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Notre Dame’s 1890 Jubilee
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——The year 1890 marked a momentous jubilee for the American Sisters of Notre Dame—fifty years since their arrival in the
United States. In East Boston, the sisters wrote, “This being the year of the Golden Jubilee of our Institute in the United States,
preparations for its celebration began early. We were notified that specimens of the children’s schoolwork would be expected
in Cincinnati in the fall to be exhibited during the days of the celebration. It took some time to complete the plans. Late in
spring and all summer the pupils were busily engaged in writing their copies and making their samples of needlework. In the
fall the writings and drawings of each parish were bound in a separate volume, and in October all was sent to Cincinnati in a
trunk.”
Since Cincinnati was the site of the first Notre Dame convent in the United States, it made perfect sense such “specimens”
were to be on display there. But many other examples of student work were also created for celebrations across
Massachusetts. These exhibits were used, both to provide proof of the quality of Notre Dame education, as well as being part
of an important effort to demonstrate that a Catholic education was an American education.
As the East Boston sisters noted, the student work was assembled and then sewn into large leather bound volumes. Ten of
those books still survive in the SND New England archives. Not only did these works display the best of the students’ efforts,
they also provided the curriculum the sisters taught. The volumes typically began with the subjects taught in the tenth grade
and moved, grade by grade, down to the work taught to the children in the third grade.
The sisters of the St. Charles Convent in Woburn described the volume assembled by their students, “On the 23rd [of
October] our Jubilee Book was sent to Cincinnati. It was bound in purple and gold, and contained seven hundred and fifty
pages. With it went one hundred pieces of various kinds of needlework. . .” That size was typical for all the volumes sent onto
Ohio.
At the Ascension Convent on Vernon Street in Worcester the sisters wrote, “the decade which opened with 1890 might truly
be called the Era of Jubilee in Worcester for anniversaries in which the community was interested have come thick and fast.
November 1890 marked an epoch in the Institute of Notre Dame, the celebration of the Fiftieth Anniversary of the arrival of
the daughters of Mere Julie in America, that land of promise to which the eyes of our venerable Mother Ignatius turned with
prophetic gazer as she sent forth the devoted band of laborers from Namur to sow the good seed of Christian Instruction on
the fruitful soil of that Western world.. . .” The annalist continued with descriptions of various liturgies held in the city and
celebrated by the bishop.

The Somerville sisters stated that, “The Distribution of the Jubilee year, 1890, was like Notre Dame. Nearly every
number on the programme referred to the coming anniversary. The portrait of the Venerable Mother Julia, crowned with
garlands hung in a conspicuous part of the hall, seeming to gaze lovingly at her large family of Sisters and children. . .A
pleasing feature of the entertainment was, “A March of Fifty Years,” in which the labors of the Order in America were briefly
recounted. At the close of the Exercises many friends came forward to congratulate the Sisters on the glorious anniversary
they were celebrating. . .”
The anniversary was also noted many times in area newspapers. The articles not only described the events, but
recounted the history of the beginnings of the Sisters of Notre Dame, both in the U.S. and in Massachusetts. Starting on
November 11, 1890, the Boston Globe wrote of the jubilees held across the country. All the schools were decorated for the
jubilee with flowers and flags, usually in the blue and gold associated with the Sisters of Notre Dame. In addition, to the
exhibitions of student work, there were also literary presentations and musical entertainment. At the Notre Dame Academy
on Berkeley Street in Boston, the hall used for the celebration displayed banners listing the sites of other celebrations
across the country: Washington, DC; Philadelphia, PA; Columbus, Hamilton, and Cincinnati, Ohio; Arlington, Virginia;
Waltham, Lowell, Worcester, Woburn, Chicopee, Springfield, Holyoke, Somerville, Salem, Roxbury, East and South Boston
and Milford, MA.
In addition to the Boston papers, the Salem Sacred Heart Review provided an overview of the history of the Sisters of
Notre Dame in Salem, as well as a outline of the celebrations held at St. James Church. A detailed overview of the
decorations at St. Mary’s Church were given, including demonstrations of the sewing and other textile lessons provided to
the girls by the Sisters. Paintings and other art created by the students were also on display.
To view one of the jubilee volumes preserved in the New England Archives, click here.
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