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Sisters share fond memorles at SVSFC reunion

8Y JONI HUDRED
STAFF WRITER

529 MacDougal."

The Lopez sistera say it almost |

in unison, they remember the
address so well. Back then, it
was the St. Vincent Orphans
Asylum, a fairly intimidating
name for a place that was home
to so many children,

“It was written into stone,”
Elisa Lopez Morgan recalled as
sheand gcr sisters chatted at
Sunday afternoon’s St. Vincent
and Sarah Fisher Center alum-
ni reunion, The three were
seated with the Aquilina sisters,
Jessic and Theresn, who were at
St. Vincent's during the same
time.

- Don't think of them as “poor
orphans.” Think of them as suc-
cessful women looking backon a
good life, including the years
they spent at St. Vincent's, Talk

. to them a while, you might even
think those were some of their
best yenrs,

*“Our parents were in the TB
asylum,” Estela Lopez Leal
explained. "Our fm]u:r died
there”

When their mother was finally
well enough to leave the hospi-
tal, she still wasn't capable of
taking care of hev children., She
stayed with Estela’s husband's *
family.

Elisa entered the TB sanitari-
um when she was two-and-a-
halfyears old; she was there four
years.

“They had a pedintrie ward..,
kids stayed there like patients in
the hospita),” shie said, “You did-
n't get out until you had three
negative (sputum) tests”

Jessic remembers being in the
hospital a long time with bouts
of pneumonia. Hospitals were
different in those days, she safd,

“When you went inito the hos-
pital, you dldn't get out”

Neither the asylum nor the
hospital offered any kind of edu-
cation. Schooling was offered
through the orphanage, and the
girls had the opportunity to go
to outside schools as well,

St. Vincent's Mother Superior,
Sister Josephine, and the other
nuns were as much like parents
as much like parents as {t's pos-
sible to be with so muny chil-
dren; the sisters

"People felt sorry for us when
we got out of the home. I think
it was wonderful. They gave us

the love they could,” sald Jessie,
Sister Josephine, however,
\i;,'enltnthe cx!i.sr;milc.;lhe called
e Lopez aisters tof er to
break the news to them about
their father's death, Anc‘{ one
oty ience stlcks in

*“They provided us witha
fnundnﬂon forlife. A
foundation,” Jessie

The sisters ngree their faith in
God started wnh their parents,

Jessie’s memury

It was report card time, and
she'd gotten a bod grade.

“I had to stand in line to have
Sister look at my report card
and sign it. I sald to her, ‘If you
don't look at my report card and
justsign it, I promise I'll do bet-
ter next time.,” Jessic said. "And
you know what? She did”

The girls attended Our Lady
of Sorrows Catholic school,
which had the unique attraction
of radiated heat from the floors.

“It was just opening up,”
Estela said.

Sister Josephine also asked
donors {or funds so her girls
could attend Shrine of the Little
Flower secondary schoal.

GREATER LESSONS

But the girls weren't only
schooled in reading and writing.
Their education included train-
ing in clocution, ballet classes,
lessons in chorus and band, am
they staged an operetta every
year. There were field trips as
well, to popular plays and musi-
cals, The girls spent their sum-
mers at a beautiful campsite
near Brighton.

“From the last day of school to
the first day of school in the fall,
we were out there;” Jessie said.

“We went swimming and
horseback riding,” said Anne
Marie Lopez Sterling. "We were
very active kids”

Active, and faithfu, thanks to
the nuns who staffed the home,

but d and was strength-
ened during their time at St.
Vincent's,

‘There were other lessons as
well, the kinds of things parents
used to teach kids before there
were classes and varying theo-
ries and philosophies about dis-
cipline. The girls all had chores
to do, like ironing and laundry
when the school doy was over.

“Don’t you find yourself'sitting
up strnight?” Jessie asked, and
the others nodded in agreement.
*“We couldn't slouch.”

MOVING DAYS

The girls spent varying
amounts of time at St. Vincent's,
between nine and 12 years -
including u very difficult time in
the center's history,

In 1948, the huilding on
MacDougal was condemned,
and Sister Josephine was placed
in what scems an impossible
posmon

“Sister Josephine had to make
adecision who she was to keep,
and we were all shipped over
here,” Jessie said.

By 1948, 32 children occupied
two cottages on the property
where the St. Vincent and Sarah
Fisher Center is now located.
‘The property had been owned
by the Sisters of Providence,
who had improved buildlngs on
the former Tibbits farm at 12
Mile and Townlin
Inkster) Rond. When
destroyed those buildings,
Charles and Sarah Fisher fund-
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Gathered at St.
Vincent Sarah
Fisher Center's
reunion Sunday
are slsters Jessle
Aqullina Glszczak,
with her grand-
daughter Jesslca,
Theresa Agullina
Bauer, Estefa
Lopez Leal, Anne
Marle Lopez
Sterling and Etisa
Lopez Morgan,

ed construction on the 80-acre
property, named the Sarah
Fisher Childrens Home.

During Sundny’s alumni gath-
ering, the sisters witnessed the
opening of n cornerstone laid on

July9, 1929 It included news-

* poper clippings, portraits of the

Fishers and thelr childrenand a
few coins dnted that year, as well
as letters expluining the history
of the project.

For the Lopez and Aguilina
sisters, the day’s memories were
captured in conversation and
laughter and reflections on the
surprisingly happy upbringing
of five little girls for whom
unfortunate circumstances did
not mean an unfortunate life.

Yes, they were farmed out to
wealthy families for the holl~
days, showered with gifts and
taught how to behave like
refined young ladies. And yes,
they bathed in groups wearing
long muslin robes, out of a sense
of modesty mandsted by the
Smnlh peak of

But they s of Sister
Josephine with a mixture of

Io\'e, npprecinlmn and the child-
ike owe reserved for parents.

“She was one of the wisest,”
said Theresa Aquilina Bauer.
*She was well-educated and very
much ahead of her time."

"She had a sense of humor”
Elisa Lopez Morgan added, “and
foolish woman she was, she

us”

The Lopez and Aquilina sis~
ters may not be related by birth,
but like many of the children
who lived at St. Vincent's and
later t St. Vincent and Sarah
Fisher Center, they still stay in
touch. None of them think of

emselves as having been
deprived or the slightest bit
poorer for their childhood expe-
riences.

"I wasn't a poor orphan,’ Elisa
said, "] was happy”
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Scaled in the cornerstone
at St, Vincent and Sarah
Fisher Center for the past 73
years has been the true story
of how the center came to be,
in its benefactors’ own words,

‘When Sister Xavier
Ballance, Chairman of the
Board of Trustees, and
Excecutive Director Jean
Vickers opened the metal box
cemented in a corner of the
main building at 12 Mile and
Inkster Roads, they found
newspaper clippings from the
Detroit Evening Times and
the Detroit Free Press, circa

Benefactors' letter reveals history

cern, It as during and after
this period of suspense that
our sympathies for the infant
charges of the House of
Providence were aroused to a
degree which resulted in
active charities of major
importance, on behalf of
these little ones,” the Fishers
wrote,

Consulting with the Sisters
and pediatrician Dr. TW.
White, the Fishers developed a
plan to provide for the care of
infants, which grew froma
$2,000 to & §200,000 project.

“Charity is like a living root;

Building and 10 specially
designed cottages, were com-
pleted in 1929, at a cost of
$750,000 ~ $100,000 of
which was bequeathed by
Nanette Lansing Riley, widow
of Cornelius J, Riley.

e donors know how
true it is that ‘the wealth you
give away is the only wealth
you will always possess)” the
Fishers wrote, “and are happy
to have contributed in this
personal way to the work
belng carried on by the noble
women who devote their lives
to the care 6f the homeless

1929; portraits of Charles and  once planted, it grows and and the sick and to all other
Sarah Fisher and theirchil-  spreads;” wrote the Fishers, charities which call for the
dren William, Charles, Everil,  In the fall of 1928, the root  ministrations of womankind.”
Mary, Sarah and Thomas; grew agaln, as the Sisters of “We believe that no charita-
business eards of the project’s  the House of Providence lost  ble work merits more the
architect and engineer; and their facility for two to six beneficent action of those able
two letters, with strong mes-  year olds to fire. 1o give charity than the care of
sages about the value of char- ~ The buildings were located  children whom an unkindly
ity blended into the Center’s  on property at 12 Mile and fate has deprived of mother
history. ‘Townline {now Inkster) and father and who thus have
Dated July 9, 1929, the let-  Roads. Jost the moral and physieal
ter from Charles and Sarnh *To give qulckly is always care of Joving parents.
Fisher explained thelr experi-  the best charity,” the Fishers It is that the Sisters of the
ence with Thomas' birth in believed. By Thanksgiving House of Providence may be
1920, at Providence Hospital  Day, the Sarah Fisher able to carry on their work of
in Detroit. Childrens’ Home had been supplying the care and the
“For some time after his built. love of home, for the home-
_-birth, he infant’s physical . . ..—Xk Chuildi Taas, thatAlese buildings have —
condition caused grave con-  including an Administration  been erected.”
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