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_. I final period 

Only Memories and Monuments Remain 

By Gerry Boyle '78 

When I first left my job a a 

long-time editor and columnist 

for the Morning Senrinel to edit 

Colby maga:ine I was eager to find

ing stories as far-flung a Colby 

alumni them elves. But the first 

story caught my eye before I 'd 

even hit the campus. It was right 

here in Waterville and had been 

for decades. 

This was on one of my first 

commutes to Colby. The route 

leads up M t. Merici  A venue to

ward M il ler  A l umni House, past 

the lawns where the plaid-clad The cemetery at Ursuline Sisters Care C enter. 

tudent at Mt. Merici School 

sometime play.  Beyond the 

chool is a brick dormitory - l ike 

bui lding where, I had a vague 

idea, nuns live. Beyond that 

building is a cross w ith j esus on 

it,  nearly l ife si:e.  Arrayed in 

front of the eros l ike suppl i 

cant  are  row of gravestones. 

That much I could glean from 

the car; to learn more I went to 

the door of the Ursuline isters 

are enter and rang the bell .  

1 ter Mae Doucette answered 

and mv1ted me m. 

We went ro the library at  the 

ha k of the huildmg and looked out 

the wmdow at the cemetery and the 

nearh tone grottO w1 th 1 ts >tatue of 

the Ble»ed Mother. If I had come 

earlier I would ha,·e >een a tarue of 

t. Bernadette as well. "For the win

ter, ,\ e put her away for a lmle re t," 

1 ter 1ae >a1d. 

he a1d the remam> of orne 

memher of the order were buned 

under t. Fran 1 De ale> Church 

m \: atern l l e .  Then the l t .  

I\ 1enCI emeter, ,,.a> e tabh hed, 

and the remam> were moveJ there. 

1 rer l\ 1ae a1d there were other 

who knew more about the h1 tory 

of the cemeten·, that l>ter l\ 1arrha 

Helen, who work on the archl\·e 

C O L B Y  

for the order, was away. But the 

delegate superior, Sister Patricia 

Couture, was home. Sister Patricia 

oon had Sister Martha on the 

phone and had located a short 

h istory of the Ursuline isters, 

published in The Church World. 

The article said the order 

came to Waterville in 1 8 from 

Trois Rivieres, Quebec, the move 

approved by an African-Ameri

can bishop who had been born a 

lave and would be the new 

order's first superior. The sister 

taught Franco-American chil

dren and young women who 

worked in the city' mi l ls.  At the 

Ur ul ine order's peak, in the 

1 950 , there were more than I 50 

members teaching in school in 

Mame and Massachu ett . "God 

ha been good to u> in many, 

many ways," ister Mae said. 

But the nun ' number dwin

dled \\'lth the pa mg year . In 

I 965 there were about I 0,000 

med1an age �> 6 . 

uns l ike 1 rer Mae lived 

through the heyday of th1 way of 

life. The m1d-ZOth century aw a 

boom m the number of women 

64 

becoming nuns in both teaching 

and contemplative orders, said 

Debra Campbell, associate pro

fessor of rel igious studies  at  

Colby and a spec ialist in Ameri

can Catholicism. Campbell ,  edu

cated herselfat Convent ofSacred 

Heart in Buffalo, N .Y . ,  said be

coming a nun offered American 

women securiry, refuge, indepen

dence and a way to answer a spiri

tual call ing. "It was a powerful 

feel ing," Campbell said. 

But then the boom turned to 

bu t. As the country went through 

tumultuous changes-Vietnam, 

the exual Revolution, Vatican I I  

for Catholics -what had been 

fervent interest in Catholic voca

tions for women turned cold. 

There were new models for Catho

lic women to emulate as door 

opened in everything from the 

Peace orps to social work. "It  

wa this huge watershed," amp

bell said. "Everything changed. 

. . .  By the 1 9 70s the convents 

were decimated." 

In recent month , at lea t 

one order ha started recruit

mg.  I t  po ter hows a hand 

hold ing a cell phone. The po ter 

read : "Do you have call waiting? 

Thought about answering i t ?" 

There was no ad campaign 

when Sister Mae entered the con

vent. She grew up i n  Sanford, the 

youngest of five children. She 

said she has few memories of her 

mother, who died when Sister 

Mae was very young. Her father 

worked in a mil l .  "He vowed he 

would do the impossible to keep 

us together," she said. 

He did that, and in 1 940 Sister 

Mae entered the convent. "When 

you entered the front door, that 

was something," she said softly. 

"Oh, yes. All  those moments. It 

was built on faith and prayer and 

the help of friends and families." 

Sister Mae went on to a career 

in teaching, mostly in elemen

tary schools. Now she is retired. 

The wood-framed Mr. Meric i 

Academy she remembers has been 

razed. I ts site is marked by a statue 

of jesus. The lives of many of the 

nuns are marked nearby, silent 

testimony to a way of life that 

soon will  pass. I n  places like Mt. 

Meric i ,  the monuments to nuns 

who have passed outnumber the 

nun who are l iving. 

On a knoll overlooking the 

woods of the Colby campus is the 

rest ing place of Sister  M ary 

Gonzaga, Sister Marie Beaupre, 

ister Paul ine j ansen, Sister  

eci  l le  Ouellette and others. The 

o l d e s t  grave is t h a t  of t h e  

Waterville order's founder, Si -

ter Marie Emma Bu isson, whose 

brief in cript ion is in French: 

"decedee 5 Fevrier, 1 89 3 . "  

The stones look like church

goers, l ined up in prayer. But 

from another angle, the markers 

for the grave of all these teach

ers look l ike desks, arranged in 

orderly rows in a sti l l  and tran

quil classroom. 
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