
 

 
 
 
 

Sister Pancratius, Sister Josette, Sister Carl, Sister 
Donan, Mrs. O’Neill. Those were my first- through 
fifth-grade teachers when I attended Visitation 
School, from the fall of 1955 to the late spring of 
1960, when my family moved from Kewanee to the 
Chicago suburbs after the school year ended.  

My dad came from long lines of German and 
Swedish Lutherans, while my mom was raised in 
Polish Catholicism, which my grandma’s family had 
practiced for centuries. To receive my mom’s hand 
in marriage, my dad had to promise grandma that 
their kids would be raised as Catholics. Of course, 
that included attending parochial school. And the par- 

ochial school was Visitation. So off I went. 

I liked Sisters Pancratius, Carl, and Donan. Sister 
Josette scared me for some reason, while Mrs. O’Neill 
was a tough one. But I did well in school and 
generally have fond, albeit quite sketchy now, 
memories.  

But this Sunday I began wondering about the 
origin of the school, so I decided to investigate it. A 
good starting point for the story is the founding of 
Wethersfield.  

As you may recall, the feared Catholic invasion of 
the Midwest, a major motivation for the founding of 
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the colony in 1836 as a countermeasure, never mat-
erialized. But many Catholic pioneers still migrated 
to the Midwest, including to Wethersfield, Ke-
wanee, and the surrounding area. They were 
generally accepted, but they were in need of pastoral 
guidance. 

The first congregation the Catholics organized 
was St. Mary’s Catholic Church in Kewanee. They 
first met in 1854 at the home of Matthew Joyce, with 
about 35 families represented. Joyce’s home was 
located at or near the site of a soon-to-be-built 
church.  

In the late 1850s, the congregation raised enough 
money to build an 18’ x 24’ church on the northwest 
corner of Fifth Street & North Street (now North 
Chestnut Street), and it later was enlarged and 
remodeled. The first regular pastor was Father 
Lynch. 

The congregation continued to grow and, as a result, 
it decided to build a new church in 1885, located at 109 
South Park Street. At the same time, the church was 
renamed to The Visitation of the Blessed Virgin Mary 
Church. Father Duffy was the pastor. 

Ten years passed before the congregation decided 
to start a school of its own, and Father Duffy 
spearheaded the effort. 

In 1894, the congregation began construction of 
its new school building on First Street. The school, 
to be named the Academy of the Visitation, would be 
steam heated (likely by one of the first Kewanee 
Boilers), gas would be piped into all of the rooms, 
and “neat” fixtures would be installed. Officials 
promised that the school would be furnished with all 
of the necessary equipment for a quality education, 
including for music and art instruction. 

The school would be open to all pupils who wished 
to attend, accepted on a first-come, first-served basis  

until capacity was reached. The staff of six would 
include a music teacher and a teacher for painting, 
drawing, and fine needlework. 

Five nuns from the Dominican Sisters of 
Sinsinawa, Wisconsin, taught that year. They were 
Sisters Fidelia, Xavier, Mercedes, Antonine, and a 
postulant. They arrived in August and would reside 
in a part of the building, with living quarters in back 
and classrooms in front. (One person I talked with 
believed that the nuns lived upstairs while classes 
were conducted on the main floor.) They 
immediately began taking applications for music 
instruction. 

Finally, on Monday, September 9, 1895, the 
school opened. 165 students were in attendance, 
filling nearly all of the grades. In addition, 25 
students were enrolled in the special classes in music. 

Catholic education had begun in Kewanee. Others 
can tell the rest of the story. 

My years at Visitation gave me a sound found-
ation and have served me well. I still remember many 
of “the first few friends I had,” but “each one I’ve 
never seen again.” Sort of like from the song, Bob 
Dylan’s Dream. 

Oh, and by the way, the Kewanee Courier reported 
this little-known fact in its September 11, 1895,  



 

article announcing the opening of the school: 

“The sisters who have charge of the school are 
highly educated and enter upon their work with 
success of the school near at heart. Corporal 
punishment has been abolished, the expul-
sion of the pupil being the last resort in case 
of misbehavior.” 

(Emphasis added.)  

 So, for those of you whose memories include ones 
of nuns wielding “mean rulers, pointers and yard-
sticks,” or using the intersection of lockers and 
students as a way to, eh, influence students’ thinking, 
well, since the philosophy of the school was clearly 
anti-corporal punishment, obviously your memories 
are as sketchy as mine. Or not.  

(I’ve been told that the nuns tended to avoid having 
their photos taken. If anyone has any decent photos 
from the time when they taught at Visitation, I’d love 
to see them.) 

                   

 

 

 

 

 

 


