
 A n n a l s  f r o m  t h e  A r c h i v e s  

——Last month, I wrote about St. Mary’s High School in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in which 5 young women from the  

graduating class of 1927 entered the Sisters of Notre Dame. As I mentioned in the newsletter, during the 1920s there were on 

average 36 young women entering the Massachusetts Sisters of Notre Dame every year. Most had attended Notre Dame 

schools. In 1926, St. Joseph’s High School in Somerville had 51 graduates. Of those, 4 young women eventually went on to 

enter the Sisters of Notre Dame. They were Margaret Buckley, Ruth Kelley, Aileen Sullivan and Grace Ayers.  

     Margaret Buckley was the first of her class to enter the Sisters of Notre Dame de Namur. She was born on Jan. 23, 1909 in 

Somerville, the eighth child out of eleven born to John and Mary (Connell) Buckley. Two months after her graduation from St. 

Joseph’s in 1926, she entered the Sisters of Notre Dame, taking the name Sr. Agnes. Her early years as a sister were filled w ith 

illness. In 1932, only 3 years after taking her first vows, she contracted tuberculosis. For the next 2 years, she was confined to 

the Boston Consumptives Hospital in Mattapan. The intense loneliness she experienced being separated from her band helped 

her develop a contemplative mindset that sustained her throughout her life. After being released from the sanitarium, she  

continued her recovery in Leominster. When she was finally strong enough to be assigned a mission, she taught at the Notre 

Dame Academies in Boston and Roxbury. In 1939, she became ill again and had to return to Leominster to recuperate. After 4 

years of convalescence, she regained enough strength to return to teaching. Her missions took her to Worcester, Lynn,  

Lawrence, and Exeter, NH. During those years, she also pursued her Bachelor’s Degree in English at Emmanuel which she  

completed in 1950. In 1962, she had another bout of illness, requiring hospitalization. But she was able to again return to 

teaching, going to Beverly, Lawrence and Peabody. In 1978, she retired to Ipswich, where she died on her 78th birthday, Jan. 

23, 1987.  

     Ruth Marie Kelley was next of her 1926 class to enter the Sisters of Notre Dame. She was born in Somerville on July 11, 

1909, the only daughter of Francis and Ellen (St. John) Kelley. While at St. Joseph’s, she passed the entrance examination to 

Emmanuel College and after graduation began her studies there. In 1930, she received her B.A. in English and French and the 

following year, she entered the Sisters of Notre Dame. As a novice, she was assigned to the Music Room because she was  

already an accomplished pianist. While there, she taught herself the harp, which she loved, but because there was little time to 

practice, she told her friends that “When I get to heaven, I’m going to play the harp forever!” After her first vows, she taught at 

St. Patrick’s in Lowell and the Academy of Notre Dame in Tyngsboro. During those years, she pursued her Master’s Degree in 

French, which she received from Boston College in 1946. She then began work on her doctorate at Laval University in Quebec 

City, Quebec, receiving her Ph.D. in 1955. That same year, she began teaching French at Emmanuel College, where she  

remained until 1979. She later taught at St. Mary’s in Beverly and then returned to the Academy of Notre Dame in Tyngsboro. 

Her students remembered her as “kind and understanding” and she maintained friendships with many of her students for the 

rest of her life. She died on Jan. 27, 1995.  

     Aileen Sullivan was born in East Boston on Feb. 27, 1908, the daughter of John and Alice (Halligan) Sullivan and was the 

oldest of five girls. Like all her sisters, she attended St. Joseph’s from grades one to twelve. After her 1926 graduation from St. 

Joseph’s, she went to work for the Registry of Motor Vehicles for the Commonwealth of Massachusetts. In 1934, at the age of 
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26, she entered the Sisters of Notre Dame, taking the name Sr. Alice St. John. After taking her first vows in 1936, she taught 

7th grade boys at St. Mark’s in Dorchester. In 1938, she was transferred to Assumption School in East Boston where she 

taught 7th and 8th grade boys. Her first experience teaching girls came in 1942 when she was sent to St. Mary’s in the 

North End of Boston. She was there only one year before being sent onto St. Mary’s in Cambridge where she taught the 9th 

grade. In 1948, while Connecticut was still a part of the Massachusetts province, she became the principal and superior of 

St. Boniface School in New Haven, CT. During those years, she, like many of the SNDs, spent her summers working toward 

her Bachelor’s Degree, which she completed in 1955. In 1954, she returned to Massachusetts to teach high school at the 

Archbishop Cushing High School. After 3 years, she went to St. Mary’s in Lynn to take over as Superior and Principal. During 

that time, she began work on her Master’s Degree in Administration which she received from Fairfield University in 1961. 

Between 1966 and 1972, she worked as the Guidance Director at Central Catholic in Norwich, CT and Notre Dame High 

School in Bridgeport, CT. Sr. Alice St. John Sullivan died in CT on March 8, 1986, at the age of 78.  

     The last of the Class of 1926 to enter the Sisters of Notre Dame was Grace Ayers. She was born in Somerville on April 17, 

1909, the youngest of three daughters of John and Margaret (Donovan) Ayers. Like her friend, Ruth Marie Kelley, she  

passed the entrance examination to Emmanuel. It must have been a comfort to both of them to have a friend when entering 

into the new world of college.  Grace majored in history and was the president of the Emmanuel College History Society while 

there. She completed her Bachelor’s degree in 1930 and then went onto Boston College to for her Master’s Degree in  

History which she received in 1933. For the next four years she taught at the Cambridge Latin School. On Aug. 17, 1937, 

she entered the SNDs, taking the name Sr. Helen Margaret. After her novitiate, she began teaching history at Emmanuel 

College. Not long after, she began the work for her Ph.D. in History, which she received in 1953 from Fordham University. In 

1960, she became the Assistant Dean of Students, and from 1967 to 1969, she served as the Dean of Freshman. From 

1969 to 1990, she worked in the Alumnae Office at Emmanuel. She died in Worcester on Nov. 2, 1997.  

       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Above, Margaret Buckley in 

1926 and to the right,  

Sr. Agnes Buckley, later in life.  
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Sr. Alice St. John Sullivan 
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On the left, Grace Ayers in 1926, in 

the middle, at her 1930 graduation 

from Emmanuel and on the right,  

Sr. Helen Margaret Ayers.  


