
CHAPTER 15 
 

FROM REGENSBURG  
TO RACINE : 
AN ODYSSEY    

 
Maria Benedicta Bauer, a nun of Heilig Kreuz (Holy Cross) Monastery in Regensburg, 

Bavaria, had long followed with interest a mid-nineteenth century movement among Bavarian 
nuns to undertake a mission of education for the masses of German Catholics who were 
emigrating at that time to the United States. Galvanized primarily by the directors of the Ludwig 
Missionsverein and its collaborators in America, these nuns were prepared to leave their cloisters 
to teach the children of the emigrants.[1] 

 
Maria Benedicta herself had been prepared to join the effort as early as 1827. That particular 

mission, for reasons unknown, was cancelled. But later, as prioress of her convent, she sent Holy 
Cross women to America in response to a plea from the Benedictine Abbot of Latrobe, 
Pennsylvania, Boniface Wimmer. The first of these women established a school in Williamsburg 
(now Brooklyn), New York, in 1853. They were jo



  
Though no records of the Pielenhofen state school of that period have survived, it was almost 

certainly there that Maria Anna received her early education. In any case, it has been established 
that she did not attend either of the only two Bavarian nuns' schools to have survived the 
secularization, Holy Cross and Santa Klara in Regensburg. 

 



  
I never (in my innate simplicity) had any doubt that any but one only of those 

currently in this convent had any persistent resentment toward me personally. Nor did I 
feel the least resentment toward one or the other. And if at times I have been Hot-
tempered and cross with one or the other, 



instead of at Williamsburg where there had been little opportunity or incentive to learn it in the 
totally German school and community. Their two original companions elected to remain in 
Williamsburg.[14] 

 
The "English sisters" were, of course, the small band of Dominicans who had been sent out 

in 1830 from St. Catharine's in Kentucky to the little hilltop town of Somerset on the National 
Road. By now they had a thriving convent and boarding school not far from the friars' church 
and priory at Holy Trinity. Both of the new Bavarian arrivals found Somerset a refreshing 
interlude. But by August it seemed 





The earliest surviving word from Bishop Henni on the matter came only after Maria 
Benedicta had written in early December to ask permission to begin building the following 
spring.[26] Then later in the same month she wrote to tell him that she was beginning to realize 
that  

 
Green Bay is so small, and the German parish so poor that they send scarcely thirty-

six children to the school, and hardly half of these are able to pay two shillings a month. 
We receive as a rule no more than four or five dollars a month, but our expenses are 
usually half again as much. Besides, our holy rule says we are never to build a convent if 
there is no prospect for continued existence.[27] 

  
Henni reminded her quite gently in his response: "You, dear Sister, probably already know 

that I've always objected to the founding of a motherhouse in Green Bay. I gladly consent to 
your establishing a school there, but the motherhouse must always have an independent location 
and more spacious grounds.... I am sure that there are more suitable places."[28] A month later 
he wrote with suggestions of several possible Wisconsin locations, urging that she take a trip to 
visit each of them in spring.[29] 

 
There is no evidence at all that Maria Benedicta ever followed his suggestion. On May 1 she 

signed the deed to a house and lot in Racine, and on May 12 she and her small community, along 
with a few boarding students and orphans, arrived to take possession.[30] The nuns opened their 
first Racine school in the basement of St. Patrick's Church on June 1, raising money to 
supplement tuition by giving concerts at which their superior performed on the organ.[31] 

Racine, Wisconsin, in 1858, looking south across the Root River from St. Patrick's Parish 
 
By 1863 the sisters were teaching in several schools in Racine and one in Port Washington. 

The next year saw the establishment of an academy for girls within the new motherhouse that 
had been built at Pearl and Chippeway Streets (later renamed Park Avenue and Twelfth Street). 

  
When tuition, concerts and grants from the Ludwig Missionsverein did not bring in sufficient 

funds to support the schools, the nuns received Bishop Henni's permission to beg from door to 
door. Maria Thomasina found this task not entirely pleasant, as she wrote to Rev. Paul Kagerer 
of the Ludwig Missionsverein: 

  



Last autumn, so that we would be able to pay the pressing debts we had assumed for the 
needed addition to the building [for the academy], I actually had to go out, with our bishop's 
permission, to take up a collection among the people. That was a difficult duty for me, but 
the example of our holy father Dominic gave me courage to go from house to house and beg 
for a kind donation from the people. I devoted six weeks to this duty, and here and there had 
to put up with great unpleasantness. But in this case the unpleasantness could only lead to 
trust, since our begging got us out of our pressing need.[32] 
  
All this while, the sisters were continuing to live the monastic regimen of the Second Order 

and to maintain cloister to whatever extent they could. The stomach cancer that had surely been 
present already for a few years before Maria Benedicta left Regensburg became more serious in 
early 1865. By June of that year she was confined to bed, and Maria Thomasina found herself 
taking on more and more responsibility for the young community. The prioress died on October 
13, 1865, leaving eight professed sisters, seven novices, and eleven candidates. 

 
Because there were not enough perpetually professed sisters to hold a canonical election, 

Bishop Henni appointed the thirty-one-year-old Maria Thomasina Ginker to be prioress. She was 
in office less than a year when she contracted typhoid fever from a novice she was nursing. 
Unaware of the gravity of her illness, she decided to preach the community's annual retreat in 
late August 1866, when the scheduled preacher cancelled at the last minute. The retreat, for 
which her carefully written conferences still survive, ended with the reception of three novices 
on August 28. The second prioress of the Racine Dominicans died on September 6. 

 
Maria Benedicta Bauer's work in this country had been marked from the beginning by her 

determination to Americanize. She had emphasized in all of her advertising for her schools that 
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