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School history
St. Mary’s Catholic School 

was founded in 1897, when the 
Sisters of St. Joseph came to 
Bird Island to run the brand-
new school, which was to be 
part of St. Mary’s Church. St. 
Mary’s offered K-12 education 
until 1972, when the last class 
of seniors graduated. Since 1973 
the school has provided K-8 
grade education. Each year, a 
graduation ceremony is held for 
the eighth-graders.

According to trivia from Father 
George Schmidt, the smallest 
high school graduating class was 
that of 1919, when there were 
only two. The largest number 
of graduating seniors was 36 in 
1949, 1968 and 1969.

Other school history highlights 
shared by Schmidt included the 
champion girl’s basketball team 
of 1922 and Minnesota Governor 
Mark Dayton’s visit to the 

school as a thank-you to McKaia 
Ryberg in 2012.

St. Mary’s has lived in four 
different buildings over its 125 
years of operation.

In 1897, it held its first classes 
in the parish house, as the 
new school building, opened 
in 1898, was being built. The 
school quickly outgrew that first 
building and a larger school 
would follow in 1913. A small 
piece of the 1913 school still 
exists, as the statue, cornerstone 
and pillars from the school are 
now part of the school’s digital 
sign at the front of the building.

The present-day school, 
located right beside the church, 
was built in 1915 and was 
originally St. Mary’s High 
School.

Over the past few years, 
maintenance projects have been 
done to keep the 107-year-old 
building in good condition. There 
are new floors on the main 
floor and the original hardwood 
floors on the second floor 
were refinished. The roof was 
replaced in 2018, and upcoming 

projects include tuckpointing 
the brick exterior, new windows 
and an upgraded playground. 
And, of course, the technology 
has continued to change with 
smart boards having replaced 
chalkboards and students now 
with tablets instead of paper and 
pencils.

“We are so, so fortunate to 
have people believe in us like 
they do. It is mind blowing to 
me how amazing people are 
to us. Your hearts are huge,” 
Bertrand Sigurdson said.

If it wasn’t for the community 
of Bird Island and members 
of the church, the school 
never would have taken place 
or existed for so long and so 
successfully, Bertrand Sigurdson 
said.

“This all started because you 
or your family members were 
here, or your parents were here 
or your grandparents were 
here. You made this happen,” 
Bertrand Sigurdson said. “The 
next 125 years, the sky is the 
limit, and who knows what it 
will bring.”

ST. MARY’S

often mentioned in 
housing advertisements, 
continued even after 
1948, when the U.S. 
Supreme Court ruled the 
clauses unenforceable.

“Covenants were often 
put on these properties 
as a way to attract white 
buyers,” Corey said. 
“And unfortunately they 
didn’t think anything of 
throwing a lot of people 
out and under the bus to 
attract people to those 
properties.”

Since it started in 
2016, Mapping Preju-
dice has identified more 
than 25,000 covenants 
in Hennepin County. 
For the last three years 
they’ve partnered with 
the Welcoming the Dear 
Neighbor? project at St. 
Catherine University 
on a similar effort in 
Ramsey County, where 
they’ve confirmed about 
2,400 covenants so far. 
Corey said that’s likely 
a significant undercount 
because of missing or 
unreadable deeds.

He said the pro-
cess begins by feeding 
microfilmed records 
through optical charac-
ter recognition software, 
which looks for racist 
language. Anything the 
computer flags then 
goes to a group of vol-
unteers. It’s a laborious 
process.

“Combined between 
Ramsey County and 
Hennepin County we’ve 
had over 6,000 volun-
teers work on this data,” 
Corey said

Cindy Schwie is among 
the group of volunteers. 
Like Djevi, Schwie lives 
in Roseville and said she 
became interested in the 
project after spotting 

“disgusting” language 
in the title abstract for 
the home that she pur-
chased with her hus-
band in 1974.

The clause says that 
“No person or persons of 
any race other than the 
Caucasian race shall use 
or occupy any building 
on any of the hereinbe-
fore described property 
except that this cove-
nant shall not prevent 
occupancy by domestic 
servants of a different 
race domiciled with the 
owner or tenant.”

Even though the 
clause has been illegal 
for decades, Schwie said 
she’s working to dis-
charge it, in part to send 
a message to her home’s 
future owners.

“As homeown-
ers, we do not want 
this on there,” Schwie 
said. “It’s not what we 
believe in. And we want 
other people to know in 
history that we did not 
believe in this.”

Carol Gurstelle lives 

near Schwie in a mid-
century subdivision 
where all the homes 
have racially restric-
tive covenants. Gurstelle 
said the clause on her 
property deed is specif-
ic and explicit; it bans 
“Negroes,” as well as 
Jews and people of Asian 
descent.

Gurstelle said she 
learned about the clause 
when she purchased 
the home nearly five 
decades ago. Gurstelle 
said she long considered 
it a curious bit of archaic 
legalese.

“Since then, with 
the rising awareness of 
prejudices in this coun-
try, and how practices 
such as racial covenants 
have shaped the way our 
cities have grown, I’m 
more offended by it now 
than I was then.”

Besides Roseville, the 
new map shows pockets 
of covenants scattered 
across St. Paul, Maple-
wood, White Bear Lake 
and other cities.

St. Catherine Univer-
sity sociologist Daniel 
Williams said the effort 
to identify restrictive 
covenants is not just 
about nullifying racist 
language. Its larger goal 
is to illustrate how the 
pernicious influence of 
that language remains.

“Segregation was not 
inevitable,” Williams 
said. “But once seg-
regation happened, it 
did effectively racial-
ize space, and that had 
consequences that were 
really never ending.”

Because covenants 
and other racist policies 
restricted homeowner-
ship, Williams said that 
Black people have had 
far fewer opportuni-
ties than others to build 
wealth and pass it to 
future generations. He 
points to a 2021 Federal 
Reserve study that pins 
the median net worth 
of white households in 
Minnesota at $211,000. 
For Black households, 
that figure is $0.

RACISM
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or renting the home.

By Macy Moore

KANDIYOHI COUNTY 
— A slew of area stu-
dios, where local artists 
hone their crafts and 
create their wares, were 
put on public display 
over the weekend, as the 
annual Lakes Area Art 
Studio Hop was featured 
in local communities 
including Svea, Willmar, 
New London and Spicer.

From potters to paint-
ers and everything in 
between, nine artists in 
total took part in this 
year’s event, which 
began Friday evening 
and continued through 5 
p.m. Saturday.

Some artists opened 
up their homes, where 
their studios reside, 
while others filled loca-

tions including the Barn 
Theatre in Willmar and 
Little Theatre in New 
London.

The event, which was 
structured as an open-

door studio tour, cre-
ated an opportunity for 
community members 
to speak with the art-
ists about their creations 
in a peaceful, laidback 

environment.
The event is funded, 

in part, by a grant from 
the Willmar Arts Fund 
of Willmar Area Com-
munity Foundation.

2022 Studio Hop 
features 9 artists 
in 5 studios in 
Kandiyohi County
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