Black (Catholic) History Month:

Mother Mary Ignatius Hayes, foundress of the Institute of

Missionary Franciscan Sisters of the Immaculate Conception,

came to Georgia in 1878, “to work solely and entirely

for the poor colored people of the Diocese.” Bishop

Gross was known for his concern for the black population.

With only 12 priests in his diocese, he was delighted

to welcome Mother Ignatius and her sisters.

Mother Ignatius’ first settlement in Georgia was

in Harrisonville, five miles outside Augusta. There, on

rented property, she began an orphanage and industrial

schools for black children. Living conditions were spartan.

The sisters’ trunks served as chairs; beds were sacks

of cornhusks placed on the floor; cooking was done on a

kerosene stove. Equally spartan was the daily menu. The

rule at the time for the sisters prescribed fast and abstinence

for Wednesday, Friday and Saturday of each week.

On these days the fare was bread, hominy and coffee. On

other days there was a slice of bacon added to the dinner.

In summer apples or peaches from a small orchard supplemented

the noon meals. Later the sisters added a vegetable

garden and acquired a cow. This orphanage sowed

the seeds of a vibrant black Catholic elementary and high

school community, which in 1906 became the parish of

the Immaculate Conception in Augusta.

Bishop Gross invited the sisters to Savannah.

There, the sisters opened three elementary schools and a

high school for the black children of Savannah. The success

of this educational mission was magnified by the

city’s failure to provide for black education, especially

after the abandonment of Reconstruction. These school

communities blossomed into faith-filled parishes in the

city of Savannah, namely, St. Benedict the Moor, St. Anthony,

St. Mary and Pius X.

Today, the Missionary Franciscan Sisters continue

to minister in Augusta and Savannah and their ministry

has spread to other parts of the diocese.
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