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RECOLLECTIONS OF TULSa, INDIAN TERRITURY,
FROM SISTER MARY AGNES NEWCHURCH, Q. CAUM.
By Charles E. Noian®
INTRGDUCTION

When the writer first met Sister Macy Agnes Nowchurch in
1965, she was living in retirement al the Carme]ite Mollierhouse
in New Orleans. When it was discovered thal shc was the only
remaining member of the communily to have faught in the
Carmalites’ short-lived Oklaboms missions, Sister Mary Agnes
was encouraged to recall those early days. She spoke and wrote
of her youthful yéars with rtmarkable detail nnd nocuracy She
usually bad at foust a hint of mischiel in her cyes when che re-

counted her first years as a Sister of Mount Carmel,

A native of Painvourtville, Loulsiana, Sister Mary Agnes
was reared in the Carmelite orphanage in New Otleans after her
mother's death, and entored the community of the Sisters ol
Mount Carmsl on April 28, 1889. She made profession on July
24, 1901, and Laught in the Carmelile Lovisian schools at Wash-
ington and Thibadzux belare her Tulsa assignment in 1802, 1

‘The Siaters of Mount Carmel came ta Indian Terriwcy from
Louisiana at the personal request of Bithop Theophile Meers-
chiiert, * On April 30, 1889, the General Couneil of the Carmelite
Sigters voled to accepl a school in Vinita, a few days later, tht
Council accepted another school in Tuisa,> The Carmelites
agreed ta stalf a boarding and day schoal in Vinita and a day
schoal in Tulea for five years, although provision wax made for
carlict termination of the sgreement. in cave of dissatisfaction
The two missions were to be dependent on the Mother Genecal
in New Grleans, The local parishes were lo provide farnished
convents, fuel and light expenses, a salary of $20 per manth for
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ench sister plus extra fees for music, painting, drawing, stc. In
sdition, (o teaching, the xite:s sresd o ke harge of e
parizh chairs,

On August 25, 1899, the Lrst sisters Jeft New Ocleans for
Indian Terrilory on the Texas and Pacific Railoud. Sisters Lucy
Dobbins (suparior |, Aloysis Rice, and Clotlida Cabelle were
axsigned ta Tulsa, Sisters &t Charles Dunn (superior), Cecilia
Munch, énd Mary Liguori Lazare were sent lo Vinits,s Other
wisters who were subsequently stationed in Indian Territory in-
cluded Laurence Didier, Maurice Webre, Clare Coady, and Vir-
inin Braows . Vinita; §istons Fosalie Laftus, Cathering Bauvisr,
Ambcose Sisson and Leon O'Brien taught in Tulsa,®

The Carmelite Sisters withdrew from both Tulsa and Vinita
in the spring of 1908. Financial difficubties and misundersand-
ings an well us a lnck of persomnel ledd tn the Carmelites” de-
parture from Indian Territory *

Tha following peges are Sistér Mary Agnes Newchurch's
recolleations of her year in Tulaa |1992-1603) The text in based
mainly an & nartive that sister completed on July 15, 196, An
interview on July 12, 1966, and a narrative thet was completad
on Stptember 1, 1967, hava been woven into the text. In Jume,
1968, the combined text was given to Sister Mary Agnes wie
made the final corrections. ¢

Sister's style hus been retained A5 much s possible. Geam-
miatical changes have been kept to a minimum and have been
intcaducad anly when the combinstion of sources or the fiow of
the narrative demanded a change or clatifisation. Some connota-
tions heve been added to the narrative.
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tec Mary Agnes Newchurch died quiotly in her slosp on
Apr)l zr 1970, five days after her @2nd hirthday

The RECOLLECTIONS OF SISTER MaRv ACHER
I was missianed to Tuisa in Indisn Territory in 1902, with
Wigther Ambrose (Sisson) and Sister Leon (O'Brien} Qur trig
Iram Louisiana to Vinita, where wa stopped for ten days before
going to Tulsa, was mast painful snd uncoméortable in an old-
time wrain with lowbacked sears end no sleeper. We travelled
two dayE and one hight in this way and ciopped over part of the
night In Texas when the train needed refueling.

“There was no dining car s0 wa had taken a basket af luneh
as a precaution—s few zandwiches for that day with frult and
canned meats. We hoped this would last throughout the trip but,
alter & lata svening hiep, wa found out that the basket of luneh
had disappenred. God alweys provides and g priest wha wouid
not tell us his name sent us ooffee and lood several times during
the next day

The station in Vinita was ctowded with our slitéra who had
been in Indian Tarritory for four [thiee) years and many of their
friends.* The good pastor in Vinita [Father Arthur Versavel]
had gone on s sick call and could nol come Lo the station but e
had provided iranapotiation.

‘We enjoyed ten very pleazant daye. Ore day, a Protestani
Indian mentioned the wish to attend Mass and was tald that she
wes welooma any tme. "Hew much must ] pay? wes the next
question, “We don't pay for Mass,” was the onswer. Tha next
merning, bright and eazly, cur ledy was in church and took in
the whale ceremony with great interast. After Mass, sha went to
e the priest. “Mister,” sha said, "you performed beautifully
this mgring. When will you give us angther show?” An explina-
tion was given with an invilation {0 allend avery moming it she
wiched.

The house in Vinita was very Targe. Tt had been prepared as
a boarding and day elsmentary-high schogl and convent, They
had practically three to four bundred pupils, 0
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Then eame the time for us lo leave lor Tulsa, about sixty
miles sauthwest from Vinlts, Father {Veravel) had the horse
and buggy ready for the Lip to station and six of us crowded in.
We had recaived message that Father Theophile would be at the
station (in Tulsa] waiting. He was there with a littlo “jumper”
and the buggy followed; he was most cordial, We soon reached
the convent.

The convent-schoal wos in. the middle of the city of Tulsa
with many friendly Indians us neighbozs. Our school was
chiel elementary school. The echoal and convent were  single,
very plein, frame building with just suilicient space 1o acoomo-

2 laundry, & peniry, and a dining room o the 1hird Hoor, Below
this was a secrat cellar whare tha Mess wine was kept [out of
resch of tha Indians] for prudence’s sake.

On the secand floor wore bedrooms, and above this s an
aittic for the wual convent. “do-awey-with” and sleeping quirters
Jor local Tembers in case we were unexpectedly surprised by
saliciting members of other comrpunities,

“The zchoal wea on the first floar—thrse classrooms with plain
lurniture and an office.

The parizh church where we wenl te Moss wes closeby IL
wep very smell, like some of our little chapels in the country
Dlaces, Bavauss Ehere was no sectory, Father lived in one of the
two wmell sacristies end took his meals with the sisters at the
convent dining room.

‘There were about 180 pupils, muny of whom were Indians,
‘Qur pupils were by no mesna all Cathalics, We had more Pro-
testants of various denominations. This was noticesblé at the first
communicn preparation. A ctass of twelve was o good size cliss.
But, with the help of God, it had improved and meny ganverts
were in view. However, the older “blanket Indians™ did mot like
the sisters or even religion, The blanket Indians we knew then
Were & group who lived in the woods 23 groups of their kind and
made their way to the villages or towns in the begirining of every
sedson o buy their necsasary iteras for thal. sedson They always
ware blankets around them—ior protettion aghinet ingects, they
said. The mothers carried their little papooses sn thelr backs,
These little ones weze tied in cases, made for that pUrpese, and
strepped ta their mothers, Everybody minded their awn busineds
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about them. The slopan was, “We are on our way, go ebout
urs.

Sister Leon and I each hag fhree grades and Mather Am:
Brose (aught seventh and cichih grades. While T taught sewing
to the girls in Nie unper grades, Sister Leon laught music and
singlng (o the lower grades and Mother Ambrose filled in time
with the upper grade boys, Wae had neo lay teachers and Father
had 4l e conld da with threo missions, about 60 miles apart.

Some of my ¢hird graders were sixteen, seventzen and eigh
teen venrs old, They were: so tall that when I hed to correct their
lessons, I had o use a pointer. The pupils really wanted to team;
they were no problem in class and 1 can never remember huving
Io pive them a slap, I Lsught arithmetic, spelling, English, peo-
graphy, kistary and refigion.

‘Both schoals in Tuisa and Vinita hed very large plaverounds,
divided fot the lares and smaller pupils. Baseball and football
were i vogus for thr larger boys and girls.

These large hills produced & very lavely scone with the boys
and gitls coming ovet o homemede shates in tha marning when
4 gooup of tham, each holding hands in line, skated down while
other gronps were seen coming up in the same fashion,

The fizst communian preperation was unlike aurs in Louisi-
ana where we have (wo to three hundred or imore. When we were
tald ta gat the children ready for the event, what wes our surpeise
ta see Lwelve little bays and girla lined up for Ibe Tetreal. Alter
confessions were hesrd, Father jokingly sald, “My neck hurts.”
“What happenad, Father? we asked, He answered, “I heard 5o

canfessians.® We responded, “Whon! What would you do
in Lovisiena if these make your neck huzt™

Thanksgiving was & very impartant day for the peopie in
Tadian Tervitory Plans were made long abead of time o have
the sisters entertained by some fainily in the cauntcy That day,
they killed the fal cali and hog and hrought in sli the vegetables
vossible, 1t was decided on “first come, first served” hesiy with
regard to the home for recuiving the sislers. Sa muny were amious
1 da their share. Then the whale neighbarhond was invited, There
was plenty of noise all day and many old. time stories were relat-
cd.

Mrs, Thomas Freeman was the one to entertain the sisters.
‘The weather was freczing cold thel day so she hesl a roaring fire
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where we sat from about 8 A B until 11 A M. The girtight zoom
with the roaring fire made us feel 53 though our brainz were on
. Father Theophile passed by and neticed how uncomfortable
samc of the sisters were so he called Mre. Freeman to take the sis
tors out to see some of her litters back there He and Mr. Froe
nan wenl up the hills for a walk, The sudden change In tempera-
ture was almest overcoming. The sons had heevy overeoals that
they slipped off 1o wrap the sisters in. They returiied to the house.

Evening came and the lillle spring wagoen or “jurmper” was
ready for us. Under no consideration would thesa boys take their
coats. Two of them on horscback followed us and when we were
in ihe convent got back on their horsas and slipped their coats an.

Qur Christmas seaton came #long and the ceremonis in
church were aboul. the same as thase we have hiere in Loniciaha.
Because of the number of Protestanls in onr school, we had no
schacl program for Christmas. And definiiely, no ane mentioned
Santa ¢’laue. They Laid no importance ko him.

On ane oeision sbout the month of May, 1902, we ware noti-
Tied that confirmation would be given in Quapaw where Father
Keteham, an Indian Jesuis prigst, would lead in the ceramanins.
All schools belonging to the diocese were Lo prepars the childran
belonging to the eonfitmation class and would be expected ta
take their classas there.

O the day assighed ba meet, we were there late in the eve-
hing. We met with Bishop Meerachaer! in the parich school where
tables were prepaced and the bishop himsell helped in serving
milk and doughnuts Lo our bovs and girls.

We all slept on the floor in various large classroonks. The

For nocount o this i i sarly Jus, 1008 . Sater
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boys and girls slept in separate clasers and the isters oceupied
the spacious office downstaird,

The next mocning, the Indians were tarribly excited until
the Mess bell mng and all went In fairly good order until Sistec
Laurence struck the fist organ motes. Then the women Stood
on the pews and reclined gn the back of those pews, béaling thoic
feet to the tune of the mugie, Some were preparing to have ¢ dance
in the midéle aisle untll Father Ketcham came to settle them, He
spoke their own langnage. Everthing went fine the rest of the
tirms.

We remained in Quapw thut day and the néxt. Some good,
civilized Indian ladies took un ta visit the Devil'a Promenade
where the apiashing of the Arkansss River had worn an enormous
tock and formed a real porch almost a rile long, meking it pos-
sible for & lall pesan lo walk without touching the tap.

We also visited the Laver's Leap,  very large, pointed rock,
extending over the river, whers wo lovers on the verge of marry-
ing and unsble to attin their aim grabbed each other saying,
“Sincs wa cannot live tagsther, we'll die togsther,” and aver they
plunged into the river.

We heppened to be there on Saturday when tha medicine
men. were having Eieir meeting. Mes. Kelly, wha s kindly tock u
around, went to the chief and asked that we be allowed Lo attend
their prayer meeting in the tent and she took us i through &
flap in the tant. We were clfered seats en the ground with the
chiet who was about {o give the signal for prayer,

He announced somathing and beat the drum 1o the tune
of something they were seying, Hesds, eves, mouths, hands and
feet tioved at the 2ame time by all who were in [the tent] and
it was paeked with women, children, grown boys and girls and
an Indian delegetion whe attended the chief, In the center was g
lerge cemenl horseshoe, at the head was a ¢tucilis and between
these was @ Bire where all who brought snything puritied their
donations over the fire, made their offering to the crucifix and
left. it there as a domation, These donations consisted of bags of
eandy, ruit, toys, etc.

Now and then they browght in o man who hed used the
medlcine (I call it dope} When Lhey rallied from this, they were
carrled in, swung aver the fire to be purified and presented ta the
chief 1o tell him what eort af dream thay had. If the dream was
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good, they were given a plaes of hanor near the chiel and so on
with each dream. Father Ketchars bold us that he was kying o
influence these good people to give up the custom but =0 far had
reached nowhere.

Meother St. Pabrick ' wrete ub that we had Lo eome hack to
Lovisiana She said that thers were nob eénpugh sistera for aur
houges in Leyiziana, We all leved Indian Territory and hated Lo
leave it,

14 Sister B Patrick Heflorman s
Mount Carmal brom 169 (0 1677 and aein om 1902 to 1007,



