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Honors for a hero

Three sisters return to El Salvador
for beatification of Archbishop Romero

I

mages of martyred Salvadoran Archbishop Oscar Romero
and of Blessed Emilie Gamelin, foundress of the Sisters of Providence,
are side by side in the logo for the sisters’ Providence Scholarship
Program. Three Sisters of Providence who follow in the footsteps of
Blessed Emilie returned home to El Salvador last month for the
beatification of the archbishop, one of their heroes.
Their native country and its people
were wracked by civil war from 1980
to 1992. The Sisters of Providence
established a mission there in 1995
and for more than two decades have
helped bring hope to young people
through educational scholarships.
The beatification of Archbishop
Romero was held Saturday, May 23,
in the Plaza of the Savior of the
World, in San Salvador. For the three
sisters who traveled there from
Spokane, Wash., Portland, Ore.,
and San Antonio, Texas, it was to be
an intensely personal occasion
and celebration.
Sister Vilma Franco, who lost
her father and six brothers in the
civil war, welcomes the honor for
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the man who kindled her passion
for justice and for the poor. Sister
Ana Dolores Orellana Gamero, of
Portland, is thrilled that her father,
a catechist for the archbishop, would
be oﬃcially recognized as a martyr.
Sister Margarita Hernandez, one
of the sisters’ early scholarship
recipients, currently is enrolled in
the Catholic Leadership Program at
Mexican American Catholic College
(MACC) in San Antonio, Texas.
“The strength of our three Sisters
of Providence from El Salvador and
their resolve to share the Good News
of Jesus Christ comes from the depth
of suﬀering with family and fellow
citizens during the civil war,” said
Provincial Superior Judith Desmarais,
SP. “The influence of
Archbishop Romero
is profound and is an
inspiration to their
ministry with those
who are poor and
vulnerable. Their love
of life and concern
for the marginalized
is evident in their
daily lives. It is an
honor to have them
p Sister
present for the beatiMargarita
fication ceremony.”
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The logo
for the
Providence
Scholarship
Program in
El Salvador
features images of Archbishop Oscar
Romero and Blessed Emilie Gamelin,
foundress of the Sisters of Providence.

Sister Vilma came to Spokane
in 2006 from El Salvador, where
she had been working as a catechist
when she met the Sisters of Providence.
Perhaps even more important than
putting Archbishop Romero one step
closer to sainthood is the hope and
healing this moment represents. It is
the kind of healing that helped Sister
Vilma overcome her distrust and anger
at the United States for its role in the
civil war in El Salvador. She became
a U.S. citizen last January 6. Her
ministry in Spokane is in early childhood
education at St. Aloysius School.
Sister Ana Dolores only learned
the truth about her father’s death a
year later. She had been told that Josè
Estanislao Orellana Villalobos, known
as Tanis to family and friends, had died
of a heart attack a few months after
Archbishop Romero’s death. At the
time, she was living in Rome, Italy, with
the congregation of Mothers of the
Orphans. She transferred her vows to
the Sisters of Providence in 2005.
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Meet the Provincial Administration staff

T wo Sisters of Providence took more

than their luggage with them when they
boarded a plane at the airport in Great Falls,
Mont., in the crisp early evening of Monday,
February 2. Sisters Maryann Benoit and Ann
Dolores Ybarrola, with 152 years of religious
life between them, were the last Sisters
of Providence to serve the needs of God’s
people in Montana. They carried the faith,
hopes, dreams, accomplishments and legacy
of countless Sisters of Providence who have
served in ministry in the state since 1864.

Sister Maryann
Benoit

Sister Ann Dolores
Ybarrola

Last sisters leave

MINISTRY IN MONTANA

The first Sisters of
Providence in Montana

2

– Sisters Mary, Mary Edward, Remi
and Paul Miki – arrived as missionaries. All were under 21 except for
Sister Mary, who was 34. They traveled
by boat from Fort Vancouver up the
Columbia River to Fort Walla Walla,
where they were joined by three Jesuit
priests. The travelers came east across
the Rocky Mountains, making their
way on horseback for 400 of the last
700 miles. Escorted by Chief Saltese,
they arrived on October 17, 1864, at
St. Ignatius Mission, where they met
the Indians they had come to serve.
Called “Lady Blackrobes” by the
Indians, they were the first Catholic
sisters to arrive in Montana. “You
are the first white women who ever
crossed the high Rocky Mountains,”
the chief of the Flathead Indians
is said to have told them. “The
Indians admire your bravery.”
The sisters’ initial focus was to
introduce a “civilized way of life,”
beginning with lessons on Christian
values taught to Indian children
in schools for girls, some of them
boarders. Boys were taught by the
Jesuits. The schools were funded
partially by the sisters begging in
mining camps and by mission funds
and personnel supplied by the
Catholic Church. The first government financial assistance of $2,100
arrived in 1874, grew to $4,000 a
year in 1878-1890, and then evaporated. Those early educational eﬀorts
later spread to other western states.

Wherever the sisters had settled
since the arrival of Mother Joseph
of the Sacred Heart, foundress of the
Sisters of Providence in the West in
Fort Vancouver in 1856, they opened
hospitals and/or schools, began social
services and were asked to teach
religion to the settlers’ children.
Following that tradition, the sisters
in Montana pioneered early hospitals
in Missoula (1873), Fort Benton
(1886) and Great Falls (1892).

T

he roll call of pioneering
sisters who established the foundations in Montana is impressive, as
is the list of still living sisters who
carried on their works in the former
St. Ignatius Province. (See the
latter list on the website at www.
sistersofprovidence.net. )
Ask the old-timers about Sisters
Loretta Marie Marceau, the financial
whiz who made an art of wise stewardship and encouragement of donations
to support the ministries; Mary Trinitas
here is much more to
Morin, a gifted artist and educator
this history than can be recounted
whose works shine on the University
here, but one has only to look at
of Great Falls campus; Rita Mudd, who
some of the major institutions in
made her mark as president of the
Great Falls and Missoula to realize
College of Great Falls and who was a
what an impact the sisters made.
beloved teacher at St. Thomas Home
in Great Falls and at Loyola
Sacred Heart High School, St.
Great Falls
Francis Xavier School and Sacred
Central Catholic High School
Heart Academy in Missoula;
College (now University) of
Kathryn “Kitsy” Rutan, who
Great Falls
served at St. Thomas Home, St.
Columbus Hospital
Peter & St. Paul School and the
College of Great Falls and who
St. Gerard School
later became general superior
St. Peter and St. Paul Parish
of the international congrega& School
tion in Montreal; Peter Claver
St. Thomas Home (now St. Thomas
Thomas, who ministered at
Child & Family Center)
Columbus Hospital and then
was a legendary administrator
Missoula
at Sacred Heart Medical Center
Sacred Heart Academy
in Spokane; Mary Kaye Nealen,

T

.

St. Anthony School
St. Patrick Hospital
St. Patrick School of Nursing
St. Francis Xavier School

the Alumni Recognition Award for
outstanding leadership, professional
achievement and scholarly work.

S

ister Ann Dolores is a
Montana native, born in Havre, and
lived in the state for much of her
life. She was educated at St. Thomas
School in Great Falls, where her
father arranged for his children to
be cared for after the death of their
mother at 35. She spent classes in
summer sessions at CGF to earn a
degree like so many other Sisters
of Providence, and then became
an elementary school teacher.
She delighted in the fact that the
classroom she and other first- and
second-grade boarders were taught in
at St. Thomas Home in 1944-45 was
the very same one she was assigned
to teach first graders in nine years
later. She later was a high school
teacher, principal and oﬃce manager
at Sacred Heart Academy in Missoula
and Central Catholic High School in
Great Falls. She served in ministry at
the College (University) of Great Falls
for 19 years, in institutional research,
the registrar’s oﬃce and financial
aid. Upon her retirement, she was
presented at the 1992 commencement with the Emilie Gamelin
Award “for dedicated service to the
College of Great Falls in the spirit and
example of Mother Emilie Gamelin”.

After their retirement,

Sister Mary of the Infant Jesus,
a pioneer Sister of Providence in Montana

former professor and provost of the
University of Great Falls, now serving
as a general councilor in Montreal; and
Providencia Tolan, who embraced and
was embraced by the Native American
people and served at St. Thomas
Home and the College of Great Falls.
That is just a hint of the footsteps
Sisters Maryann Benoit, Ann
Dolores Ybarrola and others have
followed in as they have been providence to the people of Montana.

S

ister Maryann traces her
introduction to Montana to her days
as a student at the College of Great
Falls (CGF), where she earned a BA
degree in education and English in
1953. After teaching elementary and
secondary school, she returned to
Montana as a professor in the English
department of her alma mater, where
she served for 19 years. She was
invited to teach in Japan and was an
advisor to Japanese students at CGF.
In 2000, the University of Great Falls
Alumni Association presented her with

the two housemates threw open
their hearts and home to people who
needed but could not aﬀord assistance with writing applications and
essays,editing and occasional translating. Sister Maryann also mentored
writers and teachers, including
some of her former students.
Sisters Maryann and Ann Dolores
stayed in Montana for as long as they
could, until the demands of age and
infirmity led them to accompany
Provincial Leader Judith Desmarais
to their new home at St. Joseph’s
Residence in Seattle. Their days
are spent with the sisters there,
but no doubt Montana figures
prominently in their dreams. l
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Alaska doctor receives
Mother Joseph Award
from Sisters of Providence

D

r. Cathy BaldwinJohnson never wanted to
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become an expert back in 1994
when she took a course on how
to evaluate children for signs of
sexual abuse; she just wanted to do
a better job of taking care of her
young patients in her practice in
Alaska. “But when people learned
I had gotten the training, the
floodgates started to open,” she
recalled. A former Providence
employee in the Primary Care
Clinic at Providence Matanuska
Health Care in Palmer, Alaska,
she currently is medical director
of Alaska CARES (Child Abuse
Response and Evaluation Services),
part of the Children’s Hospital at
Providence Alaska Medical Center.
Doctor Cathy, as her patients know
her, is also the newest recipient
of the Mother Joseph Award.

F

ourteen staff members at
Alaska CARES nominated her for the
annual award given by the Sisters
of Providence to a person “who
exemplifies the values and courage
of Mother Joseph,” the first provincial superior of the Sisters of Providence in the West. The nominators wrote that she “has dedicated
her entire professional career to
caring for the needs of children
– who we know are often the most
vulnerable and in the most need
of a careful, watchful eye, and a
compassionate heart and hand. . .”

“What allows Dr. Baldwin-Johnson
to continue this difficult work day
after day is that this is her MISSION,
this is her life’s work, her passion,
and this is what she has committed
to, much like the most insurmountable task the Sisters of Providence
took on when they came to Alaska
so many years ago,” the nominators explained. “She will not rest
until children’s voices are heard and
they are safe, nurtured and well
cared for throughout our state.”
The award presentation, followed
by a reception, was held on June 2
at the Health Atrium at Providence
Alaska Medical Center. Provincial Councilor Jo Ann Showalter, SP,
who led this year’s awards process,
traveled to Anchorage to make the
presentation along with Provincial
Superior Judith Desmarais, SP.
“Sometimes, a person has such a
deep and abiding sense of love and
compassion that they are impelled
to action. Doctor Cathy is one of
those people,” Sister Jo Ann said.
“She has such a wellspring of love
for the children of Alaska, especially
those who have been abused,
that she has used her prodigious
gifts, talents and skills in many,
many ways for the betterment of
children. She and Mother Joseph
would have been a good team.”
Cathy, born in Portland, Ore., was
a year old when her family moved
to Anchorage. Her father received
an early honorable discharge from
the Navy to return home to his
19-year-old wife who had just lost
her parents in a car accident and
was caring for her infant and her
orphaned 15-year-old brother.
Cathy, the oldest of four children,
spent a year in Fairbanks at age 4
or 5. From 1966 to 1969, while her
father was stationed in Vietnam
to provide contracted military
communications support, the rest
of the family lived in Bangkok,
Thailand. She learned the language
“well enough to get by, go to the
market, negotiate for things and get
around the city,” taking a taxi or a
three-wheeled motorized tricycle

to school. She returned to Anchorage
to a different neighborhood and the
challenge of making new friends.

H

er interest in a career in medicine
began at a young age. One of her
mother’s sisters was a nurse and her
godmother. “Aunt Lila was my hero.
She was a surgical nurse and she
wrote chapters in textbooks. Even
into her 80s she was in health-care
nursing.” Cathy thought she’d follow
in her aunt’s footsteps, but her father
said, “You’re smart enough. You could
be a doctor.” Later she would learn
that becoming a doctor had been
her father’s childhood ambition, but
medical school was not financially
viable for him as the youngest of 11
children, nine of whom survived.
Cathy was a Red Cross volunteer in
a Bangkok hospital and at Providence
in Anchorage while in high school.
“I realized it was going to be a really,
really long haul, so I pushed real
hard through high school.” Ahead of
schedule in the midst of her sophomore
year, she thought about taking a break
and using an Ameripass to tour America
via Greyhound bus. (Remember the
$69 that bought three to four months
of unlimited travel?) With her parents’
consent and some parameters like
knowing someone in each place she
went, she zigzagged the country. She
stopped on the campus of Arizona
State University at the end of February/
beginning of March, when it would have
been about 40 below zero in Alaska,
and the campus had working fountains
and lemons and oranges on the trees.
Cathy and her fiancé Rick Johnson
decided to move to Arizona and spent
their last two years at the university.
They married between their junior
and senior years and are celebrating their 40th anniversary this year.
Cathy was accepted into the University of Washington’s WAMI program
(before the addition of Wyoming
made it WWAMI) and spent her first
year in medical school in Fairbanks.
Rick got a job with a bank. They
moved to Seattle for the last three
years of medical school at UW and
she did her residency in family
medicine at Swedish Medical Center.

