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TALES OUT OF SCHOOL
By
R. Bruce Harlcy

T. CATHERINE'S CONVENT SCHOOL which was located at the corner of 5th and E Streets

in San Bernardino was not only the first Catholic parochial school in the city but
also was the forerunner of both St. Bernardino Grade school and St. Bernardine High
School. Obviously, an institution which existed from 1880 to 1925 and then moved and
continued under another name until World War II would produce its share of school tales.

Although a modest subscription to build the combined convent and school had been
raised during the 18/0's, it was Mrs. Catherine Quinn who gave the bulk of the money
to énsure construction. She had already been the major donor for the erection of St.
Bernardine's first brick church in 1870, in honor of her late husband, Aeneas Quinn,

a wealthy merchant,

Catherine Quinn was a unique character. She was a woman of a very meager education
but of a great and generous heart. In order to give money for church projects s 8she
practiced the utmost frugality in all things but silks and jewels s of which she was
extravagantly fond. In the latter years of her life, she was afflicted with palsy,

It was the source of much merriment to the youngbloods of the time to see and to listen
to the jingling of bracelets and rings on her palsied hands. She died in 1881 at the
age of 81, The school was named St., Catherine's in her honor.

Staffing for the school was supplied by nums from the Immaculate Heart of Mary order.
During the 1880's, Sister Ignatuis Ballon, proud of her Bostonian birth and training,
had charge of dramatics. She was a consummate actress, a splendid dramatic teacher
and a magnet which drew great numbers of pupils to the school. The plays presented by
her cnarges, it was claimed, far outshone everything offered by professionals in the
city. One performance brought on her the particular criticism of ecclesiastical auth-
orities. Exaggerated motions of propriety caused some individuals to consider girls
impersonating boys in plays to be extremely indecorous!

Another nun whose name remained a household word among the post-Mormon pioneers of
San Bernardino was Sister Mary Navarra, one of the band of Spanish sisters who had
arrived at Los Angeles in 1871. She was a woman of unusual size and strength and of
sterling virtue, a loveable, original and magnanimous character. For twenty-two years,
Martha-like, she attended to the needs of the sisters and students » and was by predil-
iction a vertible mother to the orphans. She efficiently presided over the domestic
affairs of the commmity, the kitchen, laundry, and barnyard. No place on the campus
was more popular with the children than Sister Mary's domain where there always awaited
them some little treats, characteristically dispensed from the intricate fields of a
capacious check apron.

On cold winter nights she brought in an extra supply of wood
for the kitchen stove - the only means of heating which the
convent boasted - so that the sisters, after night prayers
could thaw out a little before retiring to their unheated and
uncomfortable dormitories. To those looking peaked or ill,
ldndhearted old Sister Mary would whisper in her Spanish-flavor-
ed English that she had something for them. And forwith from
under her ubiquitous check apron would issue a delicacy of some
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