince Edward Island, along with Cape Breton Island 

and eastern Nova Scotia, and southeastern Upper Canada, 

remained the main settlement areas of Roman Catholic 

Scottish Highlanders. 9 Prince Edward Island did not become 

the strong Roman Catholic colony the Scottish Church had 

hoped it would,10 but Scottish clergy quickly began to 

dominate Island Catholicism. u 

Because the American Revolution was partly fought by 

privateers who looted British North American colonies 

including Prince Edward Island, settlement, which had begun 

8Father James MacDonald to John Grant, 9 June 1773, 
Scottish Catholic Archives, Edinburgh, quoted in Bumstead, 
Land, p. 59. 

9J.M.Bumstead, "Scottish Catholicism in Canada, 1770-
1845", in Terrence Murphy and Gerald Stortz, eds., Creed and 
Culture: The Place of English-Speaking Catholics in Canadian 
Society, 1750-1930, (Montreal and Kingston, 1993), p.79. 

10Bumstead, Land, pp. 59-60. 

UBumstead, "Scottish Catholicism", p. 81. 
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to accelerate, was halted during the Revolution. 12 At the 

end of the Revolution, however, about 550 Loyalists settled 

in Prince Edward Island. Because the land tenure system was 

in place, the Loyalists were not granted land in Prince 

Edward Island but rather were expected to pay rent just as 

other settlers were. Not surprisingly, the Loyalists 

quickly opposed the proprietors, a state of affairs which 

culminated in the dismissal of the Lieutenant Governor from 

his office. ll 

Later in the 18ch century another wave of settlement 

from the Scottish Highlands increased the population of 

Prince Edward Island; 900 immigrants arrived between 1790 

and 1793. The Gaelic-speaking, Roman Catholics settled 

around Hillsborough, near Charlottetown. One of the 1790 

immigrants, Angus MacEachern, became the first Bishop of 

Charlottetown in 1829. 14 

12Bumstead, Land, pp.65-82 

13Bumstead, Land, pp.121,156. 

14Bumstead, Land, pp.167-8. 
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A census was taken at the end of the ~8Ch century which 

listed 669 Acadians, ~8~4 Highland Scots, 3~O Lowland Scots, 

and 1579 others who were primarily English. As A.H.Clark 

explained, the Acadians were concentrated in the Bay of 

Fortune (Lot 43), Rustico Bay area on the North Central 

Shore (Lot 24), and the south shore of Malpeque Bay (Lots 

~3, 14, ~6, and ~7) while the Highlanders converged in 

Princetown and adjacent Lot ~8, as well as on Lots 34 to 39 

along the Hillsborough River .15 The English settled 

primarily in the area around Charlottetown. 

15Clark, pp. 60-6~. 
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Distribution of Population, 1798 16 

/l 
I 

• 25 AClldians 
o 25 Highland Scots 

• 25 Others (E nglish. LOYllists. Lowland Scots. etc.) 

.. 

Figure:3 Island of St John: distribution of population. 1798 

Along with showing the ethnic homogeneity of most lots, 

the census illustrated that the small number of settlers 

were widely scattered, with the exception of Charlottetown 

and Princetown, and were engaged in occupational pluralism 

including growing crops, raising livestock, fishing, and 

building boats. Historians have blamed the sluggish economy 

and slow rate of population growth on a number of factors, 

16Bumstead, Land, Figure 3, p. 190. 
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including the land tenure system, isolation, and a lack of 

industrious immigrants with farming skills. In 1830 William 

Cobbett blamed the land itself for the lacklustre British 

North American Settlement: 

These countries are the offal of North America; 
they are the head, the shins, the shanks, and 
hoofs .... while the United States are the sir­
loins, the well covered and well-lined ribs .... 
From Glasgow the sensible Scots are pouring out 
amain. Those that are poor and cannot pay their 
passage, or can rake together only a trifle, are 
going to a rascally heap of sand, rock, and swamp, 
called Prince Edward Island, in the horrible Gulf 
of St. Lawrence .... that lump of worthlessness ... 
bears nothing but potatoes .... n 

The pace of settlement in Prince Edward Island 

accelerated at a significant rate in the first half of the 

19th century. The population increased from about 7000 in 

1805 to 23,000 in 1827 to 47,000 in 1841. Most immigrants 

came from Southern Ireland and the Scottish Highlands with 

smaller numbers from other parts of the British Isles. 18 By 

mid-century, about half the population was Scottish, 10 per 

cent Acadian, and the remaining 40 per cent Irish and 

17William Cobbett, as quoted 
History of Prince Edward Island, 
quoted in Clark, p. 65. 

18Clark, pp.66-67. 

in Duncan Campbell, 
(Charlottetown, 1875), as 
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English. The Acadians, almost entirely Roman Catholic, had 

not assimilated with other ethnic groups; they were 

concentrated in Northern and Central Prince County and West-

central Queens County, where they engaged largely in the 

fishery.l9 The Scots, of whom the Highlanders were 

predominantly Catholic and the Lowlanders predominantly 

Protestant, were chiefly farmers and were by far the 

foremost ethnic group of Kings and Queens Counties. The 

Irish and English were more dispersed throughout the Island. 

In contrast to Cobbett's, and sometimes Clark's, 

negative descriptions of Prince Edward Island in 1830, Ian 

Ross Robertson described mid-19ch century Prince Edward 

Island as "a vital, aggressive society, full of self-

confidence. 1120 The self -confidence was certainly illustrated 

in 1867, when Prince Edward Island, unlike the neighbouring 

colonies, Nova Scotia and New Brunswick, chose not to enter 

Confederation, partly for economic reasons. Prince Edward 

19C1ark, p.126. These areas correspond with Lots 
1,2,5,6,15,23, and 24. 

2°Ian Ross Robertson, "The Bible Question in Prince 
Edward Island from 1856 to 1.860", in P.A.Buckner and David 
Frank, eds., Acadiensis Reader: Atlantic Canada Before 
Confederation, vol. 1, (Fredericton, 1985), p. 26. 
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Island agriculture, fish, and shipbuilding had done 

reasonably well under the British commercial system. 

Whereas other colonies had amassed a large public debt by 

the mid-1860s and looked to federal union as an opportunity 

to wipe their slate clean, Prince Edward Island's public 

debt was only $250,000 in 1863. Within a decade, however, 

Prince Edward Island joined the other provinces in railway 

fever, accumulated a public debt of four million dollars, 

faced bankruptcy, and joined Confederation. Prince Edward 

Island was offered a far better settlement than those 

colonies which had entered in 1867 and received an annual 

grant four times the original offer, an acknowledgement of 

the insurmountable debt of the cash-strapped province. 21 

The Island provincial government did not have the crown 

lands which provided the major source of revenue in both 

New Brunswick and Nova Scotia. New Brunswick received 

significant revenue from crown land stumpage fees, while 

Nova Scotia had royalties from mining. With only one per 

21Donald Smiley, ed., The Rowell-Sirois Report: An 
Abridgement of Book I of the Royal Commission Report on 
Dominion-Provincial Relations, (Toronto, 1964) ,po 84. 
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cent of the Island held by the Crown, Prince Edward Island 

had no major source of government revenue. 22 

The population of Prince Edward Island grew steadily in 

the late-19th century largely through natural increase. 23 In 

1881 the population, which totalled almost 109,000, was 

approximately 45 per cent Scots, 23 per cent Irish, 20 per 

cent English, and 10 per cent French (Acadian). Despite 

some immigration and significant out-migration, these 

figures remained relatively constant in the late-19ch 

century. 24 As Tables 2, 3, and 4 illustrate, districts, and 

counties varied in ethnic composition. 

22Rusty Bittermann "Escheat!: Rural Protest on Prince 
Edward Island, 1832-42", PhD dissertation, University of New 
Brunswick, 1991, pp.36-37. Bittermann discusses the 
implications of fostering economic development with very 
limited government revenue in the 1820s, although the 
problem began before that decade and lasted, at least, until 
Confederation. 

23Even by 1861 the population was almost 80 per cent 
native born. Census of Canada. 1665-1871. IV. (Ottawa, 
1876), pp. 174, 360-61. Quoted in Robertson, "Bible 
Question", p.261. 

2"Ethnicity and religion are not correlated in the 
census until 1931. See Chapter Three for a discussion of 
ethnicity among PEI Catholics in the early 20Ch century. 



Table 2: Bthnic Origin of Population of Prince Bdward 
Island, 1881 

14 

County Popula- % English % Irish % Scott- t French 
tion ish 

Kings 26,433 12.8% 20.3% 60.8% 3.9% 

Prince 32,347 20.8% 22.2% 33.5% 21% 

Queens 48,111 22.6% 25.8% 44.3% 5.2% 

Total 108,891 19.7% 23.3% 44.9% 9.9% 

Source: Census of Canada, 1881. 

Table 3: Bthnic Origin of Population of Prince Bdward 
Island, 1901 

County Popula- % English t Irish t Scott- % French 
tion ish 

Kings 19,826 13.6% 20.3% 57.2% 7.6% 

Prince 40,069 24% 20.7% 30.3t 23.8% 

Queens 43,364 27.1% 22.3% 42.1t 6.5% 

Total 103,259 23.3% 21.3% 40.4% 13.4% 

Source: Census of Canada, 1901. 

Table 4: Percentage Change in Bthnicity by County, 1881 and 
1901 

County English Irish Scottish French 

Kings +0.8% 0% -3.5% +3.7% 

Prince +3.2% -1.6t -3.2% +2.8 

Queens +4.5t -3.st -2.2% +1.3% 

Total +3.6% -2% -4.5% +3.5% 

Source: Census of Canada, 1881 and 1901. 

Most 19th century Islanders had a strong sense of their 

ethnic identity which was bound up in their faith. The 
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Irish, Highland Scots, and Acadians all associated the Roman 

Catholic Church with their ethnic identity and culture, but 

that did not cause them to make common cause with each 

other. According to Jack Bumstead, "Despite their common 

religion, Acadians, Highlanders, and Irish were divided by 

language and economic lifestyle. "25 Each ethnic group was 

very eager to have clergy who could minister to them in 

their native language and help preserve their culture. 

Until the 18th century, the French were the dominant Roman 

Catholic ethnic group in the New World, partly because of 

the long history and success of seminaries in Quebec; in 

consequence, Prince Edward Island remained a mission of the 

Diocese of Quebec until 1829. 

George Arsenault has demonstrated that Roman Catholic 

clergy on Prince Edward Island retained a particularly 

strong influence over Acadian culture in the following 

decades. From the early 19th century until 1877, parish 

priests were responsible for certifying the proficiency of 

French teachers and for choosing school textbooks. In 

addition, priests provided economic leadership in many 

25Bumstead, "Scottish Catholics", p. 88. 
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Acadian communities by establishing cooperative banks, 

granaries, and canneries. In Rustico, the largest eastern 

Prince Edward Island Acadian community, the parish priest 

founded the Banque de Rustico for farmers in 1861. 26 

Throughout the 19th century, the clergy, and the bishop, in 

particular, coordinated maintenance of French language and 

culture by establishing and supporting French teaching 

convent schools of the Congregation of Notre Dame in most 

Acadian communities. One of the first convent schools in an 

Acadian parish in Atlantic Canada opened in Miscouche Prince 

Edward Island in 1864. Others followed in Tignish (1868) 

and Rustico (1882). The three convent schools offered a 

bilingual curriculum as well as art and music lessons. 27 

26By 1880 there were 24 grain banks on PEI of which 23 
were in Acadian communities. Tignish alone had eight. In 
addition, the clergy were influential in culture; when the 
Acadian Renaissance began in the late-19th century, the 
priests, regardless of their ethnic origin, were often given 
credit for the economic, social, and cultural renewal. At 
the Acadian national congresses in Memramcook, New Brunswick 
in 1881; in Miscouche, PEI in 1884; and in Church Point, 
Nova Scotia in 1890, the parish priest from each Acadian 
parish was invited to be an ex officio delegate. Georges 
~'senault, The Island Acadians. 1720-1980, Trans., Sally 
Ross, (Charlottetown, 1989), pp.138-42. 

27Arsenault, pp .118, 123, 129. 
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In the early-19th century, ethnic rivalry prompted 

Scottish criticism of French clerical authority and the 

Scots tried to put Prince Edward Island under the 

jurisdiction of the Scottish mission, arguing that Quebec 

was not doing an adequate job. As the Scottish population 

grew in regions of British North America, Scottish clergy 

were able to wrest authority over the colonies from the 

Church in Quebec, by gaining permission to found new 

dioceses, including the Diocese of Charlottetown, 

established in 1829. 28 Throughout the 19th century the 

leadership of the Roman Catholic Church in Prince Edward 

Island remained in the hands of the Scots, and the first 

four Prince Edward Island bishops shared a Scottish 

heritage: Angus McEachern (1829-1835); Bernard McDonald 

(1837-59); Peter McIntyre (1860-91) and Charles James 

MacDonald (1891-1912). Although the Scots dominated 

leadership in the Roman Catholic Church, they remained as 

impoverished as they had been in the Old World. 29 

28Bumstead, "Scottish Catholicism", p. 81. 

29Bumstead, "Scottish Catholicism", p. 82. Graeme Wynn 
discusses how emigrants from the British Isles fled hardship 
in the first half of the 19 th century to come to New 
Brunswick. Lumbering, at first, allowed emigrants to 
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By 1840, the heavy wave of Scottish immigration was 

finished, but had been replaced by Irish Catholic 

immigration. According to a priest ministering in early 19ch 

century Prince Edward Island, the immigrant Irish were also 

impoverished and, he added, immoral: "The greater number of 

the Irish we have here bring with them nothing but vices, 

because they are the very dregs of Ireland and 

Newfoundland. ,,30 Their economic plight was worsened by the 

fact that when they arrived in Prince Edward Island, the 

most fertile land had already been settled.31 Neither were 

the Irish especially welcomed in the Roman Catholic Church, 

which was Scots dominated. According to Jack Bumstead, "In 

improve their circumstances and build the capital necessary 
to buy a farm. By the mid 19ch century, however, the chance 
of improvement was greatly diminished. "Progress had drawn 
lines between owner, employer, and employee, far more 
clearly than had existed 40 years before." Wynn would thus 
expand upon the notion that emigrants remained as 
impoverished as they had been in the old world, by noting 
the initial opportunity which decreased from the early to 
mid 19ch century. Graeme Wynn, Timber Colony: A Historical 
Geography of Early Nineteenth Century New Brunswick, 
(Toronto, 1981), pp.79,82,112,137. 

3CFather De Calonne, quoted in the Rev. John MacMillan, 
The Early History of the Catholic Church in Prince Edward 
Island, (Quebec, 1905), pp. 111-12. 

3l.Bumstead, "Scottish Catholicism", pp. 86,88. 
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general, no love was lost between Scots and Irish, and there 

was no positive collaboration between persecuted Irish and 

Scottish Catholics. "32 By virtue of their earlier settlement 

and the proliferation of clergy, the Scots maintained 

control of Roman Catholic Church hierarchy until the 

election of the first Irish bishop, Henry 0' Leary, in 1914. 

Ethnic identity regularly permeated the Roman Catholic 

bond. Terrence Murphy has said that "The history of the 

Roman Catholic Church in the region during this period 

(1770-1850) is largely the story of trying to meet the needs 

of this diverse population with extremely limited means."B 

Brian Clarke has commented on the 20 th century: 

In Protestant bigotry Anglophone and Francophone 
Catholics faced a common foe, but the unit created by 
that fact would not endure. In the 20th century, 
Catholics of Irish descent were not only to make their 
language a touchstone of their group identity but to 
see in it a badge of their superiority vis-a-vis 
French-speaking Canadians. 34 

32Bumstead, "Scottish Catholicism", p. 84. 

33Terrence Murphy and Gerald Stortz, eds., Creed and 
Culture: The Place of English-Speaking Catholics in Canadian 
Society, 1750-1930, (Montreal and Kingston, 1993), p.i. 

34Brian Clarke, "English-speaking Canada from 1854", in 
Terrence Murphy and Roberto Perin, eds.,A Concise History of 
Christianity in Canada, (Toronto, 1996), p.308. 
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If there was strong division within the Prince Edward 

Island Roman Catholic Church in the 19ch century, there was 

even more distrust between Protestants and Catholics. The 

Reverend Dr Wendall MacIntyre has called the history of 

Prince Edward Island " ... an 'ad hoc' but sometimes semi-

rehearsed, game of hide and seek" as Protestants and 

Catholics watched and wondered what the other was plotting, 

"Protestants seemingly awaiting the arrival of the Pope to 

assume control of the Island." 35 Because Prince Edward 

Island Protestants and Roman Catholics were more evenly 

balanced numerically than in other provinces, anti-

Catholicism played out differently than in other parts of 

Canada. For example, anti-Catholicism or anti-Protestantism 

could be effective political platforms. In the 1859 

election the Tories capitalized on Protestant outrage at the 

Bishop of Charlottetown's attempt to exclude Bible reading 

from religiously mixed public schools, while the election of 

1876 returned an all Protestant Liberal government and an 

35Rev. Wendell MacIntyre, "The Longest Reign", in 
Michael Hennessey, ed., Catholic Church in Prince Edward 
Island. 1720-1979, (Charlottetown,1979), p.71. 
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all Roman Catholic opposition. 36 A former political 

scientist and principal of the public, Protestant, Prince of 

Wales College in the post-war era blamed the degree of 

Prince Edward Island religious ferment on too many 

provincial government representatives combined with too many 

Roman Catholic Church officials for an island only 225 

kilometres long and with a population of just over one 

hundred thousand. 37 

The clearest case of Prince Edward Island anti-

Catholicism was the rise of the Orange Lodge in the late-

19th century, despite the absence of any significant 

Protestant Irish population in the province. The Orange 

Lodge was founded in Armagh, Ireland, in 1776 to protect the 

interests of Protestant tenants. It became a mutual aid 

society dedicated to preserving the Protestant ascendency in 

Ireland. In the mid-19th century the Orange Lodge was 

responsible for many riots in New Brunswick where the Irish 

36Frank MacKinnon, Church Politics and Education in 
Canada: The Prince Edward Island Experience, (Calgary, 1995) 
p.29. 

37Frank MacKinnon compared the situation to a 50 
horsepower engine on a 10 horsepower boat, "exhilarating but 
dangerous." MacKinnon, p.12. 
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population was evenly split between Catholics and 

Protestants. In Prince Edward Island, however, the Orange 

Lodge was specifically anti-Catholic rather than pro-Irish 

because there were few Protestant Ulstermen. 38 According to 

Ian Ross Robertson, "Between 1859 and 1862 the number of 

primary lodges increased from one to 15, and in February 

1862 the Grand Orange Lodge was founded to establish common 

policies for and coordinate the activities of the scattered 

primary lodges. ,,39 Orange Lodges remained active in Prince 

Edward Island well into the 20Ch century. 

In 19ch century Prince Edward Island, ethnicity and 

religion were linked to occupation, with Acadian Roman 

Catholics heavily engaged in the fishery and the remaining 

ethnic groups largely employed in agriculture. 4o 

38T.W.Acheson,"The Irish Community in Saint John, 1815-
1850", in P.M.Toner, ed., New Ireland Remembered: Historical 
Essays on the Irish in New Brunswick, (Fredericton, 1988), 
p.106. 

39Robertson, "Party Politics", p.46. 

4°Although precise figures are unavailable, Catholics 
were employed in agriculture and fishing in very high 
numbers. Undoubtedly more Catholics than Protestants 
participated in the fishery because it was so common among 
the Acadians of West Prince, East Prince, and East Kings. 
Georges Arsenault, p.78. See also A.H.Clark, Three 
Centuries, pp.133-34. 
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Agricultural products counted for three quarters of Prince 

Edward Island's exports with fish second at 18 per cent. In 

fact, Prince Edward Island was the only Maritime colony 

which produced a significant agricultural surplus. 41 As the 

historical geographer A.H.Clark noted of the late-19th 

century Maritimes, "In all of the three provinces economic 

man exploited the sea, forest and land. In the Island, 

however, the land itself was central to his interest; he 

shared only a little of the Nova Scotian's concern with sea 

and rock, or the New Brunswicker's concentration on 

trees. 1142 Potatoes, mostly grown for seed, were the largest 

late-19th century agricultural crop; seven million bushels 

were grown in 1891. In the same year three million bushels 

of oats and two million bushels of turnips were grown. The 

number of farmers identified by the 1891 census was 12,457. 

When farm labourers, farmers' sons and garden labourers are 

added, the total is almost 22,000. Thus, farming was by far 

the most common wage-earning occupation. The second most 

41New Brunswick's biggest export continued to be forest 
products at two thirds of exports and Nova Scotia counted on 
the fishery for 40 per cent of exports. See S.A.Saunders, 
Economic History, (Fredericton, 1984), p.103. 

42Clark, p .121. 
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common occupation, that of servant, employed only 10 per 

cent of the number employed by the agricultural sector. The 

fishery employed less than one thousand people in 1891. 43 

The fishery was not generally very lucrative in the 

late-19th century, although it received a boost in the 1880s 

and 1890s when the European demand for lobsters soared. In 

1897 lobsters represented 52 per cent of the value of fish 

products, and by 1901 there were 227 lobster canneries which 

employed mostly farm women and children. 44 

Despite what appears to be the relative success of 

agriculture and the fishery in the late-19th century, the 

per capita income in the province was the lowest of the 

Maritime provinces. At the turn of the century, Ontario's 

per capita income was already 20 per cent above the national 

average while Nova Scotia and New Brunswick were 25 per cent 

and 14 per cent below respectively. Within the Maritimes 

some areas, such as eastern Nova Scotia and northern New 

43Census of Canada, 1891, Table XIII. 914 fishermen 
listed. 

44Larry McCann, "The 1890s: Fragmentation and the New 
Social Order",in E.R.Forbes and D.A.Muise,eds., The Atlantic 
Provinces in Confederation, (Toronto, 1993), p. 137 and A.H. 
Clark, p.148. 
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Brunswick, had per capita incomes of only two thirds the 

national average, or half that of Ontario. 45 The variations 

in per capita income within the region occurred despite the 

prevalence of one industry, farming. Agriculture provided 

between forty to seventy per cent of all Canadian income in 

1870, yet agriculture yielded varying profits. Kris Inwood 

and James Irwin's 1992 study has shown that in the 1860s 

"average income was lower in the Maritimes than in the rest 

of the country on a per acre and per household basis. ,,46 

Although no systematic, quantitative study has proved 

that Canadian Catholics were poorer than Protestants, 

several historians have agreed with the assumption. Writing 

about Maritime cities in the first half of the 19th century, 

Judith Fingard notes: 

... the indisputable fact that the larger proportion of 
poor rates and voluntary contributions went toward the 

45Kris Inwood and James Irwin, "Canadian Regional 
Commodity Income Differences at Confederation", (Department 
of Economics, University of Guelph, Discussion Paper 1992-
11), p.34. Although this paper has been criticized for 
failing to take less traditional forms of wealth into 
account, I agree with the authors on the broader issue of 
regional disparity. 

46Kris Inwood, "Introduction", Farm, Factory and 
Fortune: New Studies in the Economic-History of the Maritime 
Provinces, (Fredericton, 1993), p. i. 
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relief of the poor Catholics. Piqued Protestants did 
not tire of reminding their Roman Catholic neighbours 
that nine tenths of the inmates of the poorhouse in 
Halifax were Catholics, or that it was the Protestant 
citizenry in St.John's who supported the Catholic poor. 
To such an extent did the Catholics constitute the 
labouring and disabled poor in the towns that the more 
bigoted Protestants began to pronounce publicly that 
the Roman Catholics were impoverished because they were 
Catholics. 47 

Perhaps the question of whether Catholics were poorer 

than Protestants on Prince Edward Island is somewhat 

irrelevant given the high rate of poverty overall. In the 

late-19th century, the Maritimes was the poorest region of 

Canada, and within the Maritimes, Prince Edward Island had 

the largest per capita debt and smallest per capita income. 

Poverty and the lack of occupational opportunities led 

many Maritimers to leave the region. Between the 1860s and 

1920s the four prov'inces lost, in total, more than a half 

million people. 48 By the 1880s out-migration climaxed at 

12.5 per cent of the Maritime population and through the 

47Judith Fingard, "Relief of the Unemployed Poor in 
Saint John, Halifax, and St John's, 1815-1860", Acadiensis 
Reader, vol 1, 2nd ed., (Fredericton, 1990), pp.193-94 

48Patricia Thornton, "The Problem of Out-Migration from 
Atlantic Canada, 1871-1921: A New Look", Acadiensis, 15:1 
(Autumn, 1985),pp.3, 16. 
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1890s the rate was still as high as 11 per cent. H Prince 

Edward Island's rate of out-migration reached its all time 

high of 17 per cent in the mid-1890s; at this point Prince 

Edward Island emigrants far surpassed the numbers from New 

Brunswick and Nova Scotia per capita, which were both 10.5 

per cent in the mid 1890s. 50 This exodus of people meant a 

tremendous loss to the province, and the region, of both 

human and capital resources. 51 

Out-migration permeated a broad range of Maritime 

occupations, institutions, and families. Migrants were 

likely to be the better educated, more highly skilled young, 

urban adults. Patricia Thornton says this was the group 

49Thornton, p .16. 

SOThornton, p .18. 

SlJudith Fingard, "The 1880s: Paradoxes of Progress", 
in Forbes and Muise, p.96. According to Patricia Thornton, 
there was no real need for people to leave in such numbers. 
In fact, despite a Canadian recession which affected the 
Maritimes no more than the rest of Canada in the 1880-90s, 
the Maritime economy was relatively healthy in the period 
1880-1920. Thornton argues that people did not migrate out 
of the region because of a lack or opportunity or a 
dissatisfaction with the quality of life in the Maritimes 
but rather because of the tantalizing "pull" of the "Boston 
States". Furthermore, heavy out-migration was not a result 
of the Maritimes' inability to industrialize but more likely 
a cause of that inability. Thornton, pp.3,8, 30. 
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most pulled toward the opportunities of the "Boston 

States" .52 Another view is that Maritimers were pushed out 

of the region due to a lack of opportunity: "A more 

substantial out-migration was that of the younger sons of 

farmers with little hope of inheritance, as well as the 

daughters of fishermen, lumbermen or farmers with limited 

work or marriage proposals so long as they stayed at 

home. 1153 

Whether Island youth were pushed into leaving the 

Maritimes or pulled to the Boston States, their leaving had 

serious consequences for their families and communities. 

If Thornton is correct, and the best and brightest left, 

virtually every aspect of Island society and the economy was 

affected. The Roman Catholic Church suffered along with 

business, education, and government as fewer Roman Catholics 

meant a potentially weaker Catholic social order and reduced 

funds on which to run the Church. 54 

52Thornton, p. 28. 

53McCann, p. 141. 

54Despite the psychological and socio-economic 
influence of out-migration, its effects on the religious 
composition of Prince Edward Island were limited. 
Protestants and Catholics left in equal proportions. The 
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In the mid to late-19th century, the third Bishop of 

Charlottetown, Peter McIntyre (1818-1891), aggressively 

confronted the needs of his somewhat tattered flock. Bishop 

McIntyre, in his three decade episcopate (1860-1891), 

influenced Prince Edward Island Roman Catholics more than 

any other bishop. He made the Church's presence more visible 

by dramatically increasing--actually doubling--the 

proportion of priests from one to 2500 to one to 1200 

parishioners, a very significant increase in terms of human 

commitment as well as of resources. 55 He was able to 

accomplish this primarily through St Dunstan's University, 

the Roman Catholic diocesan university where Island men with 

vocations obtained their first degrees before proceeding to 

the seminary and later being ordained. Bishop McIntyre was a 

percentage of the population who were Catholic rose very 
minimally from 43.4 per cent to 44.4 per cent between 1881-
1901, the years of highest out-migration. Similarly, the 
ethnic composition of the Island changed little during the 
same time. 

55He started his episcopate with 14 priests serving 
38,852 Catholics and ended it with 40 priests serving 47,837 
Catholics. Lawrence Landrigan, "Peter McIntyre, Bishop of 
Charlottetown, PEI", Canadian Catholic Historical 
Association Report, 1951-55, p.87. The first figure 
includes the province of PEI and the Magdalen Islands. See 
also McIntrye, "Longest Reign", p. 99, and Census of Canada. 
1891. 
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very conservative Churchman and an ultramontane, an adherent 

to the Syllabus of Errors, and the only Maritime bishop to 

support the infallibility of the Pope at the Vatican Council 

of 1869-70. 56 It is hardly surprising that he made such 

changes. 

Nineteenth-century Ultramontanism encouraged religious 

renewal through seV'eral avenues, including parish missions, 

devotional practices, and a strengthened Catholic run-social 

order. 57 Parish missions encouraged new piety which was 

further fostered by such communal devotions as recitation of 

the rosary, adoration of the Blessed Sacrament, or active 

membership in a Roman Catholic group such as the League of 

the Cross, which had its own devotions and special masses. 58 

56Ian Ross Robertson, "Party Politics and Religious 
Controversialism in Prince Edward Island from 1860 to 1863", 
Acadiensis, 7:2 (Spring 1978), p.33. 

57Parish missions, for example, consisted of several 
days of intense worship under the direction of a visiting 
priest or members of a religious order such as the Jesuits. 
Brian Clark explains that at these missions, " ... preachers 
liberally invoked the fires of hell and used all sorts of 
dramatic devices, including open coffins, to remind their 
audiences of human mortality and bring them to the moment of 
decision, following which the faithful would confess their 
sins and receive communion." Brian Clarke, p.280. 

58The Catholic men's temperance society, the League of 
the Cross, was brought to Charlottetown in 1888 and 
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Whereas faithful Catholics were formerly only expected to 

receive the sacraments regularly, they were now expected to 

perform devotions as often as several times a day. These 

activities bonded members to the church more than in the 

previous century. 59 

Ultramontanists, who were increasingly in the 

ascendency in the 1860s and later, sought to strengthen the 

institutional Church's relationship with its flock by 

meeting its members' social needs completely. In seeking 

greater influence, the Church leadership attempted to create 

and administer all the social institutions Roman Catholics 

required, such as hospitals, orphanages, and schools. These 

institutions operated alongside those of mainstream society, 

developed into a fathers and sons club. Its hall offered 
suitable entertainment as an alternative to alcohol, 
including bowling, music, and annual picnics for children. 
The League was patriarchal; males, representing their 
families, took a pledge to a penitential life for a certain 
period of time (often two years), hung large black crosses 
in their homes and led their families in daily temperance 
prayers. Sister Ellen Mary Cullen, CSM, "Growth and 
Expansion, 1891-1929", in Michael Hennessey, ed., The 
Catholic Church in Prince Edward Island, 1720-1970, 
(Charlottetown, 1979), p. 118. 

59Clarke, p. 280. 



which Roman Catholics feared were tainted by liberal 

secularism. 
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For advocates of Ultramontanism, including Bishop 

McIntyre, membership in the Roman Catholic Church required 

joining an enclosed subculture apart from the Protestant 

society. The hierarchy of the Roman Catholic Church argued 

that the state's role in the Roman Catholic order was to 

provide funding but not regulation. To this position the 

Protestants vigorously objected because public institutions 

were not, in name, Protestant. The Roman Catholic view was 

that government-funded public institutions were Protestant, 

even if not officially so, and thus separate Roman Catholic 

institutions should, likewise, receive public funding. 60 

As bishop, McIntyre's promotion of the Roman Catholic 

faith was symbolized by a campaign through which he planned 

to bond Prince Edward Island Roman Catholics to the Church 

and concurrently raise them to a level of political, 

cultural, and intellectual strength equal to that of their 

Protestant neighbours. He oversaw the building of 25 

churches, 21 presbyteries, eight convents, a hospital, and a 

6°Clarke, p. 271. 
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bishop's 'palace'. McIntyre then successfully solicited 

several religious congregations to staff the institutions: 

the Christian Brothers, the Congregation of Notre Dame, the 

Grey Nuns of Montreal, and the Jesuits. He also acquired 

substantial financial support for his campaign from the 

Society for the Propagation of the Faith in France. 61 In 

short, Bishop McIntyre was driven to seek to provide 

institutions to educate and care for his Roman Catholic 

flock and spent much time trying to convince the Island 

government to fund the Roman Catholic social institutions. 

These efforts were to no avail, however, because successive 

governments, beginning at mid-century, took the view that 

education and religion should not mix, particularly in grade 

schools and secondary schools. 62 

As a subscriber to Vatican policy and directives, 

McIntyre was not disheartened by the government's refusal to 

61G.Edward MacDonald, "Peter Mc Intyre" ,Dictionary of 
Canadian Biography, vol. 12, p. 638. The Society for the 
Propagation of the Faith was founded by Pauline Jaricot 
(1799-1862) in 1818 as a "single collecting agency for all 
Catholic missions everywhere". Much of its annual budget 
went to North America in its first decade. "Society for the 
Propagation of the Faith", New Catholic Encyclopaedia, vol. 
11, (New York, 1967), pp. 844-55. 

62MacDonald, "Peter Mc Intyre ", p. 639. 
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fund Roman Catholic institutions. In fact, McIntyre became 

more and more convinced of and committed to the separate 

insti tutions advocated by Rome. 63 In 1864, soon after 

Bishop McIntyre's consecration, Pope Pius IX published the 

nSyllabus of Errors" which included 19 statements on the 

errors of the secular world and the Church's rights. The 

Pope was adamant that the Church's rights should supersede 

those of the state. 64 Bishop Mc Intyre , needless to say, 

supported Pius IX's argument in the "Syllabus of Errors" 

that "The Roman pontiff need not reconcile himself to 

'progress, liberalism, and modern civilization.'" The mid-

19th century Papacy feared that modernism would weaken the 

Roman Catholic faith.65 The "Syllabus" "condemned all the 

63Robertson, "Party Politics", p.56. 

64To understand the Pope's teaching, each of the errors 
should be prefaced with "It is not true that...... Thus 
error 45, "The state has the exclusive right to decide all 
questions in schools in which Christian youth are educated", 
should be prefaced with "It is not true that the state has 
the exclusive right .... " New Catholic Encyclopaedia, vol 13, 
pp.854-55. 

65The Pope saw his teaching authority as Vicar of 
Christ as necessarI to the well-being of the Church of 
Christ. His concern about modernism had to do with false 
teaching--materialism, socialism, liberalism, and 
capitalism--that promoted values which would undermine the 
faith of ordinary Catholics, threaten their souls, and 
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movements contemporaries thought forward thinking.n66 

Bishop Mclntyre's actions surrounding the creation of a 

separate Roman Catholic sub-culture reflected the 

desperation of Pope Pius IX in trying to isolate the 

faithful from modernization. Mclntyre explained the need 

for separate Roman Catholic education in an 1873 pastoral 

letter: 

Education consists in the perfection of our faculties; 
it is therefore a developing of the intelligence to 
enable it to follow truth. Education, then, has for 
its object the cultivation of the spiritual powers of 
man, and consequently it is a spiritual function. 
Hence there is no such thing as a secular education. 67 

In the mid-19th century, Island Protestants and Roman 

Catholics had fought bitterly over Bible reading in public 

schools. While evangelical Protestants were adamant that 

the Bible should be read, Roman Catholics were wary of any 

interpretation that was likely to be Protestant, and 

preferred that schools be godless rather than Protestant. 

In fact, for two decades, Island politics were dominated by 

destroy the mission of the Church. 

66Stephen Happel and David Tracy, A Catholic Vision, 
{Philadelphia, 1984}, p. 114. 

67Diocese of Charlottetown Pastoral letter, quoted in 
Maclntyre, Catholic Church in PEI, p.88. 
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controversy in education and religion. 68 Bishop McIntyre 

complained about anti-Catholicism the 1860s: " ... the most 

intense prejudice had, for political purposes, been excited 

against our religion; we were ostracized--the press teemed 

with insults against us to an extent that seems incredible 

now .... ,,69 

Finally, the Prince Edward Island School Act of 1877 

ordered that public schools be neutral in religious matters. 

A compromise was reached, which allowed rural schools in 

primarily Roman Catholic areas to be run as Roman Catholic 

schools. Although the schools were government-funded, 

priests certified the proficiency of Roman Catholic teachers 

68Ian Ross Robertson, "Bible Question", pp.261-83. 

69P.McIntyre to Archbishop O'Brien of Halifax, February 
1890, quoted in G. Edward MacDonald,"'And Christ Dwelt in 
the Heart of His House': A History of St Dunstan's 
University, 1855-1955",PhD dissertation, Queen's University, 
1984, p.S8. 

An example of anti-Catholic sentiment occurred in an 
1863 editorial exchange in which Liberal MHA George Coles, 
stated that, "It is a well-known fact that Orangemen upon 
the Island would not, and did not, hesitate to seduce 
Catholic girls and afterwards refuse to marry them." James 
Pope, an unfortunately named Protestant Conservative, was 
accused of saying, "That a Catholic woman going to confess 
to a priest was the same as taking a mare to a stallion", 
but Pope denied having said these exact words. PEI Assembly 
Debates, 863, p.51. As quoted in Robertson, p. 50. 
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and chose textbooks with acceptable religious content. 

Families in the more urban centres of Charlottetown and 

Summerside had a choice of public schools, some of which 

were unofficially yet identifiably Roman Catholic or 

Protestant. 70 Such social institutions solidified the new 

Roman Catholic social order in English-speaking Canada in 

the late-19th century and put Roman Catholic Church 

directives into practice. 

In the late-19th century, in fact, the Church issued 

another directive which affirmed the need for Roman Catholic 

institutions. The pronouncements in the "Syllabus of Errors" 

were confirmed in "Rerum Novarum", Pope Leo XIII's 1891 

Papal Encyclical which became the "flagship of Catholic 

social doctrine" and the "standard against which Christian 

social action would be measured."n "Rerum Novarum" 

responded to the late-19th century international socio-

economic conditions in a variety of countries "as it tried 

7°Arsenault, p. 114, and Clarke, p.294. 

nGeorge Weigel and Robert Royal, eds., A Century of 
Catholic Social Thought: Essays on 'Rerum Novarum' and Nine 
other Key Documents, (Washington, 1991), pp.23,13. 
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to minister to the new poor. 1172 It was specific and precise 

in addressing the importance of the family, the church's 

role in society, private property, a living wage, and fair 

labour practices overseen by the state. It criticized all 

the major political and economic currents of the time-­

capitalism, liberalism and socialism--for failing to 

recognize human dignity. Leo XIII condemned the dependence 

of capitalism and liberalism on state intervention for 

guaranteeing workers' safety, protecting children, and 

ensuring men's wages were adequate to support a family. 

Similarly, Leo XIII criticized socialism for failing to 

value private property as an essential aspect of human 

dignity, and for insisting that class conflict is 

inevi table. 73 

One of the effects of "Rerum Novarum" was to justify 

and solidify the work of the Church in the secular sphere. 

The leaders of the Roman Catholic Church considered that its 

beliefs were compromised or disregarded in public 

institutions, not only in education, but also in health 

72Weigel and Royal, p.8. 

73Weigel and Royal, pp.13-25. 
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care, which risked disregarding fundamental Roman Catholic 

teaching and or natural law. As social institutions 

multiplied throughout North America in the mid-19th century, 

Church leaders sought control over them. 

Building the Roman Catholic sub-culture often required 

Bishop McIntyre to step beyond the Church, into the secular 

sphere. The Bishop did not hesitate to enter the political 

arena. In fact, his various biographers agree that he did 

so often and very ineptly. According to Ian Ross 

Robertson: liOn the local scene, McIntyre did not readily 

recognize bounds to his own authority .... (A)lthough the 

bishop gathered much political power in his hands over the 

years, he did not learn to use it skilfully. 1174 Mc Intyre 

gained political power not only because he viewed provincial 

politics as part of his domain, but also simply because of 

his long episcopate. As Frank MacKinnon notes, there were 

15 governments and 10 premiers during the years which 

corresponded to Bishop McIntyre's incumbency.75 In such a 

74Robertson, 11 Party Politics ", p. 33. 

75MacKinnon, p. 29 . 



small province it was inevitable that the bishop acquire a 

certain amount of power. 
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McIntyre dominated the provincial legislature's Roman 

Catholic members and supported any political leader who 

might agree to his educational demands for separate Roman 

Catholic and Protestant schools funded by the provincial 

government. McIntyre endorsed Confederation, for example, 

because he hoped a denominational schools system could be 

entrenched in an agreement with the new nation. In 1873, he 

pressured Roman Catholic representatives to back the pro­

Confederate Conservative government. When that new 

government failed to implement denominational schools, 

McIntyre quickly shifted his support to the Liberals, 

although they, too, refused to make separate school 

concessions. 76 

Even before McIntyre became bishop, he had illustrated 

his endorsement of Roman Catholic institutions in 1857 by 

engaging the services of the Congregation of Notre Dame, one 

of the most prestigious teaching congregations in Canada, to 

found Notre Dame Academy in Charlottetown, a convent school 

76MacDonald, "McIntyre" , p.639. 
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for girls. McIntyre represented Bishop Bernard McDonald in 

these negotiations with the Congregation and encouraged the 

sisters' expansion of their Island work during his 

episcopate. The sisters consequently opened a day school 

for girls and a few little boys in Charlottetown in 1863 and 

soon took responsibility for district schools in Miscouche 

(1864), Tignish (1868), Summerside (1868), Souris (1881), 

and South Rustico (1882). These convent schools accepted 

boarders as well as day students and, in the case of the 

rural schools, were eventually accredited as public schools. 

This development allowed the sister-teachers to receive a 

salary from the provincial government, beginning in the mid-

1870s. 77 

Parishes in which Congregation of Notre Dame schools 

were located were expected to provide suitable convents, as 

well as schoolhouses and small salaries for the sister-

teachers. The schools in which the sisters were located 

77While McIntyre did not become bishop until 1860, he 
represented Bishop Bernard McDonald in these negotiations. 
MacDonald, "Peter l~clntyre", p. 639. According to MacDonald, 
Mclntyre spent the first 17 years of his episcopate lobbying 
the provincial government to subsidize the unofficial 
Catholic school system which had been growing since the 
1860s. MacDonald, "Peter Mc Intyre" , pp. 637-38. 
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were in rural, Acadian areas which experienced especially 

high rates of poverty, so it was no small feat to raise the 

requisite funds to enable the Congregation of Notre Dame to 

accept the invitation to teach. Not only did the sisters 

teach in the schools, they accepted additional duties in the 

parish including teaching religion and catechism, 

preparation for confirmation, leading the choir, and taking 

care of the sacristy.78 This additional influence exercised 

by the social institution's staff was exactly what any 

bishop desired. The Congregation of Notre Dame promoted the 

Roman Catholic subculture through social institutions, 

religious education, their own religious practice and 

contributing to Roman Catholic culture by being a strong 

spiritual, cultural, ethnic, and intellectual presence. 

Perhaps the most significant social institution created 

by Bishop McIntyre in the mid-19th century was a hospital. 

The Bishop was determined that Island Roman Catholics should 

have access to their own hospital, as was beginning to 

78Doreen Vautour, "Maritime Entrants to the 
Congregation of Notre Dame, 1880-1920: A Rise in Vocations", 
Master of Arts thesis, University of New Brunswick, 1995, 
p.61. 



43 

happen in other dioceses. 79 In the second decade of his 

episcopate, Bishop McIntyre converted the former episcopal 

residence into a hospital. He then engaged a second Quebec 

congregation, the Sisters of Charity of QuebecBo to 

administer the institution. Just as the Congregation of 

Notre Dame was one of the most prestigious teaching 

congregations in Canada, so the Sisters of Charity had come 

to be regarded as one of the most prestigious congregations 

of nursing-sisters. The hospital opened in 1879 under the 

care of eight sisters. It was crucial to McIntyre to 

provide a Roman Catholic hospital because the sacredness of 

the human body necessitated that care be administered by 

people not only with medical skills, and also with a Roman 

Catholic understanding and human compassion. As one of 

79The Sisters of Charity of Halifax, for example, 
opened the Halifax Infirmary in 1887. See Sister Maura, The 
Sisters of Charity of Halifax, (Toronto, 1955), pp.167-70. 

BoSeveral publications relating to the Diocese of 
Charlottetown, as well as the Sisters of St Martha 
themselves, refer to the first sisters at the hospital as 
"the Grey Nuns", but the Quebec congregation is more 
accurately referred to as Les Filles de la Charite. See for 
example The Story of the Sisters of St Martha 
(Charlottetown, 1991), p. 6, and correspondence to Bishop 
O'Leary from Sister, Ste Christine, Superior General, Quebec 
[City], 8 May 1924, Sisters of St Martha Archives. 
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McIntyre's biographers explained, "The human body is a 

receptacle of the soul, the instrument of public worship, 

the medium of sacramental activity, prayer and good works. 

The body, then, is sacred for these reasons, but also 

because it has been created directly by God. ,,81 In the year 

of its founding the Charlottetown Hospital admitted 61 

patients, whose origins were equally divided between 

Charlottetown and rural areas, treated 170 outpatients and 

filled 300 prescriptions. 82 Those able to pay their hospital 

bills were required to do so, but the hospital also served 

non-paying patients. 

Bishop McIntyre built a superb foundation for a strong 

Roman Catholic community through three kinds of social 

institutions. He gave strong support to St. Dunstan's 

College which opened in 1855 to educate Islanders and 

particularly potential clergy, who could expand and solidify 

the influence of Roman Catholicism on Prince Edward Island. 

The institution endeavoured to raise the level of education 

81Rev. Wendall MacIntyre, "The Longest Reign" in 
Michael Hennessey, ed., The Catholic Church in Prince Edward 
Island, (Charlottetown, 1979), p.94. 

82MacIntyre, p. 95. 
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available to Roman Catholic men who were seeking entry into 

the professions, including law and medicine, and business. 

Graduation from St Dunstan's would enable Roman Catholic men 

to stand on a more equal footing with Protestant leaders of 

the province. 83 The primary educational institutions on 

which Mclntyre next focussed--convent schools--raised the 

level of education in the rural areas as well as in the City 

of Charlottetown by providing well qualified teachers not 

only for academic subjects but also for religious education, 

etiquette, culture, and the womanly arts of music, painting, 

and handicrafts. 84 The Montreal sisters also promoted 

Francophone identity and culture. 8s The education girls 

83Bishop Mclntyre was a huge supporter of St Duns tan ' s . 
When financial problems threatened to close the College, he 
said, "Close my eyes first, then close the college." St 
Dunstan's remained the lynchpin social institution, as well 
as the province's only university, until its closure in 
1968. See Sister Carmel MacDonald, CSM, Remembering 1829-
1979. Diocese of Charlottetown, (Charlottetown, 1979), p. 
60. Similar to other Catholic institutions, the college was 
also partly able to remain open because of the virtually 
unpaid priest-professors and sister-servants who staffed it. 
Chapter three contains more information on the history of St 
Dunstan's. 

84MacDonald, "Peter Mc Intyre" , p. 639. 

8SCND convents were well known for offering very good 
quality music lessons to children from the surrounding 
areas. 
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received in the six schools run by the Congregation of Notre 

Dame prepared them for post-secondary training, reminded 

them of the importance of accepting a vocation, made many 

women more cultured and thus, perhaps, more appealing 

marriage partners, and heightened general culture by 

focussing on the arts. S6 

Despite living in what was long considered an 

'underprivileged' province and despite their lower class 

status and the absence of amenities, many Prince Edward 

Island Catholics had access to good quality social services 

in Canada in the 19~ century. The founding of the relevant 

institutions had not lagged behind other provinces in any 

way: St. Andrew's, the predecessor to St Dunstan's, opened 

in 1831, and was the first English Catholic college in the 

country; the Congregation of Notre Dame schools were 

established beginning in 1857, as early as those in any 

Anglophone province; and the Charlottetown Hospital opened 

at the very beginning of the wave of modern Canadian 

86For more information on how convent schools taught 
the womanly arts, see Eileen Mary Brewer, Nuns and the 
Education of American Catholic Women, 1860-1920 (Chicago, 
1987), pp.59-60. 
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hospital construction. 87 Prince Edward Island Catholics 

symbolized what a strong bishop, Ultramontanism, and a 

separate Roman Catholic subculture could provide, and 

demonstrated that relative poverty could be overcome. 

While the foundation of Prince Edward Island social 

institutions was exceptional in the late-19th century, their 

continued success was not guaranteed. St Dunstan's and the 

Charlottetown Hospital were functioning, but only as the 

result of great financial struggle. The Congregation of 

Notre Dame schools did well, but they provided only pockets 

of excellence in scattered communities. In 30 years Bishop 

McIntyre had more than done his share of construction. His 

successors attempted to build upon the model he initiated. 

The most tenuous aspect of each social institution was 

its staffing. All depended on congregations of women 

religious. In the case of the Charlottetown Hospital the 

women religious were highly skilled and certainly difficult 

to replace. Although teaching licences were far easier to 

obtain than training in nursing and more highly specialized 

aspects of healthcare, it remains true that the Congregation 

87Earlier hospitals were much like poorhouses because 
the middle classes were nursed at home. 



48 

of Notre Dame's schools were also staffed by skilled women 

religious. Finally, St Dunstan's depended on women 

religious for a variety of domestic services. The women who 

provided these services, although unskilled, were just as 

difficult to engage because of the heavy demand for them and 

the overall preference for religious congregations to engage 

in more professional work. None of the social institutions 

could afford to pay secular women to do the work the sisters 

did, and, because of the high level of education required in 

some cases, they could not have found secular women to do 

the same variety of work. The Diocese of Charlottetown was 

extremely dependent on the sisters' labour to keep social 

institutions open, yet the sisters were at liberty to leave 

the Diocese at the will of their superiors. Bishop Mclntyre 

had staffed the social institutions he created with the very 

best possible staff: the Sisters of Charity, the 

Congregation of Notre Dame, and les Petites Soeurs de la 

Sainte-Famille de Sherbrooke. Yet Charlottetown bishops had 

little control over these papal congregations in such 

matters as staffing, they were subject to the decisions of 

their various Superior Generals of the various congregations 

and more directly under Roman than diocesan authority. 
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Nor did 19th century Charlottetown bishops have control 

over the number of young women with vocations who left to 

join religious congregations in Nova Scotia, Quebec, New 

York or Boston. Since no congregations were based in Prince 

Edward Island, Island women had to leave their native 

province to fulfill their religious vocations and the 

Diocese had little likelihood of benefiting from their 

vocations. Before 1916 Prince Edward Island did not have a 

provincial or diocesan based women's religious congregation. 

There were several branch houses of three Quebec 

congregations in Prince Edward Island but no mother house 

which could offer religious formation to a woman who 

believed she had a vocation. It is virtually impossible 

even to estimate the number of Roman Catholic women who left 

the Island to enter religious life. It is known that 

between 1891 and 1929, 85 Island women joined the Sisters 

of Saint Joseph in Minnesota, 119 joined the Congregation of 

Notre Dame in Montreal, 20 entered the Sisters of Saint Anne 

in Quebec, and 16 went to the Sisters of Charity in Halifax. 

Sixty-five women a decade joined these four congregations, a 

significant number from a provincial population of 23,000 

Roman Catholic women of all ages. Others joined the Sisters 



50 

of Charity of Quebec, the Sisters of Providence of Montreal 

and the Sisters of Saint Joseph in Boston, Toronto or 

Peterborough. 88 

On Prince Edward Island entrants to these 

congregations, the best information is found on the 

Congregation of Notre Dame, which Doreen Vautour examined in 

her MA thesis. Vautour states that 166 Prince Edward Island 

women entered the Congregation of Notre Dame between 1871 

and 1920. Despite its significantly smaller population, 

Prince Edward Island sent more women to the Congregation of 

Notre Dame than did either New Brunswick or Nova Scotia. 

This can mostly be accounted for by the fact that the 

Congregation's presence was so strong in Prince Edward 

Island, with three mission schools in Queens County, three 

in Prince County, and one in Kings County. Accordingly, the 

most Island recruits came from Prince and Queens Counties. 

In New Brunswick and Nova Scotia in the late-19th century 

there were more numerous active congregations to which young 

women with vocations may have been exposed. 89 

88CUllen, "Expansion", p.114. 

89Vautour, 65,68,104,106,112. This process whereby 
congregations received vocations from among their students 
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In 1915 Bishop Henry O'Leary confronted the inadequacy 

of depending on papal congregations and fought to set up a 

diocesan congregation which would provide him with an army 

of women to carry out his Roman Catholic campaign. Only 

with such a diocesan congregation could any bishop build 

upon the foundation Bishop McIntyre had forcefully 

established and then carefully nurtured in his 30 year 

episcopate. 

is exactly what a congregation hopes and prays for, and in 
some cases actually gives the congregation a significant 
part of its purpose. 



Chapter 2: Founding a Diocesan Community, 1916 

The bishop responsible for the founding of the Sisters 

of St Martha, Prince Edward Island, was Henry O'Leary (1879-

~938). The son of a merchant and member of the Legislative 

Assembly for Kent County, New Brunswick, O'Leary grew up in 

Richibucto and attained a BA from St Joseph's College, 

Memramcook at age ~7. He attended the Grand Seminary at 

Montreal, was ordained a priest at 22 and then studied in 

Rome where he received Doctorates of Theology, Philosophy, 

and Canon Law by the age of 26. He served as a priest in 

Bathurst for two years, returned to Rome in ~908, and was 

appointed Bishop of Charlottetown in ~9~3. At 34, O'Leary 

was the youngest bishop in the British Empire, having spent 

only two years as a parish priest. 1 Within months of 

becoming bishop, O'Leary set out to create a diocesan 

lGrace Savage Cady, "The Bishops 0' Leary" , Atlantic 
Advocate, (April ~983), p. 5~. 

52 
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women's religious congregation which could staff Prince 

Edward Island Roman Catholic institutions with Island women. 

The Sisters of St Martha were officially founded in 

1916 to serve the Diocese of Charlottetown exclusively. 

Bishop O'Leary made it perfectly clear that entrants would 

remain on Prince Edward Island and be under his complete 

control. The Bishop expected the founding of the 

congregation in this manner would stem the out-migration of 

women with vocations and would thus allow the province 

finally to benefit from its own female vocations. 

There were already three congregations of women 

religious active in Prince Edward Island in the 1910s: the 

Congregation of Notre Dame since 1858, the Filles de la 

Charite (Grey Nuns) since 1879, and the Petites Soeurs de 

la Sainte Famille since 1908. 2 Because all three groups 

were papal congregations, as opposed to diocesan 

congregations, they had no long term responsibility to 

Bishop 0' Leary, or to any diocesan bishop. O'Leary judged 

that papal congregations, while valuable, were an insecure 

and unpredictable foundation on which to further develop the 

2The Petites Soeurs de la Sainte Famille had replaced 
the Filles de Jesus who returned to Quebec in 1908. 
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province's Roman Catholic social institutions because they 

could leave Prince Edward Island at their discretion. 

Furthermore, papal congregations were more bound to the 

spirit and work of their founder than they ever could be to 

the vision of any Bishop of Charlottetown. 3 

The conjuncture of the smallest, most impoverished 

Canadian province, the youngest bishop in the British 

Empire, and the most equal Protestant-Catholic ratio of any 

province in the country were unique to early-20th century 

Prince Edward Island. The actual founding of the Sisters of 

St Martha, however, had much in common with the 

establishment of other North American diocesan 

congregations. There were difficulties founding the 

congregation, recruiting sisters, and finding an established 

congregation willing to mentor the young congregation. 

As a cash-strapped province, Prince Edward Island was 

in a worse position than most provinces in funding social 

institutions. Thus, the charitable labour of female 

religious congregations was key to the success of Roman 

3Patricia Wittberg, The Rise and Decline of Catholic 
Religious Orders: A Social Movement Perspective, (Albany, 
1994), pp.51 and 96. 
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Catholic social institutions. Because the Diocese of 

Charlottetown, which was geographically equivalent to the 

province, could offer little in remuneration, 

accommodations, or other resources, it had more difficulty 

attracting religious congregations than some provinces. 

Bishop O'Leary realized that a diocesan congregation which 

was created specifically to serve Prince Edward Island, and 

which did not have the option of leaving the province, was 

integral to maintaining a strong Roman Catholic subculture 

in Prince Edward Island. As the only diocesan congregation 

in the province, the new congregation could staff numerous 

social institutions, the primary components of the Roman 

Catholic subculture. 

The history of women religious has tremendous breadth, 

depth, and importance. It spans two millennia and every 

continent. Women religious were central to founding 

colonies, administering essential social and medical 

services, and breaking ground for other women in education, 

the professions, and civil rights. For their entire 

history, they have been alternatively, and sometimes 

simultaneously, feared, revered, idealized, criticized, 

humiliated, and undervalued: reactions which all point to 
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the degree of their influence. In a recent work on the 

history of Roman Catholic nuns and sisters,4 Jo Ann McNamara 

notes the importance of women religious and seeks to: 

... call attention to foremothers who, for two 
millennia, have broken new paths for women in a 
hostile and forbidden world. They served their 
god and their church and in doing so they 
fulfilled themselves and laid a foundation for all 
women. Without the daring and sacrifice of these 
nuns, it is impossible to imagine the feminist 
movements of modern times finding any purchase in 
the public world. They created the image and 
reality of the autonomous woman. They formed the 
professions through which that autonomy was 
activated. They still devote their lives to the 
care and development of human beings everywhere. 5 

The most obvious precursors of 20th century sisters are 

to be found in the Counter Reformation in the 17th century 

and were engaged either in teaching within the boundaries of 

the cloister (clausura) or in serving the poor in the spirit 

4While the terms "nuns" and "sisters" are often used 
interchangeably, they have different meanings. "Nuns" are 
women who have professed solemn or simple vows in a 
monastery where "at least the minor papal cloister is 
observed", and who thus live primarily contemplative, 
monastic lives. "Sisters", on the other hand, profess 
simple vows but live in a less strict cloister and often 
live apostolic lives in such roles as educators, nurses, or 
social workers. See "Nun", New Catholic Encyclopaedia, vol. 
10, (New Ynrk, 1967), p.575; and "Sister, Religious", New 
Catholic Encyclopaedia, vol 13, p. 261. 

SJo Ann Kay McNamara, Sisters in Arms: Catholic Nuns 
through Two Millennia, (Cambridge and London, 1996), p.6. 
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of St Vincent de Paul in a variety of ways including running 

hospitals, orphanages, asylums and schools while living in 

the world (les filles seculieres). The roots of these two 

main areas of work remain relevant because, by definition, 

congregations must be committed to the charism and spirit of 

their foundress and the purpose for which they were 

founded. 6 

The authority on this subject, Elizabeth Rapley, argues 

that "the complex of social services which developed in the 

17th century, and especially feminine education, was the 

creation rather that the creator of religious 

congregations. ,,7 The appropriateness of women religious to 

the teaching profession, Rapley further argues, must be 

understood in the context of the Counter Reformation, when 

the Roman Catholic Church needed female catechists to retain 

its women, and 'save' them from the new Reformed religion. 

Single, very devout women offered themselves as teachers but 

6In fact, one of the main recommendations of Vatican II 
for religious congregations, was to study and return to 
their original charism. "Vatican Council II: Decree on the 
Adapted Renovation of the Life of Religious", New Catholic 
Encyclopaedia, vol. 14, (1967), p. 571. 

7Elizabeth Rapley, The Devotes: Women and Church in 
Seventeenth-Century France, (Montreal, 1990), p.8. 
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were prevented from working freely in the world. As 

religious they accepted cloister and female pupils came to 

their monasteries to be educated, as was the case with the 

first French Ursulines. 8 In the mid-17th century, another 

"rush" of devout women offered their services, this time in 

the broader areas of social services for the poor. These 

women chose to work in the world among the poor. They could 

not be nuns, although their religious practice resembled 

that of the older congregations, because they were not 

cloistered or bound by solemn vows and they lacked the 

"stability" of the older foundations. Yet it was their work 

that made the difference. In Rapley's words, "Their freedom 

to work outside the cloister represented a serious challenge 

to traditional thinking, but the services which they offered 

to society went far toward allaying old prejudices. ,,9 

The first French congregation devoted to broad social 

services and which worked without clausura, was formed in 

the 1630s. The Sisters of Charity (Pilles de Charite) were 

formed in the spirit of St Vincent de Paul to be servants of 

8Rapley, p. 56. 

9Rapley, p.7. 
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the poor. 10 They served specific parishes in a variety of 

ways from cleaning the church, to caring for the sick, to 

teaching the children of the parish. A Sister of Charity, 

or parish sister, was not professional and remained 

unspecialized, and thus, Elizabeth Rapley argues, the 

sisters' service was in keeping with an old, even Medieval, 

tradition of female charity. II In the 17th century, "The 

filles seculieres, provided the muscle for the innumerable 

hospitals, orphanages, asylums, and schools which were now 

part of its mandate. ,,12 So, by the mid-17th century, the 

tradition of female religious life, which was to have such 

an influence on the welfare state and on North American 

women's flight to religious congregations in the late-19th 

century, was already firmly set. It continued to exist in 

the next three centuries with relatively minor changes in 

organization or theory. 

10There is a strong argument that the constitution for 
the first congregation, founded by Mademoiselle Blosset in 
1636, was actually written by Adrien Bourdoise. See Rapley, 
p. 98. 

llRapley, p .100. 

12Rapley, p .112. 
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In New France, the first secular female congregation 

was the Congregation of Notre Dame, founded by Marguerite 

Bourgeouys around 1653, which had much in common with the 

filles seculieres in France.13 These women religious, along 

with other groups which came soon afterward, were 

instrumental in founding the colony, the first continuous, 

permanent European settlement, in what is now Canada. 

Sisters provided a hospital, pharmacy, and school, but 

perhaps more important for the success of the colony, they 

assisted hundreds of single women who came to New France to 

marry and produce the founding families. The sisters 

displayed tremendous religious virtuosity and were an 

inspiration to inhabitants both of France and New France. l4 

It was in the late-19th century, however, that 

membership in women's religious congregations--both orders 

and secular institutes--really took off. In the United 

13Rapley, p. 100. 

14Jan Noel, "New France: Les femmes favourisees", in 
Veronica Strong-Boag and Anita Clair Fellman, eds., 
Rethinking Canada: The Promise of Women's History, 3rd 

ed., (Toronto, 1997), pp.41-43; and Alison Prentice et aI, 
Canadian Women: A History, 2nd ed., (Toronto, 1996), pp.35-
37. The story of Marie de l'Incarnation (Marie Guyart) is 
particularly fascinating. See Noel, pp.41-42, and Prentice, 
p. 35. 
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States, the number of sisters grew from 1664 in 1850 to 

44,542 in 1900. 15 In Quebec, the number grew from 673 in 

1850 to 9601 in 1900. 16 In Canada, because of their sheer 

numerical force as well as their very capable leadership, 

women's religious congregations had a very significant 

impact first in Quebec, but then in the rest of Canada. 

With the Church's approval, women religious assumed 

responsibility for district and even provincial education 

systems, as well as for healthcare and other social 

services. 17 In North America in the mid to late-19th 

century it was because women religious had successfully been 

administering schools for many years that many provinces and 

states agreed to subsidize Roman Catholic schools. 18 In a 

mode typical of how sisters trail blazed secular women's 

entrance into the professions, women religious founded 

almost one third of American women's colleges as well as 

15Eileen Mary Brewer, Nuns and the Education of 
American Catholic Women, (Chicago, 1987), p.1S. 

16Wittberg, p. 39. 

17McNamara, p. 620. 

18In other countries including Prussia, Denmark, and 
Holland, "Religious orders had such a strong influence on 
state schools ... that it made Catholic schools 
unnecessary." McNamara, p. 621. 
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Canada's only longstanding women's university.19 Clerical 

suspicion, however, led to attempts to harness and control 

the autonomy, power and influence of women religious. 20 

Conditions in 19~ century Canada, and the western 

world generally, allowed women religious to wedge themselves 

into a widening sphere of acceptable endeavours. 21 The 19th 

century women's movement, for example, argued the 

appropriateness of women's public activism both as guardians 

of the home and family and simply as human beings who 

deserved justice. The nature of women religious as celibate 

and part of a larger church community meant they did not 

empathise with female activism but they still benefited from 

other women's (mostly Protestant women's) entrance into 

public life. They also expanded their own sphere based on 

their special vocations and by working primarily in areas of 

women's traditional influence, including healthcare, 

education, and domestic work. As celibate women, sisters 

19Mount Saint Vincent University was founded by the 
Sisters of Charity in Halifax. See Sister Maura, The 
Sisters of Charity of Halifax, (Toronto, 1955). 

2°McNamara, pp. 606-07. 

21McNamara, p . 606 . 
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were able to portray an androgyny which was less threatening 

to secular and church society than leadership by non­

celibate lay Roman Catholic women could have been. 22 

Thus, thousands of Canadian women in convents in the 

late-19th century, took up the work of their communities in 

a number of areas, including healthcare, education, and 

social services. In so doing they influenced the history of 

women in these specific areas to the degree that a historian 

of women in established professions and social movements 

must consider sisters as well as secular women when studying 

these phenomena. Furthermore, the context in which North 

American women religious worked meant their role is central 

to understanding the development of the welfare state and 

the development of Roman Catholic subcultures. 

Congregations performed important and visible work in 

the 19th century. They were able to have the broad 

influence they did because of the size of their labour 

force, which was very great. Women entered congregations 

for a variety of reasons. The seminal work on Canadian 

women's motivations for joining a convent, that of Marta 

22Wittberg, pp.118-122; and McNamara, p.3. 
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Danylewycz, remains the best work on the subject. 23 

Danylewycz argued that entrants to two Quebec women's 

religious congregations were drawn to the convent because it 

offered an enticing alternative to the traditionally 

limited, but socially expected, role of marriage and 

motherhood, as well as to the often economically and 

socially devastating experience of spinsterhood. In 

Danylewycz's words: 

Under the protection of their vocations, women 
pursued their life-long careers, wielded power, 
and, on occasion, entered the public sphere. In 
the final analysis entering a convent could well 
mean overcoming the disadvantage of being a woman 
in a man's world. 24 

While Danylewycz concentrated on the very practical, 

somewhat secular reasons which prompted women to enter 

23Marta Dany lewycz, ..:T..=a .... ko.:::i:.:,n:;;:g_t::,h=e:....-::V:..,::e::.,:i:..:l:...:...: _.:.:An=-~A~l!:.:t:.:e=rn=a:..::t:.=i"-'v:..:e=--t::.o=. 
Marriage, Motherhood, and Spinsterhood in Quebec, 1840-1920, 
(Toronto, 1987). 

24Danylewycz, p .160. The same argument is made 
regarding nuns in the middle ages by Penelope Johnston, 
"When women joined [religious] communities, they shed many 
of the attitudes and much of the behaviour of secular 
women .... By becoming participants in the church liturgy 
and life, by belonging to the Church more completely than 
was possible for any secular person, female or male, nuns 
collectively were empowered by their communal privileges and 
status to think and act with self confidence." Penelope 
Johnston, Equal in Monastic Profession: Religious Women in 
Medieval Europe, (Chicago, 1991), p.100. 
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religious life, other considerations include the strength of 

Ultramontanism and the communal activities and individual 

devotions it fostered as a spiritual incubator which 

increased the incidence of vocations. 25 Whatever their 

motivation, many women who entered religious life had 

successful careers, rewarding spiritual lives, and 

independence from men. 

A congregation's degree of independence in decision 

making and government depended upon its status, papal or 

diocesan. Many congregations in the 20Ch-century preferred 

papal to diocesan status because being answerable to the 

Curia offered congregations more autonomy, respect, and 

control than did being answerable to the diocesan bishop. 

Understandably, women's religious congregations, composed of 

strong, capable women, did not appreciate the degree of 

power their bishop had over them. Every time a new bishop 

was appointed, sisters worried whether he would approve of 

and support their works. Women religious often succeeded in 

2 5Danylewycz, pp.42-46. For a good description of the 
expansion in devotional participation in Quebec, see Roberto 
Perin, "Chapter Four: French-Speaking Canada from 1840", in 
Terrence Murphy and Roberto Perin, ed., A Concise History of 
Christianity in Canada, (Toronto, 1996), pp. 197-203. 
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very difficult jobs and with few resources, only to have a 

newly-appointed bishop shut down their institutions or 

publicly criticize their actions or skills. Bishops had 

control over congregations' finances and were known to 

divert funds, in addition to interfering with congregations' 

plans for their members' educations and applying their veto 

power against the congregation's elected superiors. There 

was also the risk of differing opinions over prayer, work, 

and lifestyle. 26 Bishops also interfered by disallowing 

amalgamation of congregations, or even communication between 

26Wittberg, pp.91-95. An extreme example of episcopal 
interference in a diocesan community is illustrated by an 
early 19th century teaching community. In Judith Taylor's 
words, "The founder, Charles S. Nerinckx (1761-1824), like 
most emigre priests a proponent of the European ideal, 
required the nuns to go barefoot, to sleep on straw on the 
floor, to labour in the fields plowing, clearing land, 
cutting and hauling wood, to maintain silence except for an 
hour after dinner (a privilege withdrawn during Lent), and 
to begin their work day at 4:00AM in the summer and 4:30 in 
the winter. The rule was so severe that fifteen of sixteen 
sisters under thirty years of age died of tuberculosis in 
one year. Their regimens, which hardly suited Kentucky 
winters, thoroughly drained teaching sisters." Judith 
Taylor, "From Proselytizing to Social Reform: Three 
Generations of French Female Teaching Congregations, 1600-
1720" (PhD dissertation, Arizona State, 1980), p. 396. 
Quoted in Wittberg, p.91. 



67 

communities, because they feared that networking could 

weaken episcopal power. 27 

The primary response of a diocesan women's congregation 

to episcopal interference was to appeal to their rule or 

constitutions which thoroughly outlined their mission and 

government. Yet, in the case of diocesan congregations, the 

constitutions could be overridden by a disrespectful bishop. 

More autonomous papal congregations could threaten to 

withdraw their services. 28 In many instances, superiors of 

such institutions withdrew their sisters because of poor 

working conditions, either material or spiritual. Because 

of the high demand for religious staff, sisters knew they 

would always be welcomed somewhere else. 29 In fact, 

successive bishops of Charlottetown obviously feared the 

withdrawal of one of the religious congregations on which 

they were dependent. 30 

27Wittberg, pp. 91-92. 

28Wittberg, p. 95 . 

29Doreen Vautour, "Maritime Entrants to the 
Congregation of Notre Dame, 1880-1920: A Rise in Vocations", 
{University of New Brunswick, MA thesis, 1995}, p.52. 

30Bishop Louis O'Leary, Bishop Henry's successor, was 
deeply distressed by the withdrawal of the Sisters of 
Charity from the Diocese in 1925. The Quebec-based 
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Women's religious congregations underwent significant 

internal reform, directed by Church hierarchy starting in 

the mid 19~ century. Congregations' constitutions were 

rewritten to include changes in the areas of government, 

education, organization, entrance requirements, communal 

life, and the process toward final vows, and were then 

submitted to Rome for recognition and approval. The purpose 

was to standardize the practice and structure of religious 

life and create a balance of power between local bishops and 

mother superiors.jl Women religious wanted effective 

superiors with councillors. In Marguerite Jean's words: 

"Cette guarantie d'unite et d'autorite appelle 

necessairement un noveau dynamisme a l'interieur des 

communautes, celui des generalats." 32 Many of the changes 

limited the superior general's influence. While in charge 

of the daily administration of the congregation with its 

congregation said they did not have enough French-speaking 
sisters to staff all the institutions. This potential for 
papal congregations to leave PEI was the very reason O'Leary 
was so anxious to found a diocesan congregation. 

3lDanylewycz, p. 48. 

32Marguerite Jean, Evolution de communautes religieuses 
de femmes au Canada de 1639 a nos jours, (Montreal, 1977), 
p.240. 
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often numerous related institutions and convents, the 

superior general was required to consult with her 

councillors in matters of importance including establishing 

new missions, admitting novices, and signing contracts or 

agreements. 33 These reforms in structure meant that 

virtually any 19Ch century religious congregation was 

administered by the same standardized government as 

Danylewycz described: 

[T]he superior general, whose term in office 
ranged anywhere from three to twelve years, 
governed the community with the help of a council; 
the council, composed of an assistant mother 
superior, three or four councillors, a bursar, 
sometimes the mistress of the novitiate, and, in 
teaching communities, the head mistress of 
education, deliberated with the mother superior 
over all the important affairs of the community; 
and the general assembly (or chapter), which 
consisted of the superior-general, her 
councillors, and delegates elected by all the 
sisters who had made permanent vows, met annually 
to elect provincial superiors and every three to 
six years to choose a mother superior. 34 

The 19th century reforms contributed to the increased 

stability in religious congregations which has already been 

mentioned. The number of religious congregations also 

33Jean, p.244. 

34Danylewycz, p. 48. 



70 

increased dramatically; six hundred new communities were 

founded worldwide in the 19ch century. In Quebec, the number 

of communities grew from 21 to 60 between 1850 and 1900. 35 

The 19th century North American race to secure women's 

religious congregations was motivated largely by bishops 

eager to further their episcopal ambitions and staff social 

institutions. 36 But, by the early-20th century, perhaps 

because of papal politics under Pius X (1903-1914), far 

fewer religious congregations were being founded than in the 

previous century. Yet, while few new congregations were 

founded in the early-20th century, existing Canadian 

religious congregations continued to receive thousands of 

women annually. 37 Had Bishop 0' Leary not installed a 

diocesan congregation in 1916, many more Prince Edward 

Island women with vocations would doubtless have left the 

province and the crucial 1910s generation of recruits and 

their critical service to the Roman Catholic community of 

35Wittberg, p. 39 . 

36Wittberg, pp.86-89. 

37Wittberg, pp. 87-88. 
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Prince Edward Island would have been lost to more 

established congregations outside the province. 

It was in a period, then, when relatively few diocesan 

congregations were founded that the Sisters of St Martha 

came into existence. Bishop O'Leary contacted the Apostolic 

Delegate in Ottawa in March 1914 and sought confirmation 

that a diocesan community could be absolutely under his 

control. 38 Women's religious communities were most commonly 

established in North America in the 19th century by bishops 

who either invited European congregations to their diocese 

and later made the North American communities independent, 

or actually founded their own congregations. Of the 261 

North American congregations founded before the 20th 

century, 22 per cent were founded by clerics and eight per 

cent were co-founded by a cleric and a lay woman. The 

remaining 70 per cent had been founded by bishops inviting 

European communities to the New World and creating diocesan 

congregations. In Quebec, Bishop Ignace Bourget (1799-1885) 

founded four women's diocesan religious communities and 

38Monseigneur Alfred Sinnott to Bishop Henry O'Leary, 
31 March 1914, Sisters of St Martha of Charlottetown 
Archives [SSMA], Series 8, Sub-series 2, #6. 
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invited another five European congregations to send sisters 

to his diocese. 39 

Many North American congregations were regularly 

subdivided or founded as small to medium sized communities, 

presumably so that they would continue to be subject to the 

specific bishops of the dioceses in which the houses were 

10cated. 40 Bishop 0' Leary would have been among the 

majority of North American diocesan bishops who desired 

exclusive authority over a religious congregation. In fact, 

Bishop O'Leary would have resented control that was based 

anywhere outside his diocese because it could potentially 

39Wittberg pp. 82-4. Regarding Bishop Ignace Bourget, 
see Phi11ippe Sylvian, "Ignace Bourget", Dictionary of 
Canadian Biography. 1881-90, vol. 10, (Toronto, 1982), pp. 
94-105. 

4°This was consistent with a long tradition. As 
congregations were founded during the Counter Reformation, 
they became subject to the law made at the Council of Trent 
which "placed communities of women under the control of 
local bishops." Rap1ey, p. 47 . 

A Florida bishop admitted to a mother general in 
France: "I believe I see a necessity to have only sisters 
who are entirely diocesan, sisters who obey the Bishop of 
the Diocese .... I repeat, I want sisters who obey me like 
their Bishop; and who are not in any manner subject to the 
congregations of a superior in another distant country." 
See Patricia Byrne, "Sisters of St. Joseph: The 
Americanization of a French Tradition" US Catholic Historian 
5 (3-4): 241-72, 1986. Quoted in Wittberg, p. 92. 



interfere with his plans for a strong Prince Edward Island 

Roman Catholic subculture. Bishop O'Leary's founding of 

the Charlottetown Sisters of St Martha in the 1910s was 

consistent with the 19th century tradition of clerically 

founded congregations. 

73 

A crucial element in implementing and maintaining a 

religious congregation is the inculcation of new members 

with the necessary knowledge and skills of the traditional 

monastic life. These skills include saying or singing the 

daily offices and learning the procedures for fasting, as 

well as instructions for governing the community. If the 

novitiate training was haphazard, members of the 

congregation would be unlikely ever to develop the rigorous 

conventions of daily monastic life. This is especially so 

in an apostolic, uncloistered congregation because the 

sisters are usually overworked and the demands on their time 

great. In view of the many plans Bishop O'Leary had for his 

proposed congregation, it was particularly important for the 

young women to receive a strong religious formation which 

made spiritual life their highest priority. 

The process of religious formation is very complicated 

for the founding members of the congregation who are without 



74 

experienced members to guide them, particularly if the 

founder does not live among them, as was the case with 

diocesan bishops who founded congregations, including Bishop 

0' Leary. Because of other responsibilities and not being 

part of the communal group, a diocesan bishop could not 

adequately teach new entrants the fundamentals of religious 

life. New communities were thus often mentored by 

established congregations until the skills were well 

ingrained within a nucleus of the new community. 

Bishop O'Leary cast a wide net when looking for 

assistance in establishing a congregation. He approached at 

least five congregations requesting help establishing the 

new community: the Sisters of St Joseph of Carondelet (St 

Paul Province) of Minnesota, the Sisters of St Joseph of 

Peterborough, the Congregation of Notre Dame, the Hotel Dieu 

Sisters of Chatham, New Brunswick, and the Sisters of St 

Martha of Antigonish. 41 When he approached the Sisters of 

St Joseph of Carondelet of Minnesota, a teaching 

congregation, for help in establishing a new congregation, 

O'Leary tried to call in a favour and made reference to the 

41"The Dream of Henry 0' Leary", photocopied 
booklet, [1991], pp.4-S, SSMA, Series 8, Sub-series 3, #8. 
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high number of vocations the congregation had received from 

Prince Edward Island over the years. The Bishop of Minnesota 

relayed the sisters' gratitude for the number and quality of 

Prince Edward Island entrants but added that the Sisters of 

St Joseph would have been willing to send sisters to teach 

in the Diocese of Charlottetown, but must decline to provide 

assistance in establishing a separate congregation. More 

important, their bishop explained to O'Leary, the Sisters of 

St Joseph were primarily a teaching congregation and only 

took charge of domestic service at a seminary at the 'urgent 

solicitation' of their former archbishop.42 The tone and 

content of the letter suggests that the Sisters of St Joseph 

thought the request was below their dignity and not 

respectful of their distinguished, middle-class, teaching 

reputation. They had ascertained that Bishop O'Leary wanted 

a working class congregation, and clearly were not 

interested. The Sisters of St Joseph in Peterborough 

likewise declined Bishop O'Leary's request saying they would 

42Bishop Reardon of Minnesota to H.O'Leary, 25 August 
1914, SSMA, Series 8, Sub-series 2, #6. 
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"not undertake domestic work as it is a new departure; and 

the Sisters are not trained for such work. "43 

The Antigonish Sisters of St Martha, on the other hand, 

were more sympathetic to the Bishop of Charlottetown because 

his request was so similar to the request which had caused 

their own congregation to be created. 44 The Antigonish 

Sisters had been founded in 1894 specifically to provide 

domestic service in imitation of the Biblical Martha who 

represented the importance of Christian hospitality. 45 The 

43Letter from Bishop O'Brien, Peterborough, to Bishop 
0' Leary, August 1914, as quoted in "The Dream of Henry 
0' Leary", p. 3. 

44Bishop O'Leary's request in 1914 was the second 
request to the Antigonish sisters from a Charlottetown 
bishop regarding domestic work in the Diocese of 
Charlottetown. The first came from Bishop James Charles 
MacDonald in 1901. At that time Mother Faustina and Mother 
M. Innocentia came to Charlottetown to inspect the domestic 
affairs at St. Dunstan's College. This must have included a 
request to take charge of the work, but for whatever reason 
on either their part or on the part of the Bishop, the 
Antigonish sisters did not commence this work and the 
Petites Soeurs de la Sainte-Famille of Sherbrook, Quebec 
continued. There was some comment that having French­
speaking sisters at St. Dunstan's College provided a useful 
language barrier between the seminary students and sisters, 
which made contact more difficult. Perhaps because 1914 was 
the second request to assist the Diocese of Charlottetown, 
the Sisters of St. Martha accepted this request quite 
quickly. 

45 See Luke 10: 38-42. 
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Bishop of Antigonish, John Cameron, contacted the superior 

general of the Sisters of Charity of Halifax, seeking 

assistance in acquiring sisters to manage the domestic 

affairs of St Francis Xavier University. Coincidentally, 

the Sisters of Charity were at the same time establishing an 

auxiliary to take care of the domestic duties at the 

congregation's educational institutions. 46 Mother Fidelis 

and Bishop Cameron decided that women from the Diocese of 

Antigonish who agreed to enter the new community would 

receive their religious formation and work training with 

the Sisters of Charity. In 1897 ten auxiliary sisters and 

three Sisters of Charity took charge of domestic services at 

4 6This auxiliary is comparable to the existence of 
'choir' and 'lay' sisters and brothers in many congregations 
until recently. In the Congregation of Notre Dame, for 
example, choir sisters taught in the prestigious schools the 
order ran while the lay sisters did domestic work for the 
institutions and for the choir sisters. There were also 
distinctions in vows, and the lay sisters did not sing mass. 
Danylewycz, pp.76-77. The Sisters of St. Martha, Antigonish 
and Charlottetown were distinct orders whose members took 
part in government and all aspects of religious life 
including the option to take perpetual vows. The decisions 
of Vatican II, "encouraged only one class of Sisters in 
communities of women." See "Lay Sister", New Catholic 
Encyclopaedia, vol. 8, p. 580. 
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St Francis Xavier. ~7 By 1.906 they had expanded into hospital 

work and at the time of Bishop O'Leary's request, they were 

operating two hospitals in Cape Breton and managing domestic 

services at Saint Augustine's Seminary in Toronto. 48 

After securing the assistance of the Antigonish 

congregation, O'Leary turned to the subject of recruitment, 

on which the success of the new congregation was almost 

completely dependent. The process proved difficult. The 

Congregation had no history with which recruits could 

identify, including no success stories and no role models. 

Moreover, the Bishop's immediate plan for the new 

congregation was neither exotic nor glamourous. The new 

congregation would be a working class congregation. 49 

The Bishop's immediate plan in 1.91.6 was to provide 

domestic service for St Dunstan's University and for his own 

'
17Sarah MacPherson, CSM, "Religious Women in Nova 

Scotia: A Struggle for Autonomy: a Sketch of the Sisters 
of Saint Martha of Antigonish, N.S, 1.900-1.960" in The 
Canadian Catholic Historical Association. Historical 
Studies, Guelph, 1.984, pp.89-1.06. 

48MacPherson, p. 97. 

49While Bishop 0' Leary had plans for the order to serve 
in a variety of ways, the only work proposed for the initial 
period, ie the only work for certain, was in domestic 
service. 
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residence, the Bishop's Palace. The new congregation's 

purpose was to serTe the Diocese of Charlottetowni he did 

not intend for the Congregation to work solely in domestic 

service, but rather in a variety of areas that served Prince 

Edward Island Roman Catholics. O'Leary reminded Islanders 

in 1917 that the Congregation's role would, in time, be 

expanded. He thus appealed to skilled and unskilled 

recruits saying, "We desire to obtain recruits for all 

classes of work, but in particular teachers and those who 

would engage in nursing and other kinds of works." 50 His 

wish to attract skilled recruits was optimistic, however, 

for the vast majority of young Roman Catholic Island women, 

from whom the Congregation would draw recruits, had not 

gained an education beyond the district school level. Due 

to poverty and lack of educational opportunity in Prince 

Edward Island in the 1910s, few students were able to go to 

Prince of Wales College or St Dunstan's University to study 

5
0Bishop Henry 0' Leary to Parish Priests, 05 May 1917, 

SSMA, Series 8, Sub-series 2, #6. There is evidence that 
Bishop O'Leary intended for the congregation to expand, 
particularly into teaching in rural schools and eventually 
into duties in the Charlottetown Hospital, but his initial 
priority for the new congregation was definitely domestic 
service. See "The Dream of Henry 0' Leary", pp. 5 and 9. 
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the upper high school grades. sl Moreover, women were not 

admitted to St Dunstan's until 1942 and Roman Catholic 

families were wary about sending their daughters to the 

'Protestant' Prince of Wales College. A further problem lay 

with those women with teaching or education backgrounds who 

preferred to join a teaching congregation, such as the 

Congregation of Notre Dame in Montreal, where they could 

practise their teaching skills, rather than a congregation 

which could offer no guarantee of teaching work, let alone a 

history of excellence within the profession. It would be 

unlikely that women with professional training would be 

drawn to a congregation engaged in the first instance in 

domestic service. 

Not surprisingly, Island women in the early 20th 

century continued to join off-Island congregations which 

slSenior high school grades were only obtained in PEI 
at the COlleges, St Dunstan's or Prince of Wales, until the 
1940s. At that time scattered district schools offered 
grade eleven if they could afford to mount it. Only in 1953 
did the availability of grade 12 become more common and 
finally in 1963 there were 14 regional high schools. See 
Mary Olga McKenna, "Higher Education in Transition, 1945-
1980" in Smitheram et aI, (eds.), The Garden Transformed: 
Prince Edward Island. 1945-1980, (Charlottetown: 1982), pp. 
208-09. 
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engaged in well-established, specialized work. 52 By 1924, 

the 27 members of the Sisters of St Martha included only one 

nurse and a few teachers; the remainder, the vast majority, 

had no professional skills and minimal formal education. 53 

Congregations which were created for a specific purpose, 

such as teaching or nursing, did not suffer the same 

problems. Entrants either had to possess the skills 

relevant to the Congregation or acquire them in the 

novitiate. The Congregation of Notre Dame was recognized, 

for example, for a novitiate that was equal to or better 

than any normal school in training teachers, although it did 

not provide a licence. 

The dedication of a congregation to a single occupation 

worked well when there were several religious congregations 

in one diocese. Responsibilities such as education, 

healthcare, and domestic service to clergy were often 

divided so that each congregation specialized in a 

particular area. Because the Sisters of St Martha were to 

52For example, 41 PEr women entered the CND between 
1911 and 1920. This was double the number of the previous 
decade. See Vautour, table 13, p.92. 

53SSMA, Series 3, Sub-series 2; and Series 9. 
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be the only diocesan congregation in the province, and would 

take so long to get established, the bishop wanted the 

sisters to provide as many services as possible. O'Leary 

was a young, driven bishop who wanted a dedicated, 

dependable, flexible, and inexpensive labour pool to carry 

out his vision for a strong Roman Catholic Prince Edward 

Island. The Bishop's grand notion of the Congregation's 

mission was not precise, however, which may have led to 

difficulties attracting recruits. 

Another impediment to attracting aspirants to the new 

congregation was competition from other congregations. 

Bishop O'Leary wrote to Mother Stanislaus of the Antigonish 

Sisters of St Martha in January 1915: "It is a great pity 

to see this soil so fertile in vocations, furnish subjects 

to the US and elsewhere, and be forced to import others for 

diocesan works." 54 The next June he warned Mother 

Stanislaus of the urgency in gaining vocations for the 

diocesan community: "I have just received word that the 

Sisters of St Ann are coming to collect subjects. If you 

54Henry 0' Leary to Mother Stanislaus, 7 January 1915, 
SSMA, Series 8, Sub-series 2, #6. 
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could get established soon, you would forestall them. 1155 

That same summer he again wrote about what he considered bad 

news: liThe Sisters of St Paul, USA have gathered 8 or 9 

subjects up east. It seems to me that if you with another 

Sister could go into the parishes you would get some of 

them."56 Potential entrants, he believed, would accept the 

first invitation they received from a religious 

congregation. 

The late Marta Danylewycz argued in her study of two 

large Quebec women's religious congregations, that there 

were numerous considerations a prospective postulant weighed 

up before committing to a congregation. A young woman might 

view a vocation more favourably, for example, if she could 

join a congregation to which a female relative or friend 

already belonged. Even if they were assigned to live in 

different cities or if they were not permitted to speak to 

each other, women tended to join congregations with which 

55Henry 0' Leary to Mother Stanislaus, 12 June 1916, 
SSMA, Series 8, Sub-series 2, #6. 

56Henry O'Leary to Mother Stanislaus, 30 July 1916, 
SSMA, Series 8, Sub-series 2, #6. O'Leary is referring to 
the Sisters of St Joseph of Carondelet (St Paul Province) in 
Minnesota. 
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they had some familial link. Describing how young women 

strove to find the convent best suited to them, Danylewycz 

wrote: "Rather than abandoning themselves to God's will by 

rushing to the closest convent, they reasoned and 

calculated, determining which community best suited their 

particular social preferences and personal aspirations." 57 

Social preferences of postulants referred largely to the 

collective class of a congregation's sisters and of those 

they served. Working class congregations were less 

prestigious and Sisters of St Martha, as the name implies, 

were associated more with the working class than were the 

Religious of the Sacred Heart or the Congregation of Notre 

Dame, for example. 58 In fact, Danylewycz chronicled one 

5
7Danylewycz, p. ~~~. 

5
8The choice of patron saint was probably made more out 

of deference to the mentors of the order, the Sisters of St. 
Martha of Antigonish, than in imitation of the Biblical 
Martha of Bethany. Martha is best-known as the busy and 
practical woman who provided charity and hospitality to 
Jesus, who actually praised Martha's sister Mary for her 
preference for learning over domestic work: " ... Jesus came 
to a village where a woman named Martha made him welcome in 
her home. She had a sister, Mary, who seated herself at the 
Lord's feet and stayed there listening to his words. Now 
Martha was distracted by her many tasks, so she came to him 
and said, 'Lord, do you not care that my sister has left me 
to get on with the work by myself? Tell her to come and 
lend a hand.' But the Lord answered, 'Martha, Martha, you 
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young entrant's mistake entering a Quebec-based Sisters of 

St Martha. She soon realized her unsuitability to domestic 

service, although not to religious life, and tried to enter 

the more middle class Congregation of Notre Dame. The 

entrant explained her reason for leaving the Sisters of Ste. 

Martha: 

Since this community (SSM) was established for the 
upkeep of seminaries ... I was assigned to wash dishes 
and peel potatoes, which I loathe doing .... As a 
result, I have been so bored that I spend my time 
crying because I have never washed so many dishes or 
big pots! ... I put in my full eight months, but when 
the time comes for my taking the habit, I tell the 
Mother Superior that I cannot stay, this life is too 
hard. 59 

This woman was clearly not accustomed to domestic service 

and thought she should belong to a more middle class 

congregation. 

are fretting and fussing about so many things; but one thing 
is necessary. The part that Mary has chosen is best; and it 
shall not be taken away from her." (Luke 10: 38-42, New 
English Bible, Oxford, 1972, p. 87). Martha's role is 
usually interpreted broadly as the apostolic life whether it 
be domestic work, hospitality, teaching or healthcare. By 
naming the new diocesan order the Sisters of St. Martha, 
Bishop O'Leary was not committing them exclusively to 
domestic work, but rather to an active work, which was what 
a rejuvenated Catholic social order required. 

59Excerpt from the autobiographical sketch of one the 
Sisters of the CND as quoted in Danylewycz, p.83. 
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While some congregations were engaged totally in 

domestic service, as was this group of Sisters of St Martha 

in Quebec, no congregation could avoid the domestic labour 

necessary to run the institutions they administered. Some 

congregations, however, allowed most of their members a more 

genial life by assigning menial labour to a distinct rank of 

sisters within their congregation. By 1888 the Congregation 

of Notre Dame had made the distinction between les soeurs 

converses, lay sisters who laboured domestically, and les 

soeurs de choeurs, a more professional class which 

participated fully in convent government. Particularly 

after 1888, the Congregation of Notre Dame guaranteed middle 

class educated women a continuation of their middle class 

existence. 6o The availability of such a range of class in 

women's congregations must have affected the appeal of the 

new Prince Edward Island diocesan congregation. By selecting 

the name 'St Martha' Bishop O'Leary clearly indicated this 

was a lesser congregation of manual workers. Although he 

promised the Congregation would expand into various works, 

the name carried a very working class connotation and 

6°Danylewycz, p. 93. 
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contradicted O'Leary's assurance that the congregation would 

be occupationally diverse. 

Bishop Henry O'Leary was, nevertheless, confident, 

optimistic, and perhaps naive, about the number of women who 

would desire to enter the new Island community. Many times 

he informed Mother Stanislaus that the "recruiting would be 

rapid" and that a tour of the Island parishes would 

"easily" produce six or seven entrants in the fall of 

1916. 61 He may have misread potential recruits. Danylewycz 

argued that 19th century women in Quebec were motivated to 

join religious convents to escape marriage and perpetual 

pregnancy, and pursue a career such as teaching or 

nursing. 62 At the time of the founding of the Sisters of St 

Martha in 1916, Canadian women had far more legal rights and 

opportunities than at the turn of the century; thus the 

motivation to join a religious community for the career 

opportunities it offered had lessened somewhat. 63 

61"Dream of Henry 0' Leary" , pp.4-S. 

62Danylewycz, pp. 97-109. 

63Compared to the late 19th century, the 1910s were a 
time of expanding opportunity for women. Canadian women 
were accepted, albeit slowly and grudgingly, into 
universities and the professions. More important, World War 



88 

Nonetheless, career opportunity remained a strong attraction 

of the convent for many women in the early-20Ch century. 

While thousands of lay women were teachers, for example, 

their salary, often one third lower than their male 

counterparts, did not allow them to live on their own and 

they could not work if married. 54 While the professions of 

law and medicine were opened to women in the late-19ch 

century and early-20Ch century, respectively, the number of 

women admitted remained very low, and the economic cost was 

far beyond the reach of many until well into the second half 

of the 20Ch century. Overall, Danylewycz's argument for the 

19Ch century that career opportunities drew women to the 

convent remains relevant well into the 20th century.55 

I offered women greater opportunity for unwaged and 
sometimes waged employment beyond the bounds of traditional 
separate spheres. Legally, married women were allowed to 
own and dispose of property and, in 1918, were allowed to 
vote federally. Beginning in the late-19th century and to an 
increasing degree in the early 20Ch century, women were 
accepted into medicine and law as well as into degree 
programs in arts and sciences. Still, the decade's 
expanding opportunities did not lead to immediate or 
significant change. See Alison Prentice et aI, Canadian 
Women: A History, (Toronto, 1996), pp.137-140. 

64Prentice, Canadian Women, p.135. 

65prentice, Canadian Women, pp. 137-140. 
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Opportunities and legal rights had improved, but they were 

not widely enjoyed. Early 20th century Canadian women were 

still bound to traditional roles and their status had 

improved only relatively. Thus religious life continued to 

provide many opportunities that secular life did not. 

Bishop O'Leary appeared unconcerned about Island women 

joining the congregation most suitable to them but rather 

expected first refusal on Island female vocations. 66 

Contrary to Bishop O'Leary's expectations, after he founded 

the Sisters of St Martha, women continued to go off the 

Island to join a religious congregation. They did not rush 

to the closest convent despite the pressure Bishop O'Leary 

put on parish priests to encourage prospective postulants to 

join his congregation. Between 1916 and the end of his 

episcopate, O'Leary wrote several letters to the clergy 

66His expectation for first refusal on Island female 
vocations is illustrated in the case of a widow in her 
forties who had already contacted the Sisters of Charity in 
Quebec. Those sisters encouraged the woman to contact 
O'Leary, who, despite the recruits's very positive reference 
from her parish priest, did not accept her and recommended 
she try the Sisters of Charity again. Although he was 
possessive of Island recruits, O'Leary still accepted 
recruits very carefully. Recruits were difficult to attract 
but O'Leary was still discerning. See letter from Reverend 
A.J.MacDonald to Reverend Hughes [Bishop O'Leary's vacation 
replacement] 16 Sept 1915, SSMA, Series 8, Sub-series 2, #6. 
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including one in May 1917, which disregarded the personal 

fit necessary for entrants and congregations: 

I may say that our diocese is in the greatest need of 
subjects for various diocesan works and we would urge 
you to do all in your power to assist us in securing 
recruits. It would indeed be a strange and incredible 
event if our Island diocese which has sent so many 
religious abroad could not obtain a sufficient number 
for its own needs. 67 

Some entrants to the Sisters of St Martha were 

attracted to the new congregation because it presented less 

risk, since they would not be required to leave the Island. 

As Bishop O'Leary said emphatically to diocesan priests in 

1917: "As you are well aware this congregation is diocesan 

and all subjects will remain in Prince Edward Island. ,,68 

While life with the Sisters of St Martha demanded as much 

physically, mentally, and spiritually as in any other 

congregation, there was, albeit somewhat illogically, 

comfort in the propinquity of one's family. Such may have 

been the case with one of the first recruits, a 27 year old 

woman from western Prince County who had already entered a 

67Henry 0' Leary to the Parish Priests of the Diocese of 
Charlottetown, OS May 1917, SSMA, Series 8, Sub-series 2, 
#6. 

68Henry O'Leary to Parish Priests, OS May 1917, SSMA, 
Series 8, Sub-series 2, #6. 
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congregation in St Paul, Minnesota, but left, dissatisfied, 

a year later. Bishop O'Leary encouraged Mother Stanislaus 

to accept her because, "She says she thinks she will be 

contented this time. ,,69 The woman's contentment may have 

been anticipated because of her familiarity with her own 

province. 

After 1916, a number of Prince Edward Island women 

sought adventure by joining the Congregation of Notre Dame 

in Montreal, the Sisters of St Joseph of Carondelet (St Paul 

Province) in Minnesota, the Sisters of Charity in Halifax, 

or other congregations which had wider foci than a single 

province or diocese. Even though religious vows did not 

permit a sister any choice in assignment, a young entrant to 

the Sisters of Charity in Halifax in the early 20th century, 

for example, could be sent to a wide variety of missions 

during her life in the congregation. By 1930 the 

Congregation had missions in the provinces of Alberta, 

British Columbia, New Brunswick and Nova Scotia, and the 

states of Massachusetts, New Jersey, New York, and 

Washington. Likewise, between 1860 and 1920 the 

69Henry 0' Leary to Mother Stanislaus, 26 September 
1915, SSMA, Series 8, Sub-series 2, #6. 
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Congregation of Notre Dame founded 59 schools outside 

Quebec. The Bishop's guarantee that entrants to the Sisters 

of St Martha would stay on the Island gave aspirants some 

control over their destination but did little for those 

women seeking a higher degree of adventure. 

In 1915, Bishop O'Leary, with crucial assistance from 

Mother St John (the) Baptist, Congregation of Notre Dame, 

negotiated the details of the agreement with the Antigonish 

sisters to found the new congregation and to provide the 

initial training of the entrants in Antigonish. 70 On 

O'Leary's behalf Mother St John visited the Bishop of 

Antigonish, the Rector of St Francis Xavier University, and 

the Mother Superior of the Sisters of St Martha, all of whom 

agreed to proceed with receiving the first entrants at the 

convent on the St Francis Xavier campus. Bishop O'Leary 

7°Not only could a bishop not teach sisters the customs 
and theology of everyday life, he often was not in a 
position to approach an established congregation with the 
request to mentor his congregation. Such was the case with 
the local Mother Superior of the Congregation of Notre Dame 
in Charlottetown who represented Bishop O'Leary in arranging 
a mentoring role with the Sisters of St. Martha in 
Antigonish. The Sisters of St. Martha of Antigonish agreed 
to help O'Leary in an arrangement worked out between Mother 
St. John the Baptist of the Congregation of Notre Dame, the 
Bishop of Antigonish, Bishop O'Leary, and the Mother 
Superior of the Sisters of St. Martha of Antigonish. 
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would have preferred that a group of mature Antigonish 

sisters come to Charlottetown to set up a novitiate, but the 

congregation had too many demands on its already 

insufficient number of sisters to go to Charlottetown to 

entertain O'Leary's request. 71 The Antigonish Mother 

Superior promised that, when a sufficient number of subjects 

were professed, she would have an experienced Antigonish 

sister accompany them to Charlottetown to "further direct 

and form them so as that their Bishop's views may be carried 

out as perfectly as possible." 72 The final agreement read 

as follows: 

Memorandum of Conditions under which the Sisters of 
St Martha take up work in the Diocese of Charlottetown 

1. It is the expressed and understood intention that 
the Bishop of Charlottetown has in view the 
establishing of an independent branch of the 
Sisters of St Martha, said branch to be entirely 
independent of the Sisters of St Martha of 
Antigonish. 

71The Mother Superior preferred entrants between 25-30 
years old, and the rector insisted that no charge for the 
Charlottetown sisters' upkeep be levied as the new recruits 
would be contributing to the group's small income. 

72From Mother St. John Baptist de Rossi to Mother St. 
Catherine of Sweden, 09 September 1914, quoted in Ida Mary, 
CSM (Mary Jeanette Coady), "The Birth and Growth of the 
Congregation of the Sisters of St Martha of Prince Edward 
Island", (MA thesis, University of Ottawa, 1955), p.13. 
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send a sufficient number of professed Sisters to 
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take charge of St Dunstan's College, namely ________ _ 

3. When the subjects sent by the Bishop of 
Charlottetown to Antigonish shall be considered 
sufficiently formed and experienced and in 
sufficient number to begin a diocesan branch of 
the community, they shall all return to the 
Diocese of Charlottetown, and all the Antigonish 
Sisters shall return to Antigonish. The 
Superioress shall, however, remain in 
Charlottetown until another compenent [sic] 
Superioress shall be found to take her place and 
at least one Sister from Charlottetown shall 
remain to replace her in Antigonish until she 
returns. 

4. All expense connected with the sending of the 
subjects to Antigonish and the bringing of the 
Sisters from Antigonish shall be borne by the 
Bishop of Charlottetown. 73 

The key part of the agreement was the mentoring role 

the Antigonish sisters would provide through novitiate 

training to the new Charlottetown group. By sending the 

first entrants to Antigonish, Bishop O'Leary ensured that 

the diocesan community would have a solid start in a well-

ordered, communal, and mature environment. 

The first two entrants left for Antigonish 04 January 

1915: Teresa Murray (1887-1947) and Rose McQuaid (1895-

73 "Memorandum of Agreement", n. d., SSMA, Series 8, Sub­
series 2, #5. 
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1919) both from St Anne's, Lot 65. They were joined a few 

months later by Sarah Farrell (1895-1977) from Sturgeon and 

Deliva Cahill (1888-1981) from Alberton. They ranged in age 

from 20 to 27, all were Irish, three were from eastern 

Prince Edward Island and one was from western Prince Edward 

Island. They finished their postulancy 11 June 1915, and 

spent the next year in the novitiate. Then, in July 1916 

they returned to Charlottetown with three Antigonish 

sisters, Mother Stanislaus and two assistants, Sr. M. St 

Hugh and St Joseph Agatha. They immediately took charge of 

the domestic affairs at St Dunstan's College and the 

Bishop's Palace. 74 

Neither the motivation nor the procedure for founding 

the Sisters of St Martha was unique. The founding was 

successful despite several difficulties including, 

complications finding a mentoring congregation, the world-

wide decrease in clerically founded congregations, the young 

founder's relative inexperience, and the competition for 

recruits from more established, prestigious, and 

74 "Annals " , SSMA, Series 8, Sub-series 4; "Obituaries", 
SSMA, Series 9; and Mildred MacIsaac, et al., The Story of 
the Sisters of St Martha, 1916-1991, (Charlottetown, 1991). 
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geographically diverse congregations. In addition, while 

there were numerous diocesan congregations throughout 

Canada, no other single diocesan congregation was charged 

with the work of an entire province. In comparison, three 

dioceses composed Nova Scotia and two composed New Brunswick 

in the early 20th century. When the Charlottetown Sisters 

of St Martha were founded in 1916 they began the process of 

becoming a unique provincial force. 



Chapter 3: Bntrants, Work, and Development, ~9~6 to 1925 

Four Prince Edward Island novices accompanied by three 

Antigonish Sisters of St Martha arrived in Charlottetown 17 

July 1916 to start work at St Dunstan's College, replacing 

the Petites Soeurs de la Sainte-Famille who had been in 

charge of the College's domestic work since 1908. A month 

later, Bishop O'Leary formally announced the founding of the 

Sisters of St Martha of Charlottetown. 1 O'Leary hoped the 

new congregation would have a sufficiently wide appeal to 

end the significant out-migration of Island women with 

religious vocations who, before 1916, had to go off-Island 

if they wished to join a religious congregation. 2 However, 

rather than drawing a wide variety of entrants wit~ skills 

lMildred MacIsaac, et al., The Story of the Sisters of 
St Martha. 1916-1991, (Charlottetown, 1991), p. 2. The 
Sisters of St. Martha of Charlottetown regard 17 July 1916 
as their founding date, although Bishop O'Leary waited 
another month before formally announcing the establishment 
of the new order. 

2Bishop Henry O'Leary to Mother 
1915, Sisters of St Martha Archives, 
series 2, #6. 
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Stanislaus, January 
[SSMA], Series 8, Sub-
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which could be utilized in numerous kinds of institutions 

serving the Roman Catholic population of Prince Edward 

Island, the new congregation attracted a fairly homogeneous 

group of primarily Irish, working-class women, few of whom 

had completed high school. Despite the Bishop's stated 

intentions, from ~9~6 until ~924 the number and nature of 

entrants limited the Congregation to serving in primarily 

domestic assignments, although their Constitutions 

stipulated a far wider range of work. 3 

In ~9~6 the Sisters of St Martha's domestic work 

comprised the various domestic affairs at St Dunstan's, a 

Catholic men's college, which emphasized preparing young men 

for seminary and the priesthood, as well as the domestic 

management of the Bishop's residence. Between ~9~4 and ~9~8 

annual enrollment at the college was between ~20 and ~50. 

The post-war influx of students increased enrollment to 292 

3The sisters' only non-domestic assignment was teaching 
at a district school in Kinkora. In addition to the number 
and nature of entrants determining the work of the order, 
the community did not have the financial or human resources 
to allow sisters to become formally educated, the only other 
thing that would have facilitated diversification. Like 
other congregations, including the Sisters of Charity of the 
Immaculate Conception of Saint John, the Sisters of St. 
Martha had to wait for a period of stabilization before they 
could afford university educations for their members. 
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students in 1919-20 and raised the college's domestic 

demands beyond what the sisters could manage.' The sisters 

were responsible for all students' and staff's meals and 

laundry, cleaning the buildings, preparing the sacristy and 

chapel for services, and running a small farm owned by the 

College. s The sisters also cleaned the residence rooms, 

repaired clothing, and even darned the men's socks.6 

Bishop Bernard Donald MacDonald, who founded the college in 

1854 described its purpose: "to give a literary, moral, and 

religious training to all who choose to avail themselves of 

it. ,,7 Bishop after bishop considered St Dunstan's the 

provinces's most important Roman Catholic institution, and 

'G. Edward MacDonald, "'And Christ Dwelt in the Heart 
of His House': A History of St. Dunstan's University, 1855-
1955", (PhD dissertation, Queen's University, 1984), p.359. 

SUntil 1920 the college physical plant consisted of 
only one building. In 1920 Dalton Hall opened and served 
mainly as a residence. 

6 "Memorandum of Agreement between the Sisters of St. 
Martha and St. Dunstan's University", 1930, SSMA, 12, Box 
10, #5. I was unable to find a copy of an earlier written 
agreement. 

7 [Islander] , January 1854. St Dunstan's College 
succeeded St. Andrew's College 1831-1854. SDC obtained 
university status in 1917. Lawrence K. Shook, Catholic Post­
Secondary Education in English-Speaking Canada: A History, 
(Toronto, 1971), pp.35-36, 47. 
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Bishop Henry O'Leary was no exception. In a ~9~5 pastoral 

letter he wrote, "We would not conceal from you, dearly 

beloved, that of all of our cherished institutions St 

Dunstan's College by its fruitful abundance of vocations to 

the holy priesthood, is the dearest to our heart. liS Despite 

this high priority, the college was in constant financial 

distress. Nevertheless, upon becoming Bishop of 

Charlottetown in ~9~4, Bishop O'Leary immediately began 

making plans to enlarge the scope of St Dunstan's and was 

successful in applying to have the college raised to 

university status in 1917. 9 Although Edward MacDonald notes 

in his 1984 dissertation: "A more mundane dilemma, who 

would do the chores there (SDC), helped lead O'Leary to one 

of his most notable accomplishments ... founding the Sisters 

of St Martha." 10, it could be argued that Bishop 0' Leary 

would not consider any requirement of St Dunstan's a 

SPastoral letter, 1915, as quoted in MacDonald, p.323. 

90'Leary also approached three men's religious orders 
to establish a junior agricultural college or extension 
department at St Dunstan's, although it did not materialize. 
MacDonald, p.339. 

10MacDonald, p. 339. 



"mundane dilemma": settling domestic arrangements 

satisfactorily was a priority for the Bishop. 

~o~ 

Domestic affairs at St Dunstan's had been problematic 

since the opening of the institution. Men had been hired to 

look after the farm and women had been hired to look after 

the domestic labour, but the wages were always low, the work 

very hard, the conditions poor, and the machinery out-of­

date. A diocesan congregation of sisters, almost regardless 

of how difficult to create or administer, was an ideal 

solution to St Dunstan's domestic requirements from an 

administrative point of view. 11 For these reasons the new 

diocesan women's congregation was based at St Dunstan's, to 

serve the staff and students of the diocese's most favoured 

institution, morally, efficiently, and frugally. 

The domestic requirements at St Dunstan's were 

extensive and physically demanding. One early entrant, 

Sister M. Rita (Murial Kinch), explained the division of 

labour in the scullery: one sister was in charge of the 

meat; another was responsible for dessert, which required a 

lot of canning; and another was in charge of vegetables, the 

llMacDonald, pp. 339-40. 
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most labourious part of which was carrying eight baskets of 

potatoes through a tunnel and up the stairs daily. Other 

sisters scrubbed the cement floors, kept the fires burning 

and served the students and faculty. Sister M. Rita spent 

eight years in domestic service at St Dunstan's, the 

Bishop's Palace, and St Francis Hostel (for the Aged) before 

being sent to St Vincent's Orphanage in 1925. Most of her 

days at St Dunstan's were spent making beds and washing 

potatoes while at the Bishop's Palace she was responsible 

for cleaning the priests' rooms and waiting on tables in the 

dining room. 12 

Many religious congregations in the 19th and early-20th 

centuries included a tiered membership of choir and lay 

sisters. The lay sisters served the domestic needs of the 

professional sisters, often teachers, and the institutions 

the congregation administered. 11 The choir sisters were 

12Sister Rita Kinch, transcribed oral interview, 1979, 
SSMA, Series 12, Box 11, #8. 

llInitially lay sisters were entrants who could not 
afford to pay the entrance dowry. For more on the 
distinction between choir and lay sisters see Marta 
Danylewycz, Taking the Veil: An Alternative to Marriage. 
Motherhood. and Spinsterhood in Quebec. 1840-1920, (Toronto, 
1987), p. 79. 
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more able to devote their time to the congregation's 

professional employment which was also the more economically 

lucrative work which financed the sisters' personal expenses 

and housing requirements. While sisters took vows of 

poverty and owned virtually nothing, their congregations 

often owned the institutions they administered and the 

various houses which accommodated the sisters and which 

required significant funds to maintain and operate. Members 

of congregations which did not include the tiered membership 

usually shared the domestic duties of their institutions and 

convents. 14 In addition, some congregations hired secular 

women to do the most menial work. This was of greater 

concern in public institutions in which sisters were 

visible, including schools and hospitals. In some cases it 

was considered unacceptable to have sisters scrubbing 

floors. In other congregations a conscious decision was made 

not to hire any outside help because of insufficient funds. 

Some bishops did not permit hiring secular labour for a 

14Laurie C. C . Stanley , ,,- So Many Crosses to Bear': The 
Religious Hospitallers of St. Joseph and the Tracadie Leper 
Hospital, 1868-1910" in Elizabeth Gillen Muir and Marilyn 
Fardig Whitely, eds., Changing Roles of Women Within the 
Christian Church in Canada, (Toronto, 1995), pp. 19-37. 
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variety of reasons, no doubt including practising their 

authority to remind sisters of their servant status. lS 

The Sisters of St Martha hired domestic servants to 

help at St Dunstan's College and later at other 

institutions. This suggests either that the sisters 

required additional human resources,l6 or perhaps they were 

attaching a class hierarchy to various duties by assigning 

the lowliest jobs to the hired help rather than burdening 

their members. Mother Stanislaus, for example, was 

lSThe Hospitallers of St. Joseph ran a lazaretto in 
Tracadie, New Brunswick, starting in 1868. The sisters 
immediately assumed many health care and domestic duties at 
the lazaretto but their share of domestic duties increased 
after the sisters were in Tracadie a couple of decades. They 
prepared the lepers' meals after 1880 but were still 
assisted in other chores by one hired servant. In 1906 they 
were 'obliged' to take on all the washing and scrubbing 
which the former hired washerwoman had done. Over the years 
this community was allowed less paid secular help and 
eventually had to assume all domestic work. Stanley, p.23. 

l6G. Edward MacDonald noted in his dissertation that 
the sisters hired extra help because of the post-War rise in 
enrollment, but Congregation records include receipts for 
wages to women as early as 1917. See "Financial 
Statements", 1917, SSMA, Series 12, Box 10, #3; and 
MacDonald, p.364. 
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remembered for working on the rosebushes and garden, not for 

scrubbing floors .17 

As part of their duties managing domestic affairs at St 

Dunstan's College the Sisters of St Martha ran a farm on the 

college property. They employed a local farmer to prepare 

the soil, plant the crops and do some of the harvesting, but 

they also did much of the work themselves. In the spring of 

1920, for example, they paid a total of $57.65 for 99 hours 

of labour which included harrowing with a tractor, harrowing 

with a team, sowing with a team, planting potatoes and 

turnips, and spreading manure. 1B They spent $232.23 on 

seed and also purchased a horse, turnip pulper, cream 

separator, and a plough, and other equipment for $402.26. 

The farm would have required labour significantly in excess 

of these 99 hours, so the sisters were clearly involved. 

17 "Annals ", 1921, SSMA, Series 8, Sub-series 4. The 
obituaries provide the most complete descriptions of 
individual members' work in the community, yet 
understandably, the dregs of domestic labour are unmentioned 
and it remains doubtful that the sisters would have 
performed the most menial labour given their ongoing hiring 
of domestic servants from Charlottetown, rural PEI and the 
Magdalen Islands. 

lBDepending on the labour, the hourly rate was between 
$0.20 to $1.00, "Financial Statements", SSMA, Series 12, Box 
10, #3. 
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In 1919, the sisters paid out a total of almost $350 to 

20 women for providing domestic service. This work was a 

combination of menial work the sisters were not expected to 

perform, and regular work during times of increased demand, 

such as during epidemics of influenza or other common 

illnesses, or rises in enrollment. Periodically an epidemic 

would run through the men's residence, placing a much 

greater burden on the sisters who were expected to nurse and 

care for those who fell ill. If some of the sisters were 

also ill it was imperative that extra help be called in. In 

fact, a young sister died in 1918 from influenza, a real 

tragedy in a small struggling community. Two college 

students died during the same epidemic. In February 1920, 

Mother house annals described the strain the worldwide 

Spanish influenza epidemic caused to staffing the college: 

4. 

Another severe epidemic of the "Flu" occurred this 
month. This time the Sisters and girls (servants) 
suffered severely and it was with great difficulty that 
the work was carried on. At one time only 4 girls and 4 
sisters were up and they were none too well. Ninety 
students were sick .... 19 

19 "Annals " , February 1920, SSMA, Series 8, Sub-series 
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The real fear of death and the shortage of staff was a 

tremendous burden on the community, particularly in years 

when high enrollment led to more crowded accommodations. 

The sisters ran an infirmary for the college students and 

faculty although they did not always have a trained nurse 

among them.20 The Sisters of St Martha were credited with 

the lack of casualties during the 1920 epidemic. 21 

Domestic service at St Dunstan's was clearly meant to 

be the priority of the Sisters of St Martha and was the 

immediate motivation for their creation. The labour the 

sisters performed was traditional female labour for which 

the bishop did not expect to pay. In Marxist terms, the 

sisters did all the private sphere reproductive labour 

required to return the priests and students to their work or 

study day after day. Perhaps because the work was the 

unpaid and undervalued work of the traditional domestic 

sphere, the Bishop hated the idea of having to pay secular 

women a standard wage for it and was therefore eager that 

sisters perform it with minimal remuneration. The sisters 

2°An Antigonish sister who was a nurse was present for 
the 1918 epidemic but not the more widespread 1920 epidemic. 

21MacDonald, p. 360. 
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received ten dollars a month salary, "scarcely enough to 

keep shoes on their feet - -qui te literally." 22 Employing 

sisters had benefits in addition to their low cost, however. 

The sisters were less of a temptation to the male students 

and faculty than were secular women. The sisters, 

nevertheless, took precautions and entered residence rooms 

only in the men's absence and always with at least one 

female companion. 23 

During the Congregation's first few years at St 

Dunstan's, it benefited from essential support from the 

Antigonish Sisters of St Martha. For its first five years 

Mother Stanislaus, along with two other sisters, provided 

leadership to the new Charlottetown congregation. Formerly 

Mary Anne MacDonald, Mother Stanislaus grew up near 

Antigonish and was among the first entrants to the 

Antigonish Sisters of St Martha in 1900, the year that 

congregation was founded. Although she was only 34 when she 

became the founding superior of the Charlottetown 

22MacDonald, p.344. This is not to suggest the bishop 
paid sisters engaged in other work, such as teaching or 
nursing, any more. 

23MacDonald, p. 440. 
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congregation, she had already served six years as the 

superior of the Antigonish congregation. During that time 

she oversaw much expansion in the Congregation and set the 

stage for much of its work in the early 20th century. 24 

She had broad experience which made her the ideal candidate 

to guide the first Charlottetown diocesan community in their 

role serving the Diocese of Charlottetown. In addition, 

Mother Stanislaus' own community was working class and 

accustomed to poverty both within the congregation and among 

those they served in industrial Cape Breton. At the same 

time, she was also a highly valued member of her own 

community; loaning Mother Stanislaus to the Diocese of 

Charlottetown was a very generous and selfless act given 

that the Antigonish sisters were a young congregation with 

more requests for their services than they could fulfill. 25 

24Forty beds were added to the hospital the 
congregation administered in 1912, the first mission outside 
the diocese was established in Toronto in 1913, a home for 
the aged was founded in 1914, and the first general council 
was elected in 1915. Sarah MacPherson, CSM, "Religious Women 
in Nova Scotia: A Struggle for Autonomy: A Sketch of the 
Sisters of St Martha of Antiogonish, Nova Scotia, 1900-60", 
The Canadian Catholic Historical Association. Historical 
Studies, 1984, pp.89-106. 

25Stanley, pp.89-106. 
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The meagre resources of the Diocese of Charlotte town 

combined with the high expectations of Bishop Q'Leary were 

politely refused by several women's religious congregations, 

but not by Mother Stanislaus. 26 For five years she guided 

the young community, instilled the Prince Edward Island 

novices with the fundamentals of religious life, and 

negotiated with Bishop Q'Leary on behalf of the 

Charlottetown sisters. 27 

While Mother Stanislaus was in charge of the daily life 

of the Congregation in the late 1910s, Bishop Q'Leary, as 

bishop, held authority over the Congregation. He 

represented it publicly in such things as making the 

26Mother Stanislaus' predecessor, a superior in 
Antigonish, had to share a pair of good shoes with another 
sister; they took turns wearing the shoes when one had to 
appear in public. See clipping from Antigonish Casket, 21 
Jan 1970, in "Mother Stanislaus MacDonald, Memorial 
Booklet", SSMA, Series 8, Sub-series 3, #21. Mother 
Stanislaus was the founding superior of St. Augustine's 
Seminary Convent in Toronto from 1926-32. She also served 
several terms as local superior in hospitals in Banff and 
Antigonish. Ibid. 

27In 1920 Miss Mary Monaghan donated $11,000 to the 
diocese to purchase property adjoining the college. Mother 
Stanislaus and the novices moved into the farmhouse while 
the other sisters continued to live at nearby St. Dunstan's 
in the convent annex to the main building. See Story of the 
Sisters of St. Martha 1916-1989, p.3. 
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Congregation known and coordinating any new work it would 

take on including the domestic affairs of his own residence, 

which the sisters assumed in ~9~8. The sisters had great 

respect for their bishop. When he was appointed Archbishop 

of Edmonton on ~3 August ~920, they were shocked and greatly 

concerned about the impact of his departure. 28 They 

worried, as do religious communities awaiting the 

appointment of a new bishop, that his successor could be 

less supportive and understanding of them. 29 They were 

reassured by the appointment of O'Leary's older brother, 

Louis, as his successor, confident that the new bishop would 

value the sisters' mission in the spirit which his brother 

had worked so hard to create and foster. In addition to his 

family tie to the congregation's founder, Bishop Louis 

Q'Leary had relevant experience with a religious 

28"Annals", August ~920, SSMA, Series 8, Sub-series 4; 
Sister Ellen Mary CUllen, "A History of the Sisters of St 
Martha of Prince Edward Island", (~969; revised ~988), p.32, 
SSMA, Series 8, Sub-series 3c, #5. 

29The Halifax Sisters of Charity, for example, had a 
serious conflict with Bishop Michael Hannan who openly 
criticized the congregation for not being properly 
disciplined, and refused to give some of the members 
communion. See J. Brian Hanington, Every Popish Person: the 
Story of Roman Catholicism in Nova Scotia and the Church of 
Halifax, ~604-~984, (Halifax, ~984), pp.~02-~39,49. 
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congregation in Chatham, where he had spent 18 years of his 

ordained life, six of them as auxiliary Bishop of Chat ham 

(New Brunswick) .30 

Like his brother, Louis O'Leary had studied both in 

Memramcook, New Brunswick, and in Rome, where he received a 

doctorate in Canon Law. He was ordained a priest in 1900 at 

the age of 22 and returned to New Brunswick in 1902 to 

become secretary to Bishop Thomas Barry, the second bishop 

of Chatham.31. Unlike his brother, Louis O'Leary suffered 

from poor health, which affected his work. Nevertheless, 

within a year of becoming bishop of Charlottetown, he guided 

the Sisters of St Martha through the first two major events 

which solidified their existence: he wrote their first 

Constitutions and presided over their first General Chapter 

in 1921. 32 

Every religious congregation must have Constitutions 

approved by Rome. Constitutions explain the purpose and 

spirit of the institute, its government, entrance procedures 

30Grace Savage Cady, "The Bishops 0' Leary", Atlantic 
Advocate, (April 1983), p. 51, and CUllen, p. 33. 

HCady, p.5l.. 

32Cullen, p. 34. 
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and stages leading to final profession, as well as an 

explanation of the vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience, 

the role of its administration, and financial 

responsibilities. Constitutions must be written in 

accordance with the most recent papal decrees or standards 

and are meant to ensure all members live within their 

religious vows. 33 

The 1921 Constitutions of the Sisters of St Martha 

contained 317 articles explaining the administration and 

functions of the Congregation. The first article described 

the two purposes of the new congregation: 

The Sisters of St Martha of Prince Edward Island, 
living under a common Constitution, have for their 
first end to become true spouses of Christ, and to 
aid one another in the work of their perfection. 
For this reason they bear the name "Sisters", and 
form but one family, whose invisible head is Jesus 
Christ, Whom alone they should strive to please. 

The secondary end of the Congregation is the 
practice of charity towards their neighbour in 
teaching the young, caring for the sick, aged, and 
orphans, and by their service in co-operating, in 
their degree and according to their strength, with 
those who devote themselves to the Christian 

33Until 1921 the Charlottetown congregation operated 
under the Constitutions of the Sisters of St Martha of 
Antigonish, but their Constitutions needed renewal, and, of 
course, the Sisters of St Martha needed their own 
Constitutions as soon as possible. CUllen, p.33. 



education of youth and the training of young men 
for the priesthood in the Seminary, Colleges, and 
other Educational Institutions of the Diocese. 34 

The secondary end of the Congregation was very broad. In 

1921 the Congregation was not engaged in most of the 

purposes outlined in the Constitutions. In the next four 
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years, however, they began work teaching (1921), as well as 

caring for the sick (1925), aged (1923), and orphaned 

(1925). The Constitutions thus served as an agenda to be 

implemented as quickly as was feasible. 

Once the Constitutions were written and accepted by the 

Vatican, it was possible to hold the first General Chapter 

in July 1921. All 17 professed sisters voted on the items 

considered by General Chapter, although as a diocesan 

organization, all decisions of the Congregation were still 

subject to approval of the bishop. At the General Chapter, 

held every six years beginning in 1921, professed members 

elected the Mother General and her council. In July 1921 

the 17 professed members voted for Mother Stanislaus to 

continue as Mother Superior. This election did not meet 

with the approval of Mother Stanislaus' Antigonish community 

34"1921 Constitutions", p. 3, SSMA, Series 6, Box 1, 
#1. 
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from whom she was merely on loan to the Charlottetown group, 

however. Despite an appeal to the Antigonish General 

Chapter, Mother Stanislaus was not permitted to remain with 

the Charlottetown congregation another year. Her recall was 

even more traumatic than the loss of their founder, Henry 

O'Leary, a year earlier. 35 In response to the new 

congregation's appeal to retain Mother Stanislaus, the 

Antigonish Mother General stated that they would have to 

assume responsibility eventually and were at a reasonable 

point to do so in the summer of 1921: 

(M)y dear Sisters(,) in the first years of our 
Community's existence we would consider ourselves very 
fortunate, were we as well prepared to begin our work 
in Antigonish, as you are to begin yours at present .... 
(A)t the time of our first election we had seven 
sisters to cast a vote, and even these, had only made 
vows one and two years before. We had including 
Novices eleven sisters in all, and a much bleaker 
prospect, humanly speaking, than it is possible for 
your Community to have ..... During the first few years 
it was predicted on more than one occasion that our 
Community could not long exist, as we seemed to lack 
material for holding together; but God does not require 
much human material for His works .... 36 

35MacIsaac, Story of the Sisters of St Martha, p.3. 

36Letter from Mother M Faustina to Sisters of St. 
Martha, Charlottetown, 08 August 1921, SSMA, Series 8, Sub­
series 2, #7. 
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Bishop O'Leary had obviously hoped Mother Stanislaus 

would stay another year but once he received Mother 

Faustina's refusal to extend Mother Stanislaus' leave, he 

appointed Sister Frances Loyola (Ellen Mary Cullen) Mother 

Superior for one year. Sister Frances Loyola, a 23 year old 

native of Hope River, Queens County, Prince Edward Island, 

had only been a member of the Sisters of St Martha for three 

years, but she proved a capable administrator and served as 

Mother Superior a total of 12 years. 

Sister Frances Loyola was elected Mother Superior in 

1922 by the professed sisters for another five years. The 

sisters became increasingly secure in the early 1920s once 

their Constitutions were approved, limited self-government 

was implemented, and a native-Islander was chosen as Mother 

Superior. Their work, however, continued to be limited due 

to meagre financial and human resources, as well as the 

absence of a clear mission beyond domestic service at St 

Dunstan's and the Bishop's Palace. 

At the request of the bishop and the Parish of St 

Malachy's, in the fall of 1921, the Sisters of St Martha 

expanded their work outside domestic service by taking 

charge of a primary and secondary public school, grades one 
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to eleven, in Kinkora. 37 Although they were the first 

sister-teachers at the school, there was a long history of 

sisters teaching in Island schools. The Congregation of 

Notre Dame had been teaching in four Island schools for 

several decades: Tignish (1868), Miscouche (1864), Rustico 

(1882), Summerside (1868) and Char10ttetown (1857 and 1863). 

Although the School Act of 1877 said public schools had to 

be neutral in religious matters, it became the custom that 

some rural schools in primarily Acadian, Catholic areas were 

publicly funded but staffed by the Congregation of Notre 

Dame. 38 Such was the case with schools in Tignish, 

Miscouche and Rustico, which were also bilingual schools. 

When the Sisters of St Martha, Sisters M. Baptiste, M. 

Sacred Heart, and M. Alfred, started teaching in Kinkora 

they too received a government salary, which went into the 

37CU11en, pp. 38-39. 

38Verner Smitheram, "Development and the Debate over 
School Consolidation", in Smitheram et aI, eds., The Garden 
Transformed: Prince Edward Island. 1945-80, (Char10ttetown, 
1982), pp. 178-79. 
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Congregation's coffers to subsidize other endeavours after 

the Kinkora convent bills were paid. 39 

Bishop Louis O'Leary clearly illustrated his views on 

Roman Catholic teachers' roles, and in particular their 

enormous spiritual responsibility, when he addressed the 

Catholic Teachers of Prince Edward Island in July 1921, just 

a month before the Sisters of St Martha first taught in an 

Island school: "In your care are a number of souls, each of 

an infinite worth since for each an Infinite God shed His 

Sacred Blood. As you mould them, so shall they be."40 

O'Leary reminded the teachers, "How much greater will be 

your merit should such a child become a priest or a 

religious and spread the perfume of the love of God 

39The convent school in Tignish was placed under 
provincial authority in 1922 but Notre Dame Academy, 
Charlottetown, and St. Mary's Academy, Summerside, continued 
to operate as private schools despite regularly requesting 
government funding. See "Report of the Chief Superintendent 
of Education, Annual Report, 1921", Public Archives and 
Records Office, Charlottetown [PAROl and "Our Lady of Angels 
Convent",Tignish, PARO, RG 3476 #295. 

4°Louis 0' Leary, "The Catholic Teacher" Address to the 
Catholic Teachers of Prince Edward Island by the Bishop of 
Charlottetown, Bishop Louis Q'Leary, July 1921, p.l, Roman 
Catholic Diocese of Charlottetown Archives [RCDA], "Bishop 
Louis Q'Leary". I have not been able to determine whether 
this was a formal organization. 
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O'Leary offered a great deal 

of practical advice. He told the teachers they must treat 

their students equally, be aware of their individual 

requirements, never punish a child while angry, encourage an 

understanding of authority, teach good study habits, and 

"imbue" students with the spirit of charism. 42 For O'Leary 

to give such basic advice indicates that he saw himself as 

the overseer of these teachers, most of whom, if not all, 

were lay teachers in public schools over whom he had no real 

authority. 

Collecting vocations was never far from Bishop 

O'Leary's mind. At the Catholic Teachers' 1921 meeting, he 

took advantage of the opportunity to speak to a mostly 

young, female audience and reminded them of their 

responsibility to consider vocations in religious life, and 

he advertised the fact that there were three congregations 

from which to choose which served within the provincial 

boundaries. The new diocesan community was clearly 

O'Leary's first choice, though. He described it as "a new 

no' Leary, "Catholic Teacher", p. 3. 

420' Leary, "Catholic Teacher", pp. 4-14. 
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community of the Diocese ... which God has established to 

meet the many new educational, charitable, and institutional 

needs that shall arise, and are now arising in the 

diocese. "43 

Bishop Louis O'Leary, like his brother, assumed the new 

congregation would be suitable for any Island woman with a 

vocation. He spoke of the duty of Roman Catholic girls to 

join the new congregation rather than any other: 

Hence, outside a special vocation most clearly 
manifest, the duty of a well-regulated charity, 
beginning at home, should impede you from looking 
elsewhere to devote yourself to God and His 
service than in the place He chose for your birth 
and education. The needs of other places may be 
great, but they come second to the demands of your 
own native Diocese and merely human considerations 
should not sway you from making your choice. 44 

The Bishops O'Leary sought to attract a wide variety of 

women to the new diocesan congregation. Bishop Henry 

O'Leary, as founder, intended to create a dependable 

diocesan workforce and envisioned an eclectic congregation, 

with a membership which would encompass a broad spectrum of 

women, ranging from those who would serve the community in 

430'Leary, "Catholic Teacher", p.17. 

440' Leary, "Catholic Teacher", p .17. 
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numerous professional capacities to those who would serve as 

domestic servants, both in existing Roman Catholic 

institutions and in the Bishop's own residence. By 1925, 57 

women had made first vows with the Sisters of St Martha but 

the new congregation O'Leary founded did not attract women 

with the variety or level of skills needed to staff the 

variety of institutions the bishop envisioned. Entrants in 

the first decade were fairly homogeneous in ethnicity, 

class, geographic origin, and education. 

Because Prince Edward Island had a history of being 

rich in religious vocations, Bishop O'Leary was optimistic 

about the appeal of the Sisters of St Martha to Island 

women. 4S As noted in the previous chapter, Bishop 0' Leary 

remarked several times that the "recruiting would be rapid" 

4SFather Art O'Shea estimates 150 Island women joined 
the Sisters of St.Joseph in St Paul, Minnesota in the last 
120 years. He associates the attraction of this order with 
a similar exodus of several Island priests to Minnesota 
which no doubt encouraged the women's congregation to 
recruit PEI women. Correspondence with Father Art O'Shea, 
Acting Archivist, Diocese of Charlottetown, 17 June 1998. 
Doreen Vautour also determined that between 1871 and 1920 
significantly more women from PEI entered the Congregation 
of Notre Dame in Montreal than from Nova Scotia or New 
Brunswick despite PEI's much smaller population. Doreen 
Vautour, "Maritime Entrants to the Congregation of Notre 
Dame, 1880-1920", (MA thesis, University of New Brunswick, 
1995), p.68. 
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to his new congregation. Although this prediction proved 

overly optimistic, during its first decade the Sisters of St 

Martha did attract 57 women who persisted in the 

Congregation at least six months. 

Table 5: Entrants Per Year, 1916-2546 

1915 4 

1916 4 

1917 9 
1918 4 
1919 6 
1920 5 
1921 5 
1922 6 
1923 8 

1924 3 
1925 3 
Total 57 

Although 57 entrants over ten years seems a good number 

given that the Roman Catholic population of the Island was 

under 40,000, as has been discussed earlier, about 65 women 

46"Card File of All Applicants", SSMA, Series 10 
(restricted). This file, held in the Secretariat, was 
compiled from a list taken from the profession register and 
thus excluded entrants who stayed less than six months and 
who therefore did not take the Holy Habit or make first 
profession. It is restricted for the confidentiality of 
those women who did not remain in the Congregation. I 
gained access to the file and agreed not to name specific 
sisters listed in the file. 

The Congregation of the Sisters of St Martha was 
founded in 1916 but four entrants were accepted in 1915 and 
trained in the Antigonish novitiate. 
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a decade entered off-Island congregations. The Bishops 

O'Leary had directed their appeals only to the spiritual 

motivations which brought women to religious life,47 yet 

other considerations, particularly the function of the 

Congregation, motivated women to choose one congregation 

rather than another. In particular, the primary function 

performed by the Sisters of St Martha in its first decade, 

domestic service, largely dictated the kind of woman drawn 

to the Congregation. Given the function, who, then, was 

attracted to the Bishop's newly created congregation, and 

then defined the congregation? 

The average age at entry of the first 57 entrants was 

24 years. 48 This is a high average compared to other 

religious congregations--the average age of Prince Edward 

Island entrants to the Congregation of Notre Dame in the 

47In addressing the women teachers, for example, Bishop 
Louis Q'Leary had not considered the possibility that 
offering them the opportunity to establish and direct their 
own schools might well have represented a compelling appeal 
to women already embarked on a teaching career. 

48More precisely the average age was 23.96 years, "Card 
File", SSMA, Series 10. 
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1910s was 22.449--but the high average age at entrance is 

comparable to Prince Edward Island's high average age at 

first marriage. In 1921 the average age at first marriage 

for Prince Edward Island women was 26.5, the highest in the 

country. 50 The average age at entry was high, probably for 

the same reason Prince Edward Island's average age at 

marriage was high: poverty. The main reason historians 

offer for delaying marriage in poorer economic times is that 

it takes longer to acquire the necessary household goods. 51 

Entering a convent was a decision most women made at around 

the same age other women considered marriage. Perhaps 

Prince Edward Island women with vocations held off entering 

49The average age of Maritime entrants was a year lower 
than the PEI average, 21.4 yrs. Vautour, pp.92,98. 

50Ellen Gee, "Fertility and Marriage Patterns in Canada 
1851-1971" (PhD thesis, University of British Colombia, 
1978), p.221, as quoted in Veronica Strong-Boag, The New Day 
Recalled: Lives of Girls and Women in English Canada. 1919-
1939, (Toronto, 1988), p.82. The next highest were Quebec 
(25.1) and Nova Scotia (24.8). 

SlEllen Gee, "Female Marriage Patterns in Canada: 
Changes and Differentials" Journal of Comparative Family 
Studies 11:4 (Autumn 1980), p. 460, as quoted in Alison 
Prentice et al., Canadian Women: A History, 2nd ed., 
(Toronto, 1996), p.176. It is not surprising that PEI, the 
poorest province in Canada, also had the highest age of 
marriage. 
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convents just as their female neighbours held off marrying. 

Comparatively, women did not have to save money to enter the 

Sisters of St Martha--a dowry was never required in the 

Sisters of St Martha--but potential entrants may have been 

needed in the household economy and may have had to delay 

entry until another sibling could take over their 

responsibilities. Whatever the cause, the average age of 

the first entrants to the Sisters of St Martha was still 2.5 

years below the provincial female average age of marriage, a 

trend which suggests that most future sisters did not enter 

convents to save face after bungled marriage opportunities. 

What is more telling than the average age of entrants, 

however, is the wide range of age at entry. Consider the 

following: 
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Table 6: Age of Entrants, 1916-1925 

age 1915-20 1921-25 1915-25 

15-17 5 (15.6%) 0 5 (8.8%) 

18-20 4 (12.5%) 11 (44%) 15 (26.3%) 

21-23 4 (12.5%) 4 (16%) 8 (14%) 

24-26 6 (18.8%) 5 (20%) 11 (19.3%) 

27-29 3 (9.4%) 4 (16%) 7 (12.3%) 

30+ 8 (25%) 1 (4%) 9 (15.8%) 

unknown 2 (6.3%) 0 2 (3.5%) 

Total 32 (100.1%) 25 (100%) 57 (100%) 

Source: "Card File of All Appl~cants", SSMA, Ser~es 10. 

Although the majority of entrants were between 18 and 26, 

the age range is much wider than this would seem to imply. 

For example, two 15-year-olds entered in 1917 and two 

siblings in their mid-40s entered in 1919. Delayed entry is 

often easily explained by family responsibilities such as 

caring for elderly relatives. One woman waited until she 

was 34. Her father died when she was young, her three 

sisters married quite early, and her only brother died in 

infancy. Despite her strong longing for religious life, she 

stayed at home to look after her mother, not entering the 

Congregation until 1920, presumably after her mother's 

death. 52 

52"Obituaries", SSMA, Series 9. 
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Another 2S year old woman entered in 1921 after being 

widowed that same year. She had been married to a 

prosperous farmer, "whose early demise after only three 

years of wedded happiness", her obituary noted, "left a void 

which God alone could fill". 53 By accepting such a recently 

married and widowed woman, the bishop was allowing that void 

to be filled 'post haste' through his diocesan congregation. 

The entry of younger women, particularly those under 

18, is more difficult to explain than the entry of women in 

their mid-20s and older. Before 1918 five women entered the 

Sisters of St Martha before their 18th birthday but no one 

under 18 entered during the remainder of the decade. This 

suggests that more stringent entrance standards developed as 

the Congregation matured. Canon laws stipulated that final 

profession could not be made before the age of 18. As these 

vows were normally made two years after entry, it was 

unusual to receive entrants before the age of 16. Not 

surprisingly, the practice of receiving women under 16 seems 

to have been discontinued after 1917, which was the peak 

year for entrants. That such young women were received 

53 "Obituaries " , SSMA, Series 9. 
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before 1917 suggests the bishop may have been worried about 

a dearth of recruits. Although the Congregation's first 

Constitutions, written in 1921, stipulated that entrants 

should be between 16 and 30, exceptions continued to be 

made. 

Although the wide range of age of entrants to the 

Sisters of St Martha might seem to imply a varied 

congregation, this was not true. An analysis of their 

ethnicities, levels of education, skills, and socio-economic 

backgrounds reveals a far greater homogeneity. 

The ethnicity of the early entrants did not reflect the 

diverse ethnic composition of the Roman Catholic population 

of Prince Edward Island. The Island's Roman Catholic 

population was 39 per cent Irish, 33 per cent French, 21 

per cent Scots, and just six per cent English. 54 Yet, 

although the Irish comprised only two out of five Island 

Catholics, they provided the overwhelming majority of 

54In 1931, the Island's population was composed of 37 
per cent Scots, 26.6 per cent English, 20 per cent Irish, 
and 14.7 per cent Acadians. Canada, Census of Canada. 1931. 
I am using 1931 ethnicity figures because 1931 is the first 
census in which ethnicity is cross referenced with religion. 
1921 ethnicity statistics are only slightly different: 37 
per cent Scots, 26 per cent English, 21 per cent Irish, and 
13 per cent Acadian. 
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entrants to the Marthas. In the first decade, 77 per cent 

of entrants were of Irish descent, only 12 per cent were 

French (Acadians and Magdalen Islanders), and nine per cent 

were Scots. 55 

55All entrants were Canadian born and therefore are 
more precisely of Irish, Scots, or Acadian descent. 
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Table 7: Bthnic Composition of the Roman Catholic Population 
of Prince Bdward Island (1931*) and Bthnic Descent of 
Sisters of St Martha Bntrants 1916-1925. 56 

Ethnicity PEI R.e. Entrants Entrants Entrants 
1931 1916-1920 1921-1925 1916-1925 

Irish 38.9t 26 (81.3t) 18 (72t) 44 (77.2t) 

Scots 21t 3 (9.4t) 2 (8t) 5 (8.8%) 

French 32.6 2 (6.3%) 5 (20%) 7 (12.3%) 

English 6% 0 0 0 

unknown -- 1 (3.1%) 0 1 (1.8%) 

total -- 32{100.1t) 25{100%) 57{100.1%) 

Source: Canada, Census of Canada. 1931, and "Card Fl.le of 
All Applicants", SSMA, Series 10. 
*Note: 1931 was the first year the census included a 
correlation between ethnicity and religious denomination. 
Because the ethnic population did not change significantly 
from 1921-1931, the 1921 figures for Catholic ethnicity were 
very likely much like the 1931 figures above. 

Several factors may explain the disproportionate number 

of Irish among the entrants, including the founder's 

ethnicity, the development of internal convent culture, 

Irish dominance in the administration of the Congregation, 

56In the first five years there were no cases of 
'mixed' parentage. In the second five years there were four 
cases of Irish fathers and Acadian mothers which were 
counted as Irish. I concede that a mother's ethnic 
influence may have been more significant than a father's. 
The cases of mixed ethnic parents support the evidence that 
people were more likely to marry outside their ethnicity 
than their religion. See T.W. Acheson, Saint John: The 
Making of a Colonial Urban Community, (Toronto, 1985), 
pp.235-6. 
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the higher level of poverty among the Irish than Scots, and 

the lack of career choices for uneducated women who sought 

to enter religious life. 

The Irish ethnicity of Henry O'Leary, the founder of 

the Sisters of St Martha, may have led some Irish families 

to encourage their daughters to join the new congregation. 

O'Leary was the first non-Scottish and non-native Islander 

to become bishop of the Diocese of Charlottetown. The 

diocese he inherited had been largely shaped by Bishop Peter 

McIntyre (1818-1891), who had ruled for 30 years, and who 

was both a "proud Scot" and a "vigourous ultramontane". 57 

Self-consciously pro-Irish, Bishop O'Leary undoubtedly 

increased pride among Irish Islanders, and this may well 

have encouraged some Irish Catholics to support their 

Bishop's new congregation. 

Once the first few women entered with surnames which 

included Power, Murry, McQuaid, Monaghan, and Kenny, 

prospective recruits inevitably identified the Congregation 

as Irish, a trend solidified by the Congregation's 

administration. As was the case with most religious 

5 7G. Edward MacDonald, "Peter Mc Intyre" , Dictionary of 
Canadian Biography, 1891-1900, vol 12, pp.637-640. 
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congregations, all professed sisters--those who had finished 

the six month postulancy and two year novitiate58 --met every 

six years to elect a general council who would carry out the 

daily administration of the Congregation and set the 

Congregation's agenda for the following six years. In 1921 

the Congregation elected its first native Islander to the 

position of Mother Superior. 59 

The governing council of the Sisters of St Martha 

comprised the Mother Superior and four councillors. 60 The 

elected councillors who joined Mother Frances Loyola in 1922 

were Sisters M. Clare (Teresa Murray) from Lot 65; M. Paula 

(Ellen McPhee) from Georgetowo; M. St John (Sarah Farrell) 

from Sturgeon; and M. Faustina (Rose Ella Monaghan) from 

58Entrants spent the first six months in the Postulancy 
after which, if they wished to remain in the congregation 
and the administration believed they were suitable, they 
entered and remained in the novitiate for two years. At the 
end of this time, if accepted, they could take final vows, 
and be considered professed. The first two and a half years 
has been compared to a marriage engagement, as a period of 
discernment before final commitment. 

59The previous Mother Superior, Mother Stanislaus, had 
been on loan from the Antigonish Sisters of St Martha. 

6°Many congregations chose a Mistress of Novices and a 
Treasurer to be on the general council but the Sisters of 
St. Martha have always had only five members in its general 
council. 
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Kelly's Cross. All five members of the governing council 

were Irish and were from predominantly Irish communities. 

As these women governed the Congregation, developed its 

goals, and managed its daily affairs, they inevitably 

imposed an Irish culture on the Congregation which must have 

been identifiable to prospective postulants and the diocese 

at large. Irish Roman Catholic women with vocations were 

sure to be more drawn to the Sisters of St Martha than were 

Acadian and Scottish women who continued to find their way 

off the Island to the Congregation of Notre Dame in 

Montreal,61 the Sisters of Charity in Halifax, the Sisters 

of St Paul in Minnesota and other congregations. As the 

Irish began to dominate the new congregation, the Sisters of 

St Martha did not develop the prestige of some congregations 

more associated with the middle class. 

In turn, Irish women, because of their higher rate of 

poverty, may have been particularly attracted to the Sisters 

of St Martha. Next to the Acadians who had trickled back to 

61Before the 1910s PEI entrants to the Congregation of 
Notre Dame were disproportionately Irish, but in the 1910s 
the number of Acadians, Irish, and Scots entrants was equal. 
Vautour, p.10S. Presumably some potential Irish aspirants 
entered the Sisters of St Martha instead of the Congregation 
of Notre Dame. 
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Prince Edward Island after the 1755 deportation and who were 

the poorest and most marginalised of Island ethnic groups, 

the Irish were the poorest ethnic group.62 The newly 

established congregation offered particular advantages for 

impoverished families. Because families were responsible 

for the cost of their daughters' travel home for visits, the 

Sisters of St Martha were far more affordable in this regard 

than an off Island congregation. Furthermore, many 

congregations requested substantial dowries in the early 

20th century. While most congregations were willing to 

accept women whose families could not afford the asking 

price of the dowry, the necessity of negotiating a lower 

price would have served as a deterrent to proud families who 

preferred instead to approach a congregation such as the 

Sisters of St Martha, that did not request a dowry.63 

62A.H.Clark, Three Centuries and the Island: A 
Historical Geography of Settlement and Agriculture in Prince 
Edward Island. Canada, (Toronto, 1959), p. 91. 

63The dowry for entering the Congregation of Notre Dame 
in the early 20th century was $500, a very substantial 
amount to Island families, most of whom were dependent on 
farming or fishing for their incomes. Some women were 
sponsored by wealthier relatives or members of the community 
while other families sold land to come up with the dowry 
money or negotiated payment over a period of time. Oral 
interview Sister Florence Bertrand, CND, Montreal, 26 June 
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The creation of internal culture is a natural if not 

inevitable development in religious congregations. For 

example, conflicting convent cultures forced a major schism 

in the Sisters of Charity of the Immaculate Conception 

(Saint John) in 1924. For years tension had been mounting 

between the Irish who comprised 63 per cent of the 

Congregation and the Acadians who comprised 31 per cent, 64 a 

tension which mirrored strong ethnic divisions in the Roman 

Catholic population of New Brunswick. 65 Although the 

1998. Because of archives renovations, exact figures were 
unavailable for the dowry amount but Sister Bertrand 
estimated $500. 

The argument that because of their poverty the Irish 
were particularly drawn to the Sisters of St. Martha, should 
apply to Acadian women who were more impoverished and 
marginalised than the Irish, but understandably, most 
Acadian women preferred to join one of the many French­
speaking congregations. 

64Elizabeth McGahan, "The Sisters of Charity of the 
Immaculate Conception: A Canadian Case Study", Canadian 
Catholic Historical Association. Historical Studies, 1994, 
p.110. These percentages refer to the period 1854-1897. 

65Despite Acadians significantly outnumbering the Irish 
in the Diocese of Chatham, in particular, the Acadians were 
deliberately kept out of Church hierarchy. Beginning in 
1900 Acadian Catholics fought hard for their own diocese 
which they achieved when Moncton became an archdiocese with 
an Acadian bishop in 1936. See Leon Theriault, 
"L'acadianization de l'Eglise catholique en Acadie, 1763-
1953" in Jean Daigle, ed., Les Acadians des maritimes, 
(Moncton, 1980), pp.305-14, p.359, as quoted in E.R.Forbes 
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Congregation divided their resources between French and 

English-speaking convents and institutions, and operated a 

French-speaking novitiate from 1881 until 1890 in addition 

to the English-speaking novitiate, Acadian sisters 

complained that they and their culture were under 

represented because of the Irish stranglehold on the 

administration of the Congregation. 66 Irish ideals and 

culture dominated and the Acadians' language was spoken only 

in the specifically French schools. After arguing for years 

that Acadian sisters should be more prominent in the convent 

administration, 53 Acadians left the Sisters of Charity in 

1924, reducing the number of sisters in the Congregation by 

one quarter. They created their own separate community and 

convents in French-speaking areas were formally ceded to the 

new Congregation. Because of the disruptive nature of the 

long-standing conflict, the Irish element of the Sisters of 

and D.A.Muise, eds., Atlantic Provinces in Confederation 
(Toronto, 1994), p.146 (footnote 51, p. 544). 

66Every Mother General between 1854 and 1897 except one 
was Irish and every Novice Mistress, the second most 
influential post, was Irish with the exception of one 
Anglican convert from England who led the French novitiate 
during the period of the dual novitiate. See McGahan, 
p.111. 
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Charity were not unhappy to see the Acadian members leave 

and the Mother General argued that, "only a complete 

separation would restore this peace and harmony". 67 

Congregations like the Sisters of St Martha quickly 

developed an internal culture based on ethnic domination 

without suffering a major conflict or cession. 

In early-20th century Prince Edward Island, well-

educated and wealthier Scottish and English women with 

vocations were more drawn to congregations which were 

explicitly professional, including the Halifax-based Sisters 

of Charity and the Religious of the Sacred Heart. But 

poorer, less educated Roman Catholic women with religious 

vocations, many of whom apparently were Irish, did not have 

such a choice of congregations in the Maritimes to which to 

apply. 68 And, although several religious congregations 

67Mother Alphonsus to Cardinal Sbaretti Box 3B, folder 
802, 8 September 1922, as quoted in McGahan, p.120. 

68The Sisters of Charity of the Immaculate Conception, 
Saint John, was another primarily Irish order whose 20 Ch 

century entrants usually received their educations after 
joining the order. (McGahan, p. 132.) The Sisters of St 
Joseph of the Archdiocese of Toronto, on the other hand, 
were predominantly Irish, but usually required that entrants 
who wished to teach or nurse enter with the proper 
qualifications. See Elizabeth Smyth, "Congregavit Nos in 
Unum Christi Amor: The Congregation of the Sisters of St 
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included a tier of membership called lay sisters which 

served the domestic needs of the institutions and 

professional sisters of the congregation, this differential 

status perhaps did not have the same appeal. The new 

Congregation of the Sisters of St Martha, with its working 

class connotation derived from its patroness St Martha, may 

have filled this void, despite the founder's vision of a 

more skilled and versatile congregation. 

Early entrants were not only bound by ties of ethnicity 

but also by the often correlating characteristic of socio-

economic status. Biographical data on the entrants which 

included fathers' occupations was unavailable, but 

obituaries hint at some of the entrants' socio-economic 

backgrounds, and census records flesh out other material. 

As with education, a father's occupation or the family's 

social class are noted in the obituaries only when the 

sister's background was seen as exceptional. The fathers' 

occupations noted specifically in the obituaries are ship's 

Joseph in the Archdiocese of Toronto, 1851-1920", Ontario 
History, 84:3 (1992), pp.230-233. 
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captain ("mariner" on the census) and stationmaster. The 

1901 Census shows many fathers were farmers or fishers. 69 

It seems that the majority of entrants came from poor 

families. Given the range of prosperity within the 

agricultural class, daughters of farmers, who comprised a 

majority of entrants are difficult to classify. Yet the 

obituaries provide some clues hinting very delicately at 

class. For example, one sister was praised, for the "Vow of 

Poverty required great sacrifices from her, not that she 

ever wanted much for herself, but she loved to give and was 

used to giving to others in all her early years". The same 

sister was remembered for making a defiuite contribution to 

her companions in teaching etiquette and for setting high 

standards in the art of food service, an important phase of 

community work. 70 Another 'well-bred' sister's elegant 

circumstances in earlier years are hinted at: "From her 

cultured Island home Sister brought to the Novitiate that 

dignity of bearing and gentleness of manner that 

69Canada, Census of Canada. 1901. 

7°"Sister Mary Michael McKenna (1886-1955), Obituary", 
SSMA, Series 9. 
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characterized her during the whole of her religious life. n71 

These two sisters are remembered in their obituaries as 

exceptional. The vast majority of entrants were from poor 

families which could ill afford the luxury of middle class 

manners and culture. 

Records were not kept on the skills or education 

entrants brought to the Sisters of St Martha, but again, 

obituaries suggest a great deal. In providing biographical 

information these commonly emphasized a sister's educational 

attainments. If a woman entered the Congregation with an 

education above the grade 10 level offered in district 

schools, it was usually noted in her obituary. Obituaries of 

five of the 28 sisters who entered between 1916 and 1925, 

and who stayed permanently, mention attendance at Prince of 

Wales College and teaching for between one and five years 

before entrance. 72 Among this 28 at least, probably only 

7lnSister Mary Joseph Montigny (l889-1960), Obituary", 
SSMA, Series 9. 

72The 28 obituaries are for people who died before 
1994, and who died while still members the congregation. 
Admittedly six of 28 women, or 21.4 per cent, is higher than 
the rate of college education among PEI women in the early 
20th century generally, but the majority of the six likely 
attended the high school which Prince of Wales also 
operated, rather than the college. 
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one other had received even a grade 10 education. 73 In many 

cases the obituaries list the education obtained once in the 

Congregation, and in the Annals there is much discussion of 

the cost, measured in terms of both economic and human 

resources, of educating sisters. Finally, before the 

sisters received notification that they would be required to 

take over the Charlottetown Hospital in 1924 only one of 

their 27 active members had any nursing training, and she 

went to nursing school only after her novitiate training. 

Most entrants to the Sisters of St Martha were not educated 

beyond their district schools. Despite their 'mature' 

average age at entrance, women did not bring a wide variety 

of education or skills to the Sisters of St Martha. 

It is clear that many early entrants for whom there are 

obituaries lived lives of domestic service in the Sisters of 

73As was discussed in chapter 2, until school 
consolidation in the 1960s, few district schools offered 
education beyond the grade 10 level. Grades 11 and 12 were 
available at St Dunstan's and Prince of Wales. Education 
seems to be mentioned in the obituaries if exceptional, as 
was considered attendance at one of the colleges mentioned. 
After looking at about 150 obituaries, I believe if a sister 
received education beyond her district school it would have 
been mentioned in the obituary, which is why I say only five 
or six of the 28 early entrants for whom we have obituaries 
probably received more than a grade 10 education. 
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St Martha. At least a third are remembered for their 

domestic skills: their strength, their cooking skills, 

their simple lives of faith, their capacity for physical 

work, their perfection in cleanliness, their ability to 

serve dainty meals, or, as one obituary noted, excellence in 

decorating cakes. Had these women trained in teaching or 

nursing they would have been employed in one of the 

Congregation's schools or hospitals as long as their health 

permitted. More likely, the 1916-25 entrants arrived 

without an education, and, unless noted otherwise, never 

received one in the convent. One of the first entrants, 

Sister M. St John (Sarah Farrell), spent a total of 39 of 

her 62 professed years in domestic service at St Dunstan's 

University, which accounts for virtually all of her adult 

working life. 74 

Some obituaries mentioned former employment other than 

teaching. One woman from near Tignish, who was crippled 

from birth, had worked for a few years in Lawrence, 

74Sister M. St. John's duties at St. Dunstan' s 
included being sacristan and infirmarian in addition to more 
standard domestic service. She retired in 1963. "Sister M. 
St. John's (1895-1977), Obituary", SSMA, Series 9. 
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Massachusetts, likely in a factory or as a domestic. 75 

Another entrant had worked in Baltimore with an aunt who was 

reported to be a successful business woman. 76 Two childhood 

friends from western Prince Edward Island moved to 

Charlottetown to find employment. While working in 

Charlottetown their zeal in attending Cathedral services 

caught the attention of the rector who approached the girls 

about joining the Sisters of St Martha. The two friends 

joined the Congregation in 1922, both aged 18, and made 

their final profession together in 1929. There they found 

domestic employment in the service of their faith. 77 

At least three early entrants had first entered other 

congregations, one the Sisters of St Joseph, St Paul 

Minnesota, and two the Congregation of Notre Dame. One left 

her previous congregation because of unhappiness, while the 

other two left because of illness. One of those who left 

due to illness had first answered the call to religious life 

75"Sister Margaret Mary Cassie (1892-1980), Obituary", 
SSMA, Series 9. 

76"Sister Eileen Gertrude McPhee (1892-1982), 
Obituary", SSMA, Series 9. 

77"Sister Margaret Chaisson (1903-1983), Obituary" and 
"Sister Marie Melanie LeClair, Obituary", SSMA, Series 9. 
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by entering the Congregation of Notre Dame, to which her 

aunt already belonged. While teaching as a novice in 

Sherbrooke, Quebec, she was diagnosed with diphtheria and 

rheumatic fever and was not expected to recover. She 

returned to Prince Edward Island and, after a few years of 

rest and recovery, entered the Sisters of St Martha. For 

these women, the proximity of the Sisters of St Martha to 

their families provided the opportunity to reenter religious 

life. 78 

Fifty-five of these first 57 entrants to the Sisters of 

St Martha were from Prince Edward Island. This is not 

surprising given that the bishop assured Islanders that the 

new congregation would serve the province exclusively.79 

Several entrants joined the Sisters of St Martha 

specifically because it did not require leaving their home 

province. The first elected Mother General, Mother Ellen 

Mary (Ellen Mary CUllen) joined partly because her father 

had such a great love of the Island that she wished to 

78"Sister M. Bonaventura Cahill (1888-1981), Obituary" 
and "Sister M. Catherine Byrne (1887-1982), Obituary", SSMA, 
Series 9. 

79Bishop Henry O'Leary to Diocesan Parish Priests, 05 
May 1917, SSMA, Series 8, Sub-series 2, #6. 
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remain in the province. 80 The only two entrants from 

outside Prince Edward Island were from the Magdalen Islands, 

which was part of the Diocese of Charlottetown from ~829 to 

~946. 

Geographically, entrants to the Sisters of St Martha 

loosely reflected the Catholic population's distribution in 

the province. Kings County, with 26 per cent of the 

Island's Catholics, sent ~3 women or 24 per cent of entrants 

in the first decade; Prince County with 39.5 per cent of 

Prince Edward Island Roman Catholics sent ~7 women or 32 per 

cent, while Queens with 34.4 per cent of the Island's 

Catholic population sent 43 per cent of entrants between 

~9~6 and 1925. More useful in determining geographic 

patterns, however, is the home parish of the 55 Island 

entrants, displayed in Map 2: Place of Birth of Prince 

Edward Island Entrants to the Sisters of St Martha, ~9~6-

~925 (p.~50). 

8°Sister Mary Walker, "Sister Ellen Mary CUllen: First 
General Superior of the Sisters of St. Martha of PEI", UPEI, 
~977, p. 5, SSMA, Series 8, Sub-series ~, #5. Sister 
CUllen's mother died six weeks after she entered the Sisters 
of St. Martha, so CUllen may have been keen to remain near 
her family. 
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Most of the entrants came from 12 parishes which 

indicates either the influence of parish priests who 

supported Bishop O'Leary's congregation or the influence of 

kinship and neighbourhood networks. As in Quebec, women 

were more likely to join congregations to which relatives 

already belonged. 8l Among the 57 entrants, there were four 

pairs of sisters and another family sent three siblings. In 

other words, 20 per cent of members had a sibling in the 

Congregation. In three cases two siblings entered the same 

year and in three cases either the second or third siblings 

entered within the next two years. Other clusters represent 

women from the same parish who may have been more 

comfortable joining convents to which other members of their 

parishes already belonged. 

The significant role of kinship ties in strengthening 

and maintaining the Congregation can be illustrated by an 

analysis of three siblings from Vernon River who joined the 

Sisters of St Martha in 1920 and 1922. Their commitment to 

their vocation was tested by a family tragedy in 1928, in 

which two of their sisters and one brother were drowned. 

8lDanylewycz, pp. 111-116. 
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The eldest of the siblings who had entered the Sisters of St 

Martha was called upon to inform her parents of the tragedy. 

The temptation to leave the Congregation at that time must 

have been great--and had there not been two daughters and a 

son still at home, leaving the congregation may have proved 

necessary for at least one of them--but all three persevered 

in the new congregation. Combined they gave 150 years of 

service to the Sisters of St Martha. The second to join 

served as Mother Superior of the Congregation from 1945 

until 1951. The obituary of one of the Walsh sisters 

credited the industrious activities of the family farm along 

with the upbringing in Christian faith for preparing her for 

the strenuous years as a Sister of St Martha. 82 

The same phenomenon of kinship and community ties that 

drew some women to the Sisters of St Martha undoubtedly 

encouraged others to enter off-Island congregations. 

Prospective postulants in the early 20th century who left 

Prince Edward Island were often ;c~~ing congregations to 

82"Sisters M. Aloysius Walsh (1897-1969), Obituary"; 
"Sister M. Stephen Walsh (1898-l990), Obituary"; and "Sister 
M. Teresa Walsh (189S-l987), Obituary", SSMA, Series 9. 
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which relatives or friends already belonged. 83 These 

entrants valued such connections more than the opportunity 

to stay on Prince Edward Island. 

The 57 entrants to the Sisters of St Martha in the 

decade 1916-1925 ranged widely in age but were otherwise 

quite a homogeneous group. They were almost 80 per cent 

Irish, 97 per cent native Islanders, largely unskilled and 

uneducated and from poorer families. With the exception of 

a small school which three of their sisters staffed 

beginning in 1921, the first decade of the Sisters of St 

Martha focus sed on domestic service at the diocesan seminary 

and Catholic men's college, and at the bishop's residence. 

Furthermore, many Island women continued to exercise their 

choice of religious congregations by leaving the Island; 

they clearly did not feel a sense of duty to their diocesan 

congregation but rather found congregations which more 

precisely matched their skills and desires. 

83A high 30 per cent of PEI entrants to the 
Congregation of Notre Dame between 1880 and 1920 had a 
relative already in the order. Vautour, p. 132. My 
suspicion is that the percentage was even higher among 
Island entrants to the Sisters of St. Joseph in St Paul, 
Minnesota. 
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Bishop O'Leary intended for the Sisters of St Martha to 

serve Prince Edward Island's 40,000 Catholics in a myriad of 

ways. He failed to take into account, however, that the 

Congregation would inevitably be defined by its initial 

function, domestic service, which would, in turn, attract a 

particular kind of aspirant. Membership was thus comprised 

of a relatively small and homogeneous group. The women's 

lack of skills solidified the Congregation's initial 

function in the diocese: because the women entered the 

Congregation with few professional skills and little 

education, and both the Congregation and Diocese were too 

poor to educate them formally, from 1916 to 1925 the 

sisters' work largely consisted of domestic service at the 

diocesan seminary and at the bishop's residence. Although 

not what Bishop O'Leary intended, the Congregation assumed 

working class status. Indeed, by the end of the first 

decade it seemed that everyone but Bishop Louis O'Leary had 

forgotten the original vision: that the Congregation was 

founded to serve the Island Catholic population in a variety 

of ways. 
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Map 2: Place of Birth of Prince Edward Island Entrants to 
the Sisters of St Martha, 1916 -1925. Source: "Card File of 
All Applicants", SSMA, Series 10. 
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Chapter 4: Up By Their Bootstraps: The 'Bmbourgeoisement' of 
the Sisters of St Martha, 1925-1930 

While the first decade of the Sisters of St Martha's 

work was characterized by domestic service, the period 1925 

to 1930 saw a rapid and arguably reckless expansion into two 

new social institutions: a hospital and an orphanage. These 

institutions required far more varied and skilled labour 

than the sisters possessed and much more financial 

responsibility than they were accustomed to. Nevertheless, 

in June 1924, Bishop Louis O'Leary informed the Sisters of 

St Martha that, effective July 1925, they would take charge 

of St Vincent's Orphanage as well as the Charlottetown 

Hospital, the provincial Roman Catholic referral hospital 

and the single largest endeavour of the Roman Catholic 

Church in Prince Edward Island. It was not only remarkable 

that O'Leary made a request that was so far beyond the 

sisters' proficiencies, but even more remarkable that the 

sisters were able to respond to the request. 

151 
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The Sisters of St Martha may have been unqualified to 

administer a hospital, but O'Leary justified his request 

because they were suitable as members of the diocesan 

congregation, and they had a year to train for the 

assignment. Their religious vows promised loyalty to the 

bishop, very inexpensive labour, and continued adherence to 

Roman Catholic laws and traditions. Thus the moral, medical 

and sexual ethics of Island Catholics would continue to be 

protected and monitored as much as was possible. The 

sisters overcame a dearth of funding, medical training, and 

autonomy to successfully take over the administration of the 

two social institutions in the mid 1920s. As the Island's 

Roman Catholic referral hospital and the province's most 

utilized Roman Catholic social institution, the eighty-bed 

Charlottetown Hospital provided essential health services 

to an economically depressed province and particularly its 

Roman Catholic population. St Vincent's Orphanage, another 

significant Roman Catholic social institution, was home to 

almost one hundred children when the Sisters of St Martha 

accepted its administration in 1925. 

The Sisters of Charity of Quebec had been running the 

diocesan hospital for 45 years and the orphanage for a 
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decade, when, in May, 1924, the Congregation contacted the 

Bishop of Charlottetown to say they could no longer continue 

this service, and would withdraw effective July, 1925. 

Sister Ste. Christine, General Superior of the Sisters of 

Charity of Quebec, wrote to Bishop Q'Leary that the nine 

sisters had to be recalled due to a shortage of English-

speaking sisters and the high demand for them. She 

explained that their community's decreasing number of 

entrants did not allow them to give adequate numbers of 

sisters to study English. She wrote: 

Pour ces graves raissons, la Communite a decide, 
d'accord avec l'Autorite ecclesiastique, de 
retirer nos Soeurs et de les rappaller a Quebec. 
Mais afice que Notre Grandeur ait le temps de 
pourvoir a nous replacer nous pourrons continuer 
notre oeuvre encore quelque mois et meme toute 
l'annee, s'il en est besoin, mais en jeuillet mil 
neuf cent vingt-cinq, nos Soeurs quitte ront 
definitionment Charlottetown. 1 

Bishop Louis Q'Leary, clearly terrified by the 

possibility of losing the Sisters of Charity and perhaps the 

Charlottetown Hospital, replied in writing to Sister Saint 

Christine: 

lLetter to Bishop Q'Leary from Sister Ste. Christine, 
Superior General, Sisters of Charity of Quebec, 8 May 1924. 
Archives of the Sisters of St Martha of Charlottetown 
[SSMA], Series 8, Sub-series 2, #7. 



Your letter came to me as an absolute 
surprise, a blow from the blue sky, as I had not 
the slightest intimation that you were even 
considering the withdrawal of your sisters, nor 
did I know of any reason that would lead you to 
so consider. 

Neither am I aware of what representations 
were made to you to make you take such an 
unprecedented step, and am therefore at a total 
loss to understand your decision. 

You have, however, made it and intimated it 
to us and we have only to abide by it, it leaves 
us under the necessity of providing for the 
hospital and orphanage with only one nurse in our 
own community of religious .... 2 
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A month later, knowing he had few other options, Bishop 

O'Leary informed the Sisters of St Martha that they would 

take over the Charlottetown Hospital the following summer. 

The sisters' reaction was recorded in their annals: 

Humanly speaking [taking over the hospital] was utterly 
impossible but we were not left any choice in the 
matter[;] it was a question of obedience as the bishop 
said, 'It is not a question of taking it up but how 
best to prepare for it.,3 

And so, after a decade of domestic service and a few years 

of teaching, the young congregation embarked on a plan to 

2Letter to Sister Ste. Christine, Superior General, 
Hospice of the Sisters of Charity, Quebec, PQ, from Bishop 
Louis O'Leary, 19 June 1924, SSMA, Series 8, Sub-series 2, 
#7. 

3I1Annals", July 1924, SSMA, Series 8, Sub-series 4. 
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assume the administration of the Charlottetown Hospital a 

year later. 

Given that the hospital was owned by the Episcopal 

Corporation, it was very advantageous for the Diocese to 

have a diocesan congregation of sisters administering it. 

This made for unambiguous episcopal authority in its 

running. As was discussed in Chapter Two, a bishop's power 

could be more firmly asserted over a diocesan congregation 

than over any papal congregation. The Sisters of Charity 

were able to withdraw from the Charlottetown Hospital 

because of their papal status. Their autonomy from any 

bishop allowed them to prioritize requests based on their 

members' skills and the degree of need, as they determined 

it, rather than according to the desires of Bishop O'Leary.4 

4In fact, autonomy in accepting requests may have been 
the greatest benefit of papal status for any congregation. 
Most congregations are anxious to gain papal status in case 
they come under the control of an unsympathetic bishop. 
Such was the case with the Halifax Sisters of Charity. See 
J. Brian Hanington, Every Popish Person: The Story of Roman 
Catholicism in Nova Scotia. 1604-1985, (Halifax, 1984), pp. 
102-139. The Sisters of St Martha were finally granted 
papal status in 1957. Albeit an artificial construction, I 
believe, had a congregation with papal status but the same 
resources as the Sisters of St Martha in 1925 been faced 
with the request Bishop O'Leary made, the congregation would 
have undoubtedly denied the request due to insufficient 
resources. 
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The Charlottetown Hospital was owned by the Episcopal 

Corporation and managed by a board of governors. From the 

founding of the hospital the Bishop was the ex officio 

chair of the board of governors and president of the 

hospital. In addition to the bishop, the board included the 

rector of the Basilica of Charlottetown and the sister 

superior and the sister directress of nursing of the 

Charlottetown Hospital. The rector was the vice president 

and the sister superior was the secretary treasurer. s The 

bishop also chose the eight remaining non-medical members of 

the hospital board, while the medical staff chose its own 

representatives, the only three non-episcopal appointments 

to sit on the board. Under hospital by-laws, the bishop 

held veto power over the entire board which ensured that no 

decision of the board was valid unless it met with his 

approval. 6 The same system of administration was in place 

SThe bishop was responsible for assigning a priest to 
be rector of the Basilica and from 1916 until 1951 the 
bishop had to approve the outcome of the democratic election 
of the Sister Superior of the Sisters of St Martha. Thus 
the bishop had direct control over these three appointments 
to the hospital board. 

6nAct to Incorporate the Charlottetown Hospital", 1933, 
Prince Edward Island Statutes, Chapter 26, 1933, p. 207, and 
"By-Laws of the Charlottetown Hospital", [1952], pp.1-5, 
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during both the Sisters of Charity's and the Sisters of St 

Martha's tenure at the hospital, yet because Sisters of 

Charity could withdraw at any time, bishops of Charlottetown 

had more to gain by reasoning and compromising with them 

than with the Sisters of St Martha over whom the bishops 

held authority. 

It was not standard practice for a Roman Catholic 

hospital run by sisters, even diocesan sisters, to lack 

autonomy in its administration. In Antigonish, for example, 

the sisters owned the hospital and made up a majority of the 

fifteen-member board of governors. The remaining members of 

the board of governors were chosen by the organizations who 

made annual grants, the provincial government, municipal 

council, and the town. The final three were suggested by 

the sisters and appointed to the board. Furthermore, there 

were regularly non-Roman Catholics on the Board. 7 

Despite the Sisters of St Martha's limited managerial 

control over the Charlottetown Hospital, they were placed in 

SSMA, Series 12, Box 1, #5. 

7Bishop James Morrison (Bishop of Antigonish) letter to 
Bishop O'Sullivan 02 May 1932, SSMA, Series 8, Sub-series 2, 
#7. The Antigonish sisters were an incorporated body and the 
hospital came under that corporation. (Ibid.) 
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charge of the daily running of the hospital; they were 

entrusted with the health care of Island Roman Catholics, 

the enforcement of Roman Catholic social theology as 

outlined in the medical moral guide, the supervision of 

hospital employees, and the balancing of a significant 

operating budget. 

The Congregation's most obvious need in taking on their 

new responsibilities at the hospital was for medical 

training. Bishop O'Leary was aware of this and worried 

about the quality of medical care the sisters could provide 

after only one year of preparation. He turned to the Bishop 

of Antigonish for help and begged Bishop James Morrison to 

allow the Sisters of St Martha of Antigonish to again come 

to Charlottetown to rescue the Charlottetown congregation. 

O'Leary wrote: 

We certainly were left in a precarious position 
for we have only one trained nurse among the 
Martha's (sic) here .... I think our hospital will 
be ready for organization about May 1st, but we 
will not be able to organize properly or to 
continue the work as we should unless we get 
temporary help from the Sisters of St Martha of 
your diocese who promised to do their best for the 



... sisters here in the hospital lines when the 
sisters were founded. B 

Bishop O'Leary specifically requested two operating room 
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nurses and another "experienced person". Bishop Morrison and 

the Antigonish sisters refused Bishop O'Leary's request 

perhaps because there had been too many desperate requests 

in the last decade, from O'Leary and other bishops. The 

Charlottetown Sisters of St Martha were forced to take 

charge of the Charlottetown Hospital by themselves, despite 

O'Leary's previous admission that by the time of the 

takeover, the Charlottetown Congregation would not be 

organized properly to run the hospital as it should be run. 

Had it been possible, the young congregation 

undoubtedly would have refused the assignment. By 1924, 

although 57 women had entered the Congregation, only 27 had 

finished their novitiate, and many of the remaining 30 had 

left the Congregation. Of the 27 ready for active ministry, 

only six had taken permanent vows and were considered fully 

professed, and there was only one sister with any sort of 

BLetter to Bishop James Morrison, Bishop of Antigonish, 
from Bishop Louis O'Leary, 25 February 1925, SSMA, Series 8, 
Sub-series 2, #7. 
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medical training. 9 Due to these very limited human and 

economic resources, the greatest number of sisters the 

Congregation was able to send for hospital training was 

four: Sister M.Paula, Sister Philip, Sister Faustina, and 

Sister Mary of Mercy. Twelve sisters continued to be 

engaged in domestic work at St Dunstan's University, four 

were engaged in domestic service at the Bishop's Palace, and 

three were public school teachers in Kinkora. Most of the 

remainder did not yet have work assignments because they had 

not finished their novitiate training. lo 

9congregations place a very high priority on new 
members' formation in religious life and in their specific 
congregation. The first six months "postulancy" may be 
compared to an engagement or trial period. If the entrant 
wishes to remain and the congregation considers her suitable 
to religious life and their congregation, she is invited to 
take first vows and enter a two year novitiate, in which 
intense religious formation is taught. Normally new members 
are unavailable for active ministry until they have 
completed the postulancy and novitiate and thus been in the 
congregation a minimum of 2.5 years. It seems some of the 
Charlottetown congregation's novices may have been rushed 
through their novitiate or had it interrupted because of the 
bishop's anxiety to have so many jobs filled by the new 
congregation. 

The one sister with medical training was a registered 
nurse who trained at the Charlottetown Hospital School of 
Nursing under the direction of the Sisters of Charity. 

lO"Sisters' Ministries", SSMA, Series 3, Sub-series 4. 
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The sisters appointed to receive hospital training 

could have received it at the school of nursing which the 

Sisters of Charity ran at the Charlottetown Hospital, but 

the bishop thought it unwise to do so. His concerns 

probably centred on the twin embarrassments of exposing the 

inexperience of the sisters to public scrutiny and training 

them with other student nurses whom they would have to 

supervise in a year. Instead, the four sisters appointed to 

receive hospital training were sent to St Joseph's Hospital 

School of Nursing in Glace Bay, Nova Scotia, run by the 

Antigonish Sisters of St Martha since 1902. The 

Charlottetown sisters returned to the Antigonish Marthas, 

who, less than a decade before, had provided the younger 

congregation's novitiate; they were obviously chosen for 

their previous loyalty, sensitivity, and invaluable 

mentoring of the Prince Edward Island sisters. After six 

months at St Joseph's, Sister M. Paula and Sister Faustina 

went to Marquette University in Milwaukee for training in 

hospital administration.ll. 

ll."Annals", 1924-25, SSMA, Series 8, Sub-series 4. The 
previous loyalty included sending three mature, experienced 
Antigonish sisters to Charlottetown for five years to help 
give the Congregation a solid start, as well as the ongoing 
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When the transfer of administration from the Sisters of 

Charity to the Sisters of St Martha took place in June 

1925, Sister M. Paula was appointed Superintendent of the 

hospital and Superior of the local community of six 

sisters. Sister Faustina became superior of Nurses and x-

ray technician. Sister M. St Hugh Campbell became the lab 

technician, Sister M. Mercy (Helen Lanigan) and Sister 

Philip Neri McCarthy served as nurses. 12 Sisters Mary 

Stephen, Mary of Lourdes, and Mary of Carmel were also on 

the pioneer staff, most likely filling the roles of 

secretary/bursar, supervisor of housekeeping, and supervisor 

of dietetics. 13 All the hospital's senior and supervisory 

advice the Bishop of Antigonish gave to the neighbouring 
Bishop of Charlottetown. 

Marquette University is a Catholic institution which 
was affiliated with one of the three early-20th century 
Catholic medical schools in the United States, the others 
being Lily University School of Medicine and Seton Hall 
School of Medicine and Dentistry. While the sisters had a 
very limited amount of time in which to receive training in 
hospital administration, they nevertheless received that 
training in a prestigious American institution. See 
"Medical Schools", New Catholic Encyclopaedia, vol 9, (New 
York, 1967). 

12 "Annals " , 1925, SSMA, Series 8, Sub-series 4. 

13Members of the group loosely reflected the 
demographic make-up of the congregation: they were young 
(the average age was 27); all were from rural areas of the 
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staff, with the exception of the doctors, were completely 

new to the hospital. Only the paid housekeeping staff, 

repairman, and orderly, as well as the unpaid student 

nurses, had experience at the Charlottetown Hospital 

previous to the summer of 1925. 14 When the change in 

administration of the Hospital took place on 24 June 1925, 

the sisters' annalist recorded the young congregation's 

level of anxiety: 

June 24th came all too quickly and the Sisters had to 
lean so much the more closely on their Divine Spouse 
since He had seen fit to give them almost unsupportable 
burdens and beg their Mother Mary so much the more 
earnestly for her help. As before in the trying days 
after the departure of Mother Stanislaus they learned 
God can make use of weak instruments and in spite of 
inexperience, nothing terrible happened. lS 

province; three were from eastern Prince Edward Island and 
five were from central Prince Edward Island; six were Irish 
and three were Scots. It was considered inappropriate for 
sisters to work as maids in a place as visible as the 
hospital, thus I am quite certain the 'non-nursing' sisters 
worked as directors of household and dietetics. 

14" [Financial Information of Charlottetown Hospital]", 
1925, SSMA, Series 12, Box 1, #7. Ironically, the sisters' 
work was somewhat in keeping with the 17f.h century 
intentions of les filles seulieres, discussed in Chapter 2, 
to avoid specialization but rather to work in a variety of 
areas. The difference was that standards in medicine had 
risen infinitely in three centuries! 

ls"Annals", June 1925, SSMA, Series 8, Sub-series 4. 
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Although nothing terrible happened, neither did things go 

smoothly. 16 The daily running of the hospital was a huge 

challenge to the Sisters of St Martha whose annalist 

remarked in 1926, "A deep feeling of gratitude for the 

favours God was giving us to 'carry on' in spite of many 

difficulties such as lack of numbers, unprecedentedness 

[sic], etc., kept us constantly saying 'Thank God'''. 17 

The Charlottetown Hospital was a key component of the 

Prince Edward Island Roman Catholic culture. Social 

institutions were central to creating a Roman Catholic 

social order in the province of Prince Edward Island just as 

in most Canadian provinces. 18 The social and theological 

160n the first day the sisters ran out of sterilized 
equipment because fuses blew and the sterilizers did not 
function properly. The matron of the Prince Edward Island 
Hospital, the "Protestant" Hospital, fulfilled the 
Charlottetown Hospital sisters' request for a supply of 
sterilized equipment so that operations could continue at 
the Charlottetown Hospital. "Annals", June, 1925, SSMA, 
Series 8, Sub-series 4. 

17 "Annals " , 1926, SSMA, Series 8, Sub-series 4. 

l8The other central Catholic social function was 
education. At the centre of education was St Dunstan's 
University, the source of most Prince Edward Island priests. 
The university also garnered emotional support among 
Catholics because, unlike the public, but unofficially 
Protestant, Prince of Wales College, it was not allotted any 
funding from the provincial government. The public school 
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basis for the fervent desire of Roman Catholics to 

administer their own hospital derived from several factors, 

including Vatican directives, and rules made by the Catholic 

Hospital Association, most importantly, those rules 

described in the Medico-Moral Guide which outlined proper 

Roman Catholic hospital ethics. Roman Catholics required 

their own hospitals to ensure protection of their faith's 

medical ethics. These ethics are based on "natural law", 

the basic principle of which is that nothing can interfere 

with that which God has created. This law has been 

ascertained by Roman Catholic theologians through " ... the 

observation of creation, and by the use of man's unaided 

reason in relation to what he has observed. ,,19 

system allowed funding for unofficial Roman Catholic schools 
in scattered Island communities (Charlottetown, Kinkora, 
Tignish, Rustico, and Miscouche) but not to the degree the 
Catholic population wished. There were also instances of 
bitter fighting over the issue of providing for Roman 
Catholic schools. In Summerside the Roman Catholic school, 
which had more than 700 students in the 1950s never received 
any public funding while the 'Protestant' school was deemed 
the public school and received the maximum funding possible 
for a public school. "Congregation of Notre Dame Convent 
Annals", 1950s, Summerside, and "History of Notre Dame 
Convent, Summerside", nd, Records and pamphlet held in 
convent in Summerside. 

19Contraception, for example, breaches natural law 
because it interferes with the nature of the sexual act, the 
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Roman Catholic hospitals practised medical ethics which 

included special concern for their Roman Catholic patients. 

As one Roman Catholic theologian noted: 

True medical ethics are more than casuistry, more 
than a code of law; they are a plan for living and 
for professional conduct which will develop to the 
full the role of the doctor in the Mystical Body 
of Christ, and will serve to the best advantage 
the true interests of his patients. 20 

Some common medical procedures are in direct violation 

of Roman Catholic teaching and therefore are forbidden in 

Roman Catholic hospitals. These procedures include 

artificial insemination, male infertility tests that require 

masturbation, sterilization,21 euthanasia, and ending a 

baby's life during childbirth specifically to save the 

mother. All these procedures are in violation of the Roman 

primary purpose of which is procreation. Roman Catholic 
teaching says that the other consequences of the sexual act, 
such as displaying love and satisfying sexual desire, are 
secondary and completely unacceptable justification of 
contraception. Sex which takes place deliberately during 
infertile times of a woman's hormonal cycle, however, is in 
keeping with natural law because it interferes with nothing. 
John Marshall, Medicine and Morals. Twentieth Century 
Encyclopaedia of Catholicism, vol.129, (New York, 1960), 
p. 20. 

2°Marshall, p. 27 . 

21Sterilization was permitted in some individual cases 
if the hospital's ethics committee agrees on it. 
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Catholic understanding of natural law. Furthermore, Roman 

Catholic teaching says that any Roman Catholic, most notably 

a hospital staff person, who is in a position to prevent 

such procedures and fails to do so, commits mortal sin. 22 

Along with the preservation of natural law, Roman 

Catholic hospitals are expected to ensure an understanding 

of other less specific Church habits or customs. For 

example, a Roman Catholic might refuse medicine to reduce 

pain because enduring the pain might serve as " ... suffering 

in expiation of his sins, to gain merit for himself, and to 

fulfil the divine command to shoulder his cross. 1123 The 

Church is clear that the decision to refuse pain reducing 

medicine is entirely voluntary and should not adversely 

affect the patient's health, but Roman Catholics are also 

reminded that " ... the acceptance of suffering is an integral 

part of the Christian life ..... [It] is a necessary 

criterion for admission to the Kingdom, an essential 

experience. 11 24 

22Marshall, p. 27 . 

23Marshall, p. 116. 

24Marshall, p .115. 
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An efficient, respected hospital, run according to the 

Roman Catholic understanding of natural law and the 

guidelines of the medical moral guide was essential to 

maintaining a faithful Roman Catholic community on Prince 

Edward Island. At a time when the standard training for a 

registered nurse was three years, Bishop Louis O'Leary 

imposed sister-nurses with only one year of training on 

Island Roman Catholic patients at the Charlottetown 

Hospital; he thus may have risked the lives of Roman 

Catholic patients for the sake of the denominational and 

financial future of the hospital. 25 

Prince Edward Island's two main referral hospitals, 

which were also Charlottetown area general hospitals, were 

strongly divided along religious lines throughout most of 

the 20Ch century. 26 Roman Catholic patients saw their Roman 

25Another option for the hospital might have been to 
hire a lay staff under Roman Catholic direction, but I 
suspect this was not considered because it was financially 
not feasible; the sum of user fees could not support many 
secular staff people, particularly in the more highly 
trained, and thus more highly paid, positions. 

26The Prince County Hospital in Summerside, Prince 
Edward Island, on the other hand, served a mixed clientele 
of both Roman Catholic and non-Catholic patients. In the 
1950s and 1960s the Charlottetown Hospital kept statistics 
on the number of Catholic and Protestant patients. The 
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Catholic doctors in their Roman Catholic hospitals and 

Protestant patients received parallel treatment. 

Charlottetown area doctors, similarly, held privileges at 

either the 'Protestant', Prince Edward Island Hospital, or 

the Roman Catholic, Charlottetown Hospital, rather than at 

both hospitals. The two-hospital tradition was rooted in 

their separate foundings. Bishop McIntyre founded the 

Charlottetown Hospital in 1879 while a group of Protestants 

founded the Prince Edward Island Hospital in 1884.27 

In the 1920s there were six doctors on staff at the 

Charlottetown Hospital. They charged fees directly to their 

patients who were also required to pay a separate hospital 

bill. Doctors shared the case load of patients classified 

latter were never more than 10 per cent of the total. As 
there was no 'other' category, I suspect some of those 
counted 'Protestant' were more specifically 'non-Catholic'. 
I expect the number of Protestant patients was also very 
small in the 1920s and 30s, as well. "Charlottetown Hospital 
Statistics" 1950s and 1960s; PEI Hospital Statistics", 1950s 
and 1960s (incomplete), Queen Elizabeth Hospital, 
Charlottetown, Medical Records Department. 

27Wendell Mac Intyre, "The Longest Reign", in Michael 
Hennessey, ed., The Catholic Church in Prince Edward Island. 
1720-1979, (Charlottetown, 1979), p.94; Lorne Callbeck, 
"Economic and Social Development Since Confederation", in 
F.W.P.Bolger, ed., Canada's Smallest Province: A History of 
Prince Edward Island, (Charlottetown, 1973), p.346. 
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as free patients, a category which included 'paupers' as 

well as diocesan priests and women religious, by each 

accepting two months of 'free patient duty' a year. 28 

From the opening of the hospital in 1874, the financial 

future of the Charlottetown Hospital was always uncertain. 29 

Like other Canadian hospitals, Roman Catholic, Protestant, 

or public, the Charlottetown Hospital did not receive 

significant government funding until the introduction of 

national hospital assistance funding in 1959. 30 From 1925 

28Free patients were distinguished from non-paying 
patients in that the former were never issued bills while 
the later were issued bills but did not pay them. 

29Prince Edward Island was consistently the poorest 
province in Canada, at least until Newfoundland joined 
Confederation in 1949. The Maritime economy received a 
small boost for a short time from World War I, but afterward 
wages fell and unemployment rose. In the 1920s and 1930s 
Atlantic Canadians tried to fight their underdevelopment 
rather than see the beginning of their dependence on various 
transfer payments from the federal government that would 
sustain the future of the region. Even with transfer 
payments the per capita income of Prince Edward Island 
remained a great deal lower than the national average. Ian 
McKay, "The 1910s: The Stillborn Triumph of Progressive 
Reform" in E.R. Forbes and D.A. Muise, eds., Atlantic 
Provinces in Confederation, (Toronto, 1993),p.229. 

300ella Stanley, "The 1960s: The Illusions and 
Realities of Progress" in Muise and Forbes, p.437. All 
Atlantic Canadian provinces signed Hospital Care Acts in 
1959. Prince Edward Island joined the national Medical Care 
Insurance Act, which was available in 1967, in 1970. 
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to 1959 the hospital obtained very little of its operating 

costs through endowments or other gifts, which contributes 

to the never challenged stereotype that Island Roman 

Catholics were poorer than their Protestant counterparts 

whose hospital received far more endowments. H In 

addition, numerous Roman Catholic institutions, including a 

university, orphanage, and family services bureau, all of 

which reported constant financial crisis, competed for 

money.32 Finally, Islanders, in the 1920s and earlier, 

consistently voted for political parties which advocated 

very little government involvement and minimal public 

spending. 33 Families, as the basic unit connecting the 

individual to society, were expected to take care of 

HA more thorough comparison between the Prince Edward 
Island and Charlottetown Hospitals' operating budgets will 
be undertaken in Chapter 5. 

32"Diocese of Charlottetown Yearbooks", 1920-1940 
(incomplete), Roman Catholic Diocese of Charlottetown 
Archives [RCDA). Arguably, St Dunstan's University received 
the most attention from several bishops. For more 
information, see G. Edward MacDonald, "'And Christ Dwelt in 
the Heart of His House': A History of St Dunstan's 
University, 1855-1955", (PhD dissertation, Queen's 
University), 1984. 

33Leonard CUsack, 
the Great Depression, 
New Brunswick, 1972), 

"The Prince 
1930-1935" , 
pp.16-24. 

Edward Island People and 
(MA Thesis, University of 
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individuals who could not support themselves financially, 

and churches were supposed to provide support as extensions 

of the family. Leonard Cusack has argued that in the late 

1920s and even in the early 1930s, Islanders, " ... confident 

that the present (agricultural) prosperity would continue 

did not consider that public economic security was 

necessary. 1134 Without the virtually unpaid labour of the 

Sisters of St Martha in administering the cash-strapped 

Charlottetown Hospital, the hospital, which served more than 

one thousand people annually in the late 1920s, might not 

have survi ved. 

In the first two and a half decades of the Sisters of 

St Martha's administration, patient fees accounted for the 

largest receipt of money at the Charlottetown Hospital. A 

distant second was charitable fundraising, and third was the 

money the sisters raised through miscellaneous activities 

such as singing masses and sewing. Fourth and fifth were 

the provincial and city grants. Rarely noted in the hospital 

budgets, however, is the sisters' largely unpaid labour. 

34Cusack, p . 30 . 



The value of this work is huge but difficult to determine 

precisely. 
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In the first years of the Sisters of St Martha's 

administration of the Charlottetown Hospital, eight to ten 

sisters were assigned to the hospital to work in various 

areas. Although it is difficult to precisely measure the 

value of their labour, consider the average Maritime rates 

of pay for the following hospital jobs the sisters filled: 
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Table 8: Average Rates of Pay for Nursing Staff, Maritime 
Region, 1929-30 

I 
Position 

I 
Average Pay Number at Total 

Chtn. Hosp. 

Superintendent 1850 1 $1850 

Nurse and x-ray tech 1600* 1 $1600 

Nurse 1339 3 $4017 

Lab Tech 1200** 1 $1200 

Total 6 $8667 
*Calculated on the bas1s that th1s sen10r nurse w1th 
training in x-ray would receive marginally more than a ward 
nurse. 35 
**Calculated on the basis that a lab technician would 
receive slightly less than a nurse. 
Source: George Weir, Survey of Nursing Education in Canada, 
(Toronto, 1932), p. 50 and my estimates as noted above. 

Admittedly, the figure $8667 is very rough, but it 

provides an indication of the economic value of these six 

sisters' work at the hospital. The sisters, who lived in a 

convent inside the hospital, were remunerated eight dollars 

a month in addition to room and board which came out of the 

hospital budget. Some lay nurses at many Canadian hospitals 

35The sister-nurses did not have the three years 
training required for a standard degree, yet I have assigned 
the average salaries for a registered nurse to them because 
although their training was very condensed, they were doing 
the same work that registered nurses' did. In addition, 
because the hospital was understaffed with only a total of 
five nurses, the sister-nurses would have been forced to be 
very productive. 
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were also boarded at the hospitals, less as a fringe benefit 

than as part of being on 24 hour duty; thus it seems 

unreasonable to deduct the value of board from the sisters' 

salaries. If the pay of $8 a month is multiplied by six, 

the number of sister-nurses, and multiplied by 12 months, 

the total remuneration is $576. This amount may be 

subtracted from the total value {$8667} to show that the 

approximate unpaid value of the sisters' labour was $8091 a 

year in the late 1920s. 

Two lay nurses were also employed in the hospital, most 

likely part-time, in the 1920s. Although their rate of pay 

is not available for the 1920s, in 1936 the total for both 

nurses was $2213, which is close to the average that George 

Weir gives in his survey of the profession. 36 Thus the 

total cost of the nursing staff was $576 plus approximately 

$2213, as opposed to the $10,880 it would have been at 

standard rates of pay. 37 

36I doubt this changed significantly in a decade, 
particularly as the decade in question included the 
Depression. 

37$10,880 is derived from the $8667 added to the lay 
nurses' pay of $2213. 
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The remaining sister-hospital workers filled the roles 

of bursar/secretary, director of housekeeping, and director 

of dietetics. The wages lay people might have received for 

these occupations are more difficult to discern. A bursar, 

however, probably would have received as much pay as a 

teacher with a first class licence on Prince Edward Island 

in 1929, $411.38 The two directors would have received a 

wage similar to the top range for an urban domestic 

servant, which was $12 a month in Halifax in 1891. 39 Again 

the Diocese of Charlottetown saved a significant amount of 

money by paying these three sisters $8 a month for a total 

of only $288 rather than their estimated value of $899. 40 

38In 1931 Prince Edward Island female teachers with 
first class licences received pay of about $411 and usually 
a supplement of about $75. This seems very low given the 
nurse's rate of pay but I have not been able to account for 
the great difference. I think this figure for the economic 
value of the bursar is modest. "Prince Edward Island 
Department of Education, Annual Report", 1931, Public 
Archives and Records Office (Charlottetown) [PARO], RG 10. 

391 could not find any statistics for the rate of pay 
for domestic servants closer to the 1920s. M.C.Urquhart and 
K.A.H.Buckley, eds., Historical Statistics of Canada, 
(Ottawa, 1965), Series "0" 196 -207, p. 94 . 

4°This is based on a bursar being paid the wage of a 
teacher, $411, added to the pay for 2 senior domestic 
servants ($12/month @ 12 months). 
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Because of the size of the community and its limited 

resources, it was difficult to find the personnel and money 

to permit sisters to obtain training. Despite this, by 1927 

there were three registered sister-nurses on staff. The 

cost of training continued to be one of the heaviest burdens 

on the young community for many years because the kinds of 

institutions the sisters ran required specific skills, and 

because the work was rarely planned in advance but rather 

dictated by the bishop as he determined the need. u In the 

late 1920s, many entrants did not even have a grade 10 

education and it became the Congregation's responsibility to 

train them in occupations useful to the community. There 

was always an inadequate number of entrants with nursing 

training. 42 Nursing training, in fact, was probably the 

UIn the entire 20Ch century, fewer than half the 
entrants came to the convent with skills that were in demand 
for the congregation's professional work, most notably 
teaching and nursing. "Sisters' Ministries", SSMA, Series 
3, Sub-series 4, #1; and "Annals", 1925-1989 (see the month 
of September, most years, for a report of the number of 
sisters enrolled in various educational programs), SSMA, 
Series 8, Sub-series 4. 

42There is no evidence that any bishop ever actively 
recruited nurses as Bishop Louis O'Leary recruited teachers. 
Bishop Louis 0' Leary, "The Catholic Teacher" Address to the 
Catholic Teachers of Prince Edward Island by the Bishop of 
Charlottetown, Bishop Louis 0' Leary, July 1921, Printed 






















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































