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A

little over 100 years ago,
in November 1911, a group
of civic-minded Catholic
women sat down at the tearoom of
Donaldson’s department store on
Nicollet Avenue in downtown Minneapolis. Isabelle McDonald Donaldson,
a member of numerous charitable
organizations and clubs in the Twin
Cities, had suggested and hosted the
meeting. The order of business for
the day was to establish a Catholic
charitable organization for laywomen
in the city of Minneapolis, and out of
this meeting the Minneapolis League
of Catholic Women was born. In 1912,
the League opened its first mission,
St. Mary’s Hall. Over the next five
years, the association grew to be an
impressive multidepartment organization, with more than 500 members
who established and oversaw St.
Mary’s Hall, St. Joseph’s Home (later
the Catholic Infant Home), and the
Margaret Barry House. During and
after World War I, the women of the
League also held fundraisers and participated in relief efforts to support
US soldiers and refugees in Europe.1
The Minneapolis League of Catholic Women was by no means the only
charitable organization at the time;
in fact, it was typical of the era. These
efforts by women to effect social
reform can be traced to the Second
Great Awakening a century earlier,
in the early 1800s, when many Chris308 M I N N E S OTA H I STO RY

A member of the Minneapolis League of Catholic Women with a boy, about 1925

tians came to believe that personal
conversion and “right living” could
create the conditions of a just society.
By the end of the nineteenth century,
the Social Gospel had arisen both

from the legacy of reform established
by the Second Great Awakening and
as a response to the massive changes
in American life brought about by
industrialization, urbanization, and

immigration. The Social Gospel is
often associated with liberal Protestantism, but Roman Catholics and
Jews also developed traditions of
social reform.2
Running alongside these reform
movements was a shift in how society
viewed women. Industrialization led
to an idealized division of spheres
between genders. Those women, especially, who were white and middle
to upper class, were simultaneously
elevated to the pedestal of “true
womanhood” and relegated strictly
to the domestic realm. Despite these
expectations, women found ways
to engage in the larger world, especially through foreign and domestic
missions, arenas often associated
with churches or synagogues. In fact,
associating with a religious institution gave respectability to charitable
causes.3

Churchwomen also established
homes for women leaving prostitution, for unmarried pregnant women,
and for orphans. Some groups made
women’s suffrage a priority, and many
groups supported the temperance
movement. Set within this context,
the story of the Minneapolis League
of Catholic Women’s early years
serves as a prime example of a local,
multidepartment volunteer organization focused on “home missions.”
The League is also significant for
being one of the first and largest of
the laywomen-run charitable Catholic
organizations in Minnesota.4
Christian women first began
organizing in Minnesota in the mid-
nineteenth century, when the Sisters
of St. Joseph of Carondelet built
an impressive network of schools,
hospitals, and social programs in the
state. By the mid-to late nineteenth

The story of the Minneapolis League of Catholic
Women’s early years serves as a prime example
of a local, multidepartment volunteer organization
focused on “home missions.”
Armed with religious belief,
optimism, and a desire to change
the world around them, Minnesota
women of all economic classes
and ethnic and racial backgrounds
engaged in a variety of ministries,
societies, and clubs. Their methods
and activities varied significantly,
from membership in modest sewing
circles to running large settlement
houses or even coordinating nationwide political organizations. Causes
close to their hearts often included
care for women, children, and the
elderly. Churchwomen in general
provided social services: basic assistance with rent, heating, and food,
as well as with other necessities like
clothing, blankets, and medicine.

century, mainline Protestant and Jewish women had organized a variety of
benevolent societies with missions
varying from providing support to
their local congregations to engaging
the larger world. The Minneapolis
League of Catholic Women, however,
was established somewhat later than
comparable charitable organizations
created by other religious groups.
Among a variety of reasons for the
delay of Catholic laywomen in joining this social reform impulse, the
most significant was the vehement
opposition of Thomas Grace, bishop
of the St. Paul Diocese from 1859 to
1884. In contrast, Grace’s successor,
John Ireland, who was bishop, then
archbishop, from 1884 to 1918, had no

such qualms about women engaging
in missions, leagues, and clubs. He
actively encouraged organizing, and
Catholic women established numerous organizations under his tenure.
As the League’s own history put it,
this organization was “established
with the cordial approbation . . .
of Bishop Ireland, with the design
of uniting the Catholic women of
[Minneapolis] in the studies and the
achievement of the multiplied activities which Christian charity imposes
upon us today.”5
The Minneapolis League stands
out among Catholic groups at the
time for its size, its independence, its
longevity, and its missions. Although
the organization was not associated
with any specific congregation, a
priest served as its “spiritual director”
and an advisory board of Catholic men
assisted with “important matters.”
It was not uncommon for a women’s
organization during this time to
have men in advisory roles, at least
officially. How involved the men were
in practice is another matter. The
women ran and financed the organization, and the influence of the male
advisory board and spiritual director
should not be overemphasized.6

St. Mary’s Hall
In 1912, the League opened its first
mission, St. Mary’s Hall, a residency
hall for women located conveniently
at 1344 First Avenue South. At the
turn of the twentieth century, working women earned a small fraction of
what men did, and a woman’s wages
rarely even covered her rent, let alone
other living expenses. By 1900, about
a third of the 16,000 working women
in Minneapolis were not living with
their families. Thus, boarding-style
homes like St. Mary’s became a necessity. In 1917, the League took on
another building less than a mile
away, at 1608 Hawthorne Avenue, to
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expand its successful mission. League
members furnished the hall with
various donations, including lamps, a
new oven, and a statue of Joan of Arc.
Between the two homes, the League
was able to house 80 young women
and girls. In 1918, the chair of the St.
Mary’s Hall mission wrote that the
capacity of the halls had been taxed
with 87 residents—and that despite
their crowded quarters, the residents
expressed appreciation.7
Not only did St. Mary’s Hall provide affordable housing to women in
need; it acted as a makeshift family
for the young women who lived
there. The annual report in 1917
stated that the “motherly influence
of Mrs. O’Brien [the manager of
the hall] created a homelike spirit
among the girls.” Besides creating
community, the matron provided
oversight for the single women who
lived at the hall. Supervised boarding
homes, which became common in
the nineteenth century, ensured the
“moral purity” of the residents. This
phenomenon highlights the societal
anxiety surrounding the reality of
women working and living away
from home.8
Also associated with St. Mary’s
Hall was the tearoom ministry located
at 720 Marquette Avenue, which—
despite its elegant name—was a place
for girls and young women in the
community to receive free meals. In
1917, approximately 100 individuals
received lunch daily; by 1924, that
number had grown to an average of
175 to 200.9
The ministries associated with
St. Mary’s Hall demonstrate the challenges that young working women
faced around the turn of the twentieth century. Lacking the right to vote,
and largely excluded from the labor
rights movement, women were consistently underpaid and faced homelessness and hunger while working
full-time jobs. Often, charities like St.
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Mary’s mission were the only hope
these women had to fully meet their
basic needs.

St. Joseph’s Home and the
Catholic Infant Home
The League established its second
major mission in 1912 with the purchase of St. Joseph’s Home, located at
2743 Cedar Avenue in Minneapolis.
According to official documents, this
residence served women and “fatherless” children, meaning St. Joseph’s
Home was a place where single
mothers could stay and receive help.
In modern terms, the home functioned as a short-term crisis center
for women and children. From 1912
to 1917, St. Joseph’s took care of about
300 children and 130 mothers.10
Maternity homes were common
institutions during this era. Evangelical women were among the first
to establish maternity homes in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. Often, the residents of
these homes were treated as “fallen
women” in need of saving. For
example, the Home of the Good
Shepherd, run by the Sisters of the
Good Shepherd in St. Paul in the late
nineteenth century, created separate
departments to keep at-risk girls,
who were described as “untainted,”
separate from the “fallen women”
who were housed in the same facility.
Compared to the previous examples,
St. Joseph’s Home demonstrated a
higher level of compassion and less
condescension for its residents. In
1917, the chairwoman of the home,
Mrs. Anna Bristol, described their
situations:
Most of the stories told at St.
Joseph’s Home are tragedies—
homes early broken up by the
death of a father or mother or
both; desertion of father; unhappiness of home life; big families

and great poverty, necessitating
the children being sent out to
earn money, sometimes as early
as 13 years. The girls become
hotel maids, or waitresses, or take
up other domestic work requiring no training. With constant
temptation, no home restraint
and usually untrained minds, the
wonder is that more shipwrecks
do not occur. We must not lose
sight of the fact that the failure of
the women means also the failure
of another, whose wrong-doing is
none the less serious.11

In 1917, the Minneapolis League
and the St. Paul Guild of Catholic
Women—a similar organization run
by laywomen in St. Paul—decided to
combine their infant departments
“as a measure of economy.” The
combined outreach, now named
the Catholic Infant Home of St.
Paul, opened in September 1917. St.
Joseph’s Home became the nucleus
for the new institution, and another
building located at the corner of Dale
Street and Rondo Avenue in St. Paul
was purchased and remodeled. The
League’s yearbook for 1918–19 described the relationship between the
two Catholic women’s organizations:
“According to the constitution of
the Home the officers elected from
Minneapolis and St. Paul are active
in alternate years.” Each organization
kept its own, duplicate set of program
records and minutes, so that both of
them had this information at hand
for reports.12
The Minneapolis League’s annual
report provides information on who
was staying at the home, how they
came to be there, and where they
headed after they left. The average
length of stay in 1917 was 75 days,
and the children left to a variety of
situations: seven children were taken
home by both parents, five were taken
home by their fathers (the mothers

had died), 25 were taken by their single mothers, three went to live with
other relatives, one went to an orphan
home, six were taken to hospitals,
and three died. Both mothers and
children were directed to the home
by various organizations, such as the
Children’s Protective Society, Associated Charities, House of the Good
Shepherd, and assorted settlement
homes and hospitals.13
From April 1916 to April 1917, St.
Joseph’s Home served 40 women and
88 children; all women were listed as
European immigrants, except for six
women listed as “American,” with no
additional demographic information.
The next report, after the mission
had become the Catholic Infant
House, covering April 1918 to April
1919, showed that of the 56 women
residents, 54 were European immigrants and two were “American.” The

residents of St. Joseph’s Home and
later the Catholic Infant Home were
overwhelmingly Catholic. In 1916–17,
all women served were Catholic; in
1918–19, of the 56 women served, 53
were Catholic. This indicates that the
program was intended to serve primarily Catholic women.14

this time, the most famous being Chicago’s Hull House. In general, settlement houses were inner-city missions
that provided a variety of services to
the community. Others in the Twin
Cities included Pillsbury House,

Margaret Barry House
The Minneapolis League’s largest mission was the Margaret Barry Settlement House. The League’s yearbook
described it as “A sort of common
meeting ground of the people of the
district, where education, cultural,
recreational, health and social activities are conducted for the mutual
advantage of all concerned, including
the good and welfare of the district
and the city.” Settlement houses flourished throughout the nation during

Margaret Barry House, 759 Pierce Street Northeast, Minneapolis, about 1925. inset: Margaret Barry, 1929, portrait by Miller Studios
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Neighborhood House, Drummond
Hall (which eventually merged with
Margaret Barry House), Unity House,
and Phyllis Wheatley House.15
The beginnings of the Margaret
Barry Settlement House were modest. In 1912, Margaret Barry, a social
worker and one of the League’s founders, rented a room at 355 Buchanan
Street in northeast Minneapolis and
started supporting the overwhelmingly Catholic Italian immigrant
population in the neighborhood. The
League soon started a kindergarten
at 725 Main Street Northeast, which
served primarily ethnic Syrian children. In 1915, needing more space,
the League expanded the program by
building the Margaret Barry House
at 759 Pierce Street Northeast. In
December 1921, the League completed
a $20,000 addition to the house.
The Catholic Bulletin reported that
three times as many people would
be served in the enlarged space. Annually, more than 40,000 children
and adults attended the educational
and recreational classes held in the
expanded building.16
By the mid-1920s, the settlement’s
workers offered numerous services
for the immigrant community. Not
only were they running a kindergarten and teaching English, but
also they supported immigrants in
applying for citizenship, particularly
during the war years, and they hosted
numerous lectures on citizenship.
In reference to the Margaret Barry
House’s location and activities, the
League’s 1924–25 yearbook explains:
“The situation of the Settlement in
the heart of the foreign district makes
it ideal for Americanization. . . . Every
activity in a Settlement could be
classed as Americanization.”17
Arguably a tool of imperialism, Americanization supported
assimilation—a process that encouraged immigrant groups to shed
their ethnic heritage and accept the
312 M I N N E S OTA H I STO RY

dominant American culture. These
activities included, but were not
limited to, English-language classes,
citizenship classes, and lessons on
American history and government
structure. Americanization activities peaked between the turn of the
twentieth century and World War I.
When immigration slowed to a near
stop during the war, Americanization
policies also slowed.

boys and young men. The general
belief of the settlement was that if
boys and young men were partaking
in athletic competition, then they
had less time to fall into delinquency.
Notably, the male board members
participated in this aspect of the mission, whereas there is little mention
of other male involvement. The settlement held Boy Scout and Girl Scout
meetings, athletics for girls, sewing

“The situation of the Settlement in the heart of the
foreign district makes it ideal for Americanization.
. . . Every activity in a Settlement could be classed
as Americanization.”
Considering the close relationship
between the League and Archbishop
John Ireland, this policy of Americanization, which continued after Ireland’s death, is not surprising. Ireland
was a leading exponent of the Americanist movement, which sought to
reconcile Catholicism with American
institutions. This reconciliation required the adaptation of old practices
to new ways in the United States. The
history of Americanization efforts
complicates the story of the Margaret
Barry House. Immigrants certainly
needed help learning the language
and navigating a new culture. But
no matter how well intentioned the
leadership and workers of the settlement house were, they brought with
them feelings of cultural superiority,
rooted in middle-to upper-class white
society.18
In addition to the immigrant
services, employees and volunteers
at the Margaret Barry House offered
many extracurricular activities for
youth. They organized a music club;
in fact, they were one of the few
homes in the area to own a piano.
They offered athletic programs at
their gymnasium, particularly for

classes, nutrition classes, various
other craft training opportunities, a
drama club, and folk dances. The settlement house also had a library.19
One particularly important and
heavily used ministry of the Margaret
Barry House was its clinic services,
which were run in coordination with
the Infant Welfare Society of Minneapolis. The Infant Welfare Society,
associated with the national organization of the same name, was founded
in 1912 with the goal of combating the
high death rate among infants. “Lack
of appreciation of the importance of
breast-feeding, ignorance in the care
and hygiene of the baby, unclean milk
and ignorance in the care and preparation of the baby’s food, are among
the principal causes of high infant
mortality,” explains the local Infant
Welfare Society’s first annual report.
To meet its goal of educating and
bringing practical relief to new mothers, the Infant Welfare Society worked
with different settlement houses in
the Twin Cities. In 1917, 1,000 women
and infants were served through this
partnership at the Margaret Barry
House, and the clinic grew over the
years. By 1924, numerous medical

Storytime at the Margaret Barry House, about 1925

services were available, including
general medicine; prenatal care;
infant welfare; dental care; and eye,
ear, nose, and throat care. In addition
to the care provided by the Infant
Welfare Society within the Margaret
Barry Settlement House, St. Mary’s
Hospital (run by the Sisters of St.
Joseph) and other physicians in the
city also provided free services.20

Wartime Activities
When the United States entered
World War I, the Minneapolis League
of Catholic Women, like other charities at the time, added to its regular
ministries a number of relief activities related to the war. Many volunteer associations contributed to the
war effort, providing funds, linens,
surgical dressings, clothes, and more.
Depending on the type, size, and
focus of a charitable organization,
some were able to maintain previous
services while adding war relief.
Other groups chose to focus solely on

war efforts and then shifted back to
regular activities after the war ended.
In its 1918–19 yearbook, the
League reported that its volunteers
had been engaged at various Red
Cross stations around the city, and
they had made hospital and refugee
garments as well as surgical dressings. On at least one occasion, the
League worked with the Knights of
Columbus chaplain at Fort Snelling
to organize entertainment for 100
soldiers. The soldiers were invited to
League members’ homes for dinner
and were shown the sights of both the
city and the surrounding countryside.
Once the war was over, the League engaged in making clothing for refugees
in Europe.21

Legacy
In the foreword to its yearbook for
1918–19, the League’s spiritual director, Thomas E. Cullen, described the
women of the League, noting, “Like
St. Joan of Arc, the League of Catholic

Women regard their vocation as a supernatural call.” His words are a testament to the hard work and devotion
these women gave to various social
services and missions. His words also
reflect how the women’s faith was
profoundly central to their ministry
efforts.
The first two decades of the twentieth century were in many ways a
high point for women’s organizations
like the League. Largely excluded
from politics and business, women
used alternative methods, such as
engagement in large-scale ministries like the League, to work for
change. While socioeconomic means
impacted how women were able to
engage in reform efforts, a lack of
funds did not deter widespread involvement.
Current scholarly research has
been critical of the ways in which
women, especially affluent white
women, used social outreach to push
a particular set of social and religious
values. These critiques have merit,
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and Americanization activities are
prime examples of how the dominant
culture pushed assimilation and
cultural norms. As women gained
influence through missions and other
benevolent outreach, some of these
workers became agents of imperialism and cultural domination. These
serious shortcomings need to be
recognized, but organizations like the
League also play an important role in
women’s history and in the history of
American Christianity.
As time passed, women were
able to increase their own power and
influence within society, especially by
gaining the right to vote in 1920 and
by entering the workforce in larger
numbers. In the 1920s and 1930s,
many aspects of benevolent reform
efforts were being professionalized
into the field of social work. As a
result of these changes, women’s
charitable organizations, in general,
declined in membership and influence, and some simply dissolved.22
The League, though, continued to
adapt over the decades. During the
Great Depression, the Margaret Barry
House was turned over to the archdiocese. From the 1960s to the 1990s, the
League sponsored a group home for
girls, a women’s shelter, and an AIDS
ministry. In 2020, the Minneapolis
League of Catholic Women shifted
to operating as a foundation, which
allows the organization to continue
to serve its community in a different
manner.
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