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St. John’s Academy Logo
The logo of St. John’s Academy defines the location, and purposes of the school. The field of the shield
is divided by the James River, along which Jamestown is located. The left segment contains the Eagle,
biblical symbol of St. John the Evangelist. St John is the school patron and the eagle, the symbolic
mascot. The right segment of the shield contains the symbols of learning…reading, writing and math
(math symbols comprise the textured background). The cross symbolizes the strong, religious foundation of Catholic education.
(Designed by Sister Alice Catherine - former Instructor at SJA)

St. John’s Academy

125 Years
1890-1980

To write a history of St. John’s Academy is really to write a history of the Sisters of St. Joseph
of Carondolet, a history of St. James Parish and
it might be accurate to say, indeed, a history of
Jamestown. These are so inter-involved that any
one cannot be excluded as we attempt to write
the history of St. John’s Academy, Jamestown,
North Dakota which had its beginnings in 1890.
St. John’s Academy, Jamestown was the first
Catholic educational institution founded in the

newly erected Diocese of Jamestown, now the
Diocese of Fargo, after the consecration of the Rt.
Rev. John Shanley as the first bishop of the See
in 1889. In the beginning it consisted of one
small building and barn presided over by four
Sisters of St. Joseph with Mother Catherine McDonough as the Superior. The other sisters were
Sister Aimee Moosbrugger, Sister Gertrude, and
Sister Cyril McGuiness, who arrived in
Jamestown on the eighteenth of August, 1890

School Building St. John’s Academy. This building has since been moved to 5th Avenue and 8th Street NE, and is known
as the Peckham Apartments.
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and on the following day took possession of
their new home, the Topcliff residence. The
school was opened on September 3rd in 1890.
Bishop Shanley celebrated the first Mass in the
little convent chapel on the 15th of September,
1890. Until his death, the Bishop continued his
fatherly interest in the school, and he made it a
special point of attending the commencement
exercises each year.
But perhaps we can delve even deeper. In her
historical research, Sister Ann Thomasine Sampson relates the work that the pioneer sister did
in North Dakota and particularly in Jamestown.
Her source material came from written records
kept by these sisters over the years in the form
of ledgers: ledgers of finances beginning in 1890:
household accounts, boarders’ records, and
records for music and arts students. In these
records she found detailed information: every
penny spent was accounted for, the names of the
students and every single piece and booklet that
was given out for piano, guitar, violin, mandolin, organ, voice and what have you.
Sister also found three boxes of legal papers,
with loans, mortgages, deeds, letters from the
bankers, the Bishop, the architects, the canceled
checks with the Bishop’s name on the back of
them. These tell the story of money with the
coupons with “PAID” stamped on them to show
the loans etc. had been paid off. These papers
were supplemented by articles from the
Jamestown Sun, the Stutsman County Record,
and programs of all kinds that students gave.
Sister Anne Thomasine climaxed her resource
with tape interviews she made with people who
had been boarders, who were day students, who
were teachers, or who were prefects.
The Sisters of St. Joseph had a long tradition
of teaching, health care, and social service.
Founded in LePuy, France in 1650/51, Sisters
came to what is now St. Louis, Missouri in 1863,
then to St. Paul Minnesota in 1851 at the request
of Bishop Cretin of St. Paul.
Another Sister who joined these first arrivals
was Sister St. Patrick Kiermanm who was the
cook. It was said she could get along with
Protestants, Jews, and Catholics and so she became a great public woman. She went all over
the state of North Dakota and she begged, and

1910 Graduation Class of St John’s Academy
Pictured are, center top – Teresa Toay Lee. Left to right –
Mary Fallis Schulte, Alice Parkinson McCormack. Left to
right – Grace Malloy Gustafson, and Jennie Morris Winn.
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pleaded for help. We find recorded that she received a donation of $2.00 one time. Not much,
but in those days a lot!
The barn next to the Sister’s Topcliff residence
was remodeled and served as the boarding and
day school with the title of St. John’s Academya name given it by Bishop Shanley. The purpose
of the school was to give a thorough training for
girls. The first closing exercise were in 1891,
held in the opera house. The program consisted
of music, a play, recitations and accompaniments
with piano, guitar, organ and voice. Awards
were given for scholarship, excellence, and deportment. According to records, there were 14
boarders and 52 day students recorded in the
first ledger. The tuition figured out at $10.00 a
month, and the music lessons at $5.00 for four
lessons a month. People paid by cash or draft.
There is one boy Thomas Drury recorded as a
boarder. From the start children of all ages from
two years and up were given a home at St.
John’s.
In 1892, Mother Irenaeus Egan came and
stayed for 20 years. Plans to build also came and

the University of North Dakota. All this in 25
years!
It was at this time, in 1914, that Parkview Hospital, later to be Trinity Hospital was built by
local doctors. But that history is to found in another section. We mention it here since it meant
that more sisters came to Jamestown.
Mother Eugenia Maginnis known as the Empress, came and carried on or rather advanced
the traditions well-established by this time.
There was an orchestra and newspapers told
about the teachers and their credentials. Four
buildings- the main one where the Sisters are living now, contained the Music and Art departments. Secondly, there was the school, grade
and high school and the Auditorium and the
Rose Cottage which was used as a dorm. The
grade and high school building is the one that
was moved up on college hill.
In Mother Eugenia’s time enrollment went to
350 students, and St. John’s was named a firstclass private school of North Dakota. There
were only eleven first class Public schools in all
of North Dakota. The school was now accredited with the North Central Association of
Schools. It was under Mother Eugenia Maginnis
that there were a lot of contests: The Gleaner
publication listed awards and prizes.
Mother Hilary Keating came, and we hear of
a football team- no longer a girl’s school. Many
graduation programs, and teacher’s certificates
in piano are in the files. Many girls who had
graduated from high school came back and really specialized in music, taking Harmony, Theory and playing graduation recitals. It should
be noted that there were eight music teachers at
St. John’s. There were Faculty concerts and a
Hayden String Quartet. In 1927 under the direction of Sister Hilary Keating another building
went up. This was the “New Building”- the old
part of the present grade school. There was a
Mass in the assembly Hall, and the statement
was made that St. John’s Academy was an educational pioneer institution of North Dakota
which furnished its students with the best in
music, literature and art.
All of these years the need for money to meet
loans, to finance buildings, to purchase land and
equipment went on even as it does today. In the

two lots were purchased. By 1899, there were 40
boarders listed from Montana, North Dakota,
Minnesota, and South Dakota.
In 1900, a “new” building to replace Topcliff
residence was going up. The cost was $18,000.
In 1903 an infirmary was erected called the Rose
Cottage at the cost of $6,000. To date we do not
know what happened to the infirmary. The Topcliff Residence is across the street now.
About this time, a famous musician and his
wife put on a program here. He was engaged as
supervisor of the music of the several St. Joseph
music departments. Mentor Cross was one of
the best, a graduate of Berlin Conservatory of
Music, and his wife, Theodore Cross was famous for her elocution, and for putting on plays.
Later she taught Parliamentary Procedures in
our schools. The Cross’s came for a number of
years, and so the music students had this unusual superb exposure to culture from the beginning.
Mentor Cross was succeeded by Silvio Scianti,
a graduate of Naples Conservatory of Music,
and a faculty member of American Conservatory, Chicago.
By 1906 a group of business men got together
and bought land, known as Academy Park. In
1906 more lots were purchased, and in 1907 a
new addition was built at the price of $37,000.
There were now 21 sisters, 200 day students, and
96 boarders. The chief public relations woman,
Superior, Principal of the school, and fund raiser
was Sister Irenaeus. She was replaced by Sister
Alice White Hayden. There were debts to be
paid, and she was a busy but capable successor
to Mother Iraenaeus.
It was 1915 and Bishop O’Reilly was in Fargo.
A little booklet “1914-1915” shows pictures of
the school and the type of school it was. Twentyfive years have gone and a celebration marked
the occasion. An Alumni was organized, a big
banquet followed by a religious drama called the
“Miraculous Rose.”
The Academy gave a two –year diploma for
commercial; and also the four-year academic
diploma. Awards were given in German, in attendance, in Christian Doctrine and Ladylike deportment. By this time all the teachers had state
certification. The Academy was accredited to
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to Sisters of St. Josheph, a large delegation of
whom were present for the day. Hundreds of
friends, non-Catholics and Catholics participated in the event. Space does not allow the details the event deserves. Twelve superiors had
served as head of St. John’s Academy: Mother
Catherine McDonough, 1890-1892; Mother Irenaeus Egan, 1892-1910; Mother de Sales Kilty,
1910-1911; Mother Alice White, 1911-1914;
Mother Annunciata Connors, 1914-1916; Mother
Anna Mary Kennedy, 1916-1919; Mother Eugenia Maginnis, 1919-1926; Mother Hilary Keating,
1925-1928; Mother Mary John Ryan 1928-1931;
Mother Rose Elizabeth Schmitz, 1931-1934;
Mother Yvonne Harcey, 1934-1940; and Mother
Basil McGroaty, 1940-1946. The list of graduates
had grown from two, Elizabeth McGarth and
Adelaide Ott in 1892 to eleven in 1915 the year
of the Silver Jubilee, and to 354 in the year of the
Golden Jubilee in 1940.
And now into the next half century, there was
a continuous report of sports winnings and
losses: awards in various contest. An essay contest, a poster contest, a typing contest, a religion
contest, original poetry, and spelling contests.
Clubs were active: and art club, an Aviation club,
a Journalism club, a glee club to mention a few.
Publications included Gleaner, and the Newspaper, The Eagle- which continued up to the closing of the high school and which was recognized
annually as first class in High School Journalism.
Over the years the Academy staged plays. Recall in 1931 the play “Sonny;” in 1944 the juniors
staged “Cyclone Sally;” in 1943 “Hats Off;” in
1946 “Mignonette;” in 1952 “The Ghost Parade;”
and still another- “Mother is a Freshman” directed in the 1950’s by Sister Mary Michaeus
Babb.
The curriculum was revised after the annual
reviews to meet the needs of the day but always
guided by the philosophy that all things must
lead to God, the Creator, the Supreme Being who
cares for each one, demanding only cooperation
and loving services.
By 1961 the enrollment reached 583—135 in
High School and 448 in grades with a staff of 34,
including instructors, bookkeeper, cafeteria and
maintenance personnel. At the same time, the
Music Department had an enrollment of 140

early days (1896) there is a record of the income
from the St. Patrick’s Day program amounting
to $68.85. They gave plays and entertainments:
had fairs, made fancy work; and had a scholarship contest. The music and art lessons brought
in a lot of money and tuition brought in some.
Sister Berissima Woog and her sister, Sister
Magdelen, had a big art room which is the organ
room now. A great deal of help came from the
parish; in 1896, a lady of the parish gave $27.00.
This was one of many, and every donation was
appreciated- great or small.
Two sisters who must be mentioned are Sister
Yvonne Harcey and Sister Angela Merici Burbridge. Sister Yvonne gave years and years of
service to this school. Sister Angela Merici was
called “Lazarus come Forth” because she was
tall and gaunt. She came from Ireland and
moved all over the United States seeking funds
for the Academy. When she died, a priest said
that she knew every gopher hole in North
Dakota. In the matter of charity: in taking care
of children whose mother or father had died, or
where there were family problems- in those
buildings that you look at today a great deal was
done in charity. So you might say that the sisters
ran an orphanage too.
With the celebration of its Golden Jubilee in
1940, the Academy closed half a century of it history in Jamestown. The occasion was one of
great festivities: A Pontifical High Mass, a banquet and pageant marked the day’s program.
The Most Reverend Aloisius J. Muench, D.D.
Bishop of Fargo was celebrant of the Mass
chanted in Gregorian style by the high school
students; the sermon was given by Msgr. Edward Geraghty who extended congratulations

Convent and School
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pupils in piano and organ. Expansion and
building had occurred periodically during the
history of St. John’s. In 1951, the $175,000 Beck
addition was made possible through a legacy of
the late Morris Beck and was added to the old
building. It provided space and modern classrooms. This cleared the debt at the time. It was
the last in a sixty-one year building program.
In 1963 the alumni, 1140 of them, were given
notice that St. John’s High School was taking
steps to discontinue. The plan was to close the
high school facilities beginning with the elimination of the sophomore (10th grade) the next
fall. It was intended that after 1965 the ninthgrade operation would continue.
Several factors went into the decision to close
the school. First was the rigid legalistic interpretation of constitutional provisions for education,
at both state and federal levels. These would indicate a hardened and continuing resistance to
any reasonable tax aid or benefit to children in
other than state schools. These regulations extended to a demand that private schools supply
all facilities available to tax-supported institutions. Secondly, a growing burden of taxation at
all levels of the civic community curtailed the
ability of Catholics in the city to meet other obligations.
Thirdly, problems of obtaining adequate lay
teachers to supply the deleted sources of the
Catholic Church’s religious communities. Possibilities which would allow them to keep the
high school segment open were looked into.
Classes were arranged and combined to make
maximum use of space; the school experimented
with limited enrollment and half-day sessions at
the primary level; all available space was carefully scanned.
At the same time, costs of physical expansions
were estimated, rough sketches of building
plans which would suit the school’s needs were
obtained. School authorities met with a crosssection of parishioners to discuss the possibilities of either enlarging or eliminating. The result
was a complete survey of the financial resources
of St. James parishioners. To meet standards and
requirements at the secondary level, the school
would require a completely new unit even with
a proposed shared-time plan with the

St. John’s Convent
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Jamestown High School. The shared time plan
and the possibility of constructing a new building on the north side of the city was considered.
Another consideration was to keep the system
and limit the number of children. But even for
that, additional facilities at the grade and high
school levels would have to be met. The Sisters
who had used funds for previous building projects had not been able to acquire a reserve which
could absorb a debt. The cost of such a plan
would run about $150,000 and with the increased pupil load the operational costs would
rise to an estimated $75,000 to $100,000 per year.
Even with a good Capital funds drive, the school
would need to carry a debt of about $500,000. So
the decision to close the upper three classes was
inevitable. The closing would take place year by
year rather than all three classes at once. This
was done in order not to disrupt Jamestown
High School plans and facilities and so that the
public school would not be burdened by a sudden increase in students for which no preparation had been made.
Because parents of students cooperated by not
abandoning the school by an exodus to the public school, the transition was made in a smooth
and orderly manner. And thus ended seventyfive years of St. John’s to be followed by three
years later by the closing of the Junior High
grades 7-9. At that time, St. James Parish took
over the school and entire plant which had until
then been the property of the Sisters of St.
Joseph. The decisions had cost many heartaches

but Christ-like acceptance of what had-to-be laid
the foundation for a superior Elementary Grade
School, which is recognized as one of the best in
the state- public or private.
Programs have been revised. Of special note
is the Open Court Language Arts for which the
school has been recognized and praised repeatedly through the years. The IMS, Individualized
Math System, which has rated our students
above the National median over the years has
been a source of well-earned pride.
In 1974 Father Adam Englehardt, Co-Paster
and Principal, initiated a Self-Evaluation study
of the whole system. An application for financial help the State Department of Education was
made and not only financial aid but the finest cooperation throughout the two year study ensued. Again St. John’s was marked out as a
superior school, with dedicated teachers, and
more than adequate equipment. Under Kay
Zimney as Principal the relations with
Jamestown Public Schools grew even stronger.

St. John’s enjoys the services for bussing the students on a par with public school pupils. The orchestra, choral groups and band classes are in
combination with those at the high school.
The latest change has been the addition of a
kindergarten the past two years. The total enrollment had steadily increased from 174 in 1974
to 256 in 1980.
Several years ago the parish launched a fund
drive and formed the group known as the Foundation for the Advancement of Christian Education (FACE). The stated purpose is “that no
child be denied a Catholic education.” It is no
doubt the best thing yet that has happened to St.
John’s Academy.
In bringing this brief history to a close, we
wish to say that the space allowed us, had dictated the omission of so much interesting material. If everything that occurred were to be
written down, “the whole world could not hold
the volumes.”
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1980-2015

donor to the school! Annual donations of at least
$30,000 are given each year!

Sisters of St. Joseph
of Carondolet

The Foundation for the Advancement of
Christian Education (FACE) began as a vision
of Fr. Adam Engelhardt to provide another
source of income for the Academy. FACE incorporated in 1976 with 15 founding members.
Maynard Helgaas served as the first president.
Over the years donations continued to build the
endowment fund to over two million dollars.
This guarantees that FACE will award over
$100,000 per year to the Academy. The Dr.
Michael Ebertz family has donated over
$300,000 to the John and Glory Ebertz scholar-

The affiliation of St. John’s Academy with the
Sisters of St. Joseph of Carondolet that had
begun in 1890 reached its end during the 1980’s.
Sr. Mary Perkins (3rd grade teacher), Sr. Alice
Katherine (art teacher who created the Academy
logo), Sr. Ravier (librarian), and Sr. Rosanne
Wanzek (piano teacher) were the last to teach at
St. John’s Academy. The contents of the convent
were sold at auction in 1990.
Supporters of the Academy

ship fund which awards three full scholarships
to Catholic students annually. We are blessed
with many other named scholarships like the
Bette Parson scholarship gifted by Greg & Paula
Spenningsby. We are grateful to the members
for their dedication and donations which enable
FACE to gift such a large annual amount to the
school!

St. James Basilica is very grateful for the
strong community support for the Academy and
recognizes the importance of Catholic education
in the parish. However, other groups are also instrumental in providing funding for the school.
The Knights of Columbus have been a major
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PTO is the Parent and Teacher Organization
that is actively dedicated to supporting the
school. The PTO has funded playground equipment, technology resources, teacher stipends,
busing for field trips, and the Artist-In-Residence program. PTO sponsors the back to school
picnic, family events such as movie night, and
holds a staff appreciation lunch and a teacher
supper for conferences. They have replaced car-

The past 3 years HOPE has raised over $100,000
for the academy. The Orr family has generously
given of their time and talent as auctioneers for
over 25 years. This year’s 25th anniversary
HOPE dinner will be held on October 3 with the
theme 360 Degrees North.
St. John’s has been fortunate to have received
many estate gifts from donors. Mary Hill,
Daniel Kornovich, Florence Wozny, and Bill
Wilke are a few of the donors names you may
recognize. The Academy is grateful to all the
donors for their continued financial support!

pet in the classrooms and purchased projectors
for teachers. Estate gifts from our loyal alumni
& $15,000 from the PTO helped purchase the
new playground in 2015.

Changes to the
St. John’s Academy Block

The Help Offer Private Education or HOPE
Dinner began in 1992 under the guidance of
Principal Sr. Dorothy Zeller, School Sisters of
Notre Dame. The first dinner was held on January 19 followed by another on October 25 of that
year. Some of the early volunteers for the HOPE
dinner were Joyce and Dwayne Heinrich, Eileen
and Dan Lisko, Carolyn and Jim Exner, Don and
Louise Holden, and Deb and Kirk Heim. The
amount of money raised has increased each
year—thanks to the many dedicated volunteers!

The building that housed the steam plant, located in the center of the playground area, was
demolished in 1994. The building known as Our
House of St. Joseph was sold in 1997 to Barb
Mickelson and was moved from the St. John’s
Academy block to a new location on the road to
the Jamestown Country Club. The convent was
demolished in 1998. The Mary Grotto, which
stood near the convent since 1939, was moved
to Calvary Cemetery.
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Learning Opportunities
St. John’s Academy has an excellent reputation for high academic standards, as well as the
development of Christian morals and leadership
skills in students. Test scores remain very high,
and students are exposed to learning in all STEM
areas—science, technology, engineering, and
math.

On May 18, 2002, the 50 year dream of having
a gymnasium became a reality. FACE (Lillian
Bertel Estate) and Jack & Jeri Bernabucci made
the lead gifts of $250,000. The building cost was
$1.5 million. The gymnasium is located on the
site of the former convent building. The project
consisted of a gymnasium, kitchen, storage

Religious education is part of the daily curriculum therefore learning about our faith is integral to all learning. Students actively
participate in liturgies throughout the church
year, including weekly Mass at the school. Stewardship is modeled and taught so that students
learn to care for one another and to reach out
through mission projects to those in need. Prayer
Partners enable students of different ages to
learn and pray together. Monsignor Jeffrey Wald
and Father Sean Mulligan have created a strong
presence at SJA with their weekly visits.
Music is integral to education;
the
Academy is
known for its
beautiful
Christmas programs, spring
programs, and
Grandparent Days. Thank you to the music
teacher Mrs. Sprague for your dedication!

space, offices for faith formation and youth ministry. After a parish-wide naming event, the
building was named the Zebedee Center in
honor of Zebedee, the father of the Apostle’s
James and John. The students from St. John’s
Academy now participate in physical education
onsite instead of walking to the Knights of
Columbus Hall. Jeanne Tews, long-time physical
education teacher, was presented with a new
pair of tennis shoes during the opening of the
Zebedee Center to represent the many walking
trips she made back and forth with the students
to the KC Hall during the previous years!

Technology instruction began in 1990 with
the purchase of a set of Apple computers for student use. Sr. Dorothy Zeller was instrumental in
moving forward with computers and providing
professional development for staff as they en-

-10-

ceived six iPads. Thanks so much to all the
donors who made this possible!

tered the technology age! Michael Tryba set up
the first computer system for the Academy. Pictured here are the early Apple computers.
Today the Academy has a modern computer
lab for classroom instruction plus computers,
Smart Boards, and projectors in every classroom.
Teachers integrate technology in all areas of instruction.

The Academy provides multiple academic
learning opportunities for students: student
council, Reading Extravaganza Night, Dr. Seuss
Day, the portable planetarium for astronomy
study, Space Day for students to experience

rocket launches, Lewis and Clark events, sixth
grade mission trips to Minneapolis, and fourth
grade learning trips to the capitol in Bismarck.
Other programs for students include the Modern Woodmen Civic Oration contest, Hop-aThon, Pennies for Patients, the archery program,
and Friendship Fridays.

St. John’s was able to implement a 1:1 initiative of iPads for students in grades 5 and 6 in the
spring of 2015, due in part to the initial donation
from Tom and Joyce Rulon along with two larger
donations from other alumni and friends of St.
John’s Academy. Additional grades each re-

Catholic Schools Week continues to be one of
the most important weeks of the school year. It
is a time for celebrations, liturgy, carnivals, and
fun! A highlight is having our alumni back to
share their journeys.
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Pat Stoller, Dorothy Szarkowski (SJA graduate),
Jeanne Tews, Rae Ann Vandrovec, Velma Yatskis
and Kay Zimney.

      
Kindergarten began at the Academy in 1978
and preschool in 1989. Child Care started in
1991 for children ages 3-5, plus before and after
school care (initially a partnership with the
James River Valley YMCA). The Pre-K program,
added in 2009, is designed to guide students to
develop creativity and learn the necessary skills
for kindergarten. St. John’s now offers full-time
childcare year round. Enrollment in these programs has continued to grow thanks to the wonderful teachers and aides!

The Next 125 Years
St. John’s Academy has a bright future ahead
and is grateful for all the dedicated people who
have helped the school to grow and prosper for
the last 125 years!

St. John’s Academy has continued a positive
relationship with the Jamestown Public
Schools. Title 1 classes are held in the Academy.
Students participate in public school band, orchestra, choir, and elementary sports programs.
Public school busing continues to be available
for Academy students.
The faculty of St. John’s Academy have been
instrumental in the success of the students who
attend the school. Many of the staff taught for a
number of years and their names will be familiar! Here is a partial list: Carolyn Exner (SJA
graduate), Marlys Fix, Mary Fox, Pam Hansen,
Sandy Hanson, Joyce Heinrich, Donnel Huber,
Isabella Lauinger, Jill Mahoney, Julie Sprague,

Bishop John Folda helped us celebrate the kickoff of the
125th Anniversary of St. John’s Academy. Bishop John
Folda blessed our new playground equipment, visited the
classrooms and celebrated mass with us!
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