
Confessions of 
a small town
Where I grew up, rumours are facts, secrets are an open book, 
and everyone is an investigator.
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In my rural Saskatchewan hometown, there’s a woman who 
people call the Black Widow. They say her last four part-
ners met their untimely deaths during the relationship or 
shortly after. 

Or maybe it’s five partners? I don’t know. Frankly, nei-
ther do my informants. People back home speak in rumour with 
an authoritative confidence, justly held or not. See, evidence means 
something different to every investigator. And in towns like Kelli-
her, everyone is an investigator. 

It’s a strange environment to get to know a person in, because 
you’ll know their secrets before they want you to (or at least the 
secrets everyone else thinks they should be keeping). Any rela-
tionship that develops is a phenomenon hung in balance between 
knowing things faster than you should and pretending that you 
don’t. 

As a kid, I understood that an affair was parking your car in 
another person’s yard, and in Grade 4 I knew about the family 
feud that made two older girls sporadic rivals. Then, as a teenager, 
I worked in the local Co-op grocery store and watched our till sell 
as many tales as it did cartons of  milk.   

It took me years to learn how to sort truth from fabrication and 
spot the many cases where that wasn’t possible. That is why, like so 
many times before, I almost missed this rumour for the blatancy 
that cloaked it. With luck, I did manage to catch the tail of  its fleet-
ing essence and hold on tight, though I wasn’t sure who had made 

the comment. The voice was one of  many in the family Christmas 
mix and the laughter that followed it was quick, the continuation 
of  gossip quicker. 

However, the speaker is of  little matter now. Everyone at the 
party laughed; they all knew what it meant. The words “dirty 
priest” had fallen onto the floor of  the room like crumbs that bail 
from a dry sandwich before another comment followed: No won-
der there was need for an orphanage. I tried to edge my way back 
into the conversation but it was only under the obligation of  direct 
eye contact with my grandmother that I was heard. 

Oh, yes, she replied to my question. Mary used to say...  
Like any true legend, the story’s origins have been forgotten or 

lost, and like any good myth, it is one of  mystery and controversy.  
But the real attraction—the real seduction behind the rumour of  
St. Ann’s was the possibility that it could be true. 

St. Ann’s does indeed exist—or it used to. The only part of  it 
that has survived the tests of  time and reputation is the manor 

that was renovated to serve as a seniors’ home. What’s left of  the 
orphanage is situated at the north end of  Ituna, a neighbouring 
town of  700 my friends and I occasionally found ourselves in on 
Friday nights. 

Ituna is an alphabet town, settled by European immigrants in 

1905 as part of  a trail of  communities that followed the path of  
the Grand Trunk Railway: Fenwood, Goodeve, Hubbard, Ituna, 
Jasmin, Kelliher, Lestock, Mosten. As construction of  the Grand 
Trunk reached Ituna in 1907, a second wave of  settlers came, 
mostly of  Ukrainian descent. 

But a decade later, the community would find itself  struggling 
from the effects of  the 1918 Spanish Flu epidemic, an event that 
was entangled in the history of  St. Ann’s. At the time, approx-
imately 87 per cent of  Saskatchewan’s population was rurally 
based and could access only one-third of  the hospital beds in the 
province. Although the death rate in larger centres doubled that 
of  small communities, villages experienced the highest ratio of  
deaths, nearly 13 people in every 1,000. Those between 20 and 
40 years old—parents—were most susceptible to the illness. More 
than half  of  those who died were in this age range. 

By 1920, the mutated virus had claimed the lives of  50,000 
Canadians, of  whom 5,000 lived in Saskatchewan. Those who sur-
vived the epidemic would face the Great Depression in the next 
decade; many of  the poor immigrants who had come to Ituna 
years earlier found themselves fatally ill or unable to provide for 
the families they had started. Dozens of  children were left with-
out parents or family, prompting the townspeople to seek help for 
their care. 

They found the Sisters Servants of  Mary Immaculate, who, af-
ter arriving in Canada from Ukraine in 1902, set up a missionary in 

Yorkton, less than 80 kilometres straight east of  Ituna. The people 
of  Ituna asked the nuns to set up a missionary in their community, 
too, and within two years, could boast about the residence known 
as St. Ann’s Home. But within another 80 years, both the nuns and 
orphanage would be gone. 

With some encouragement, the Christmas guests that eve-
ning slowly revealed the controversy that clouds St. Ann’s 

character. Although it took a while, whatever hesitation they had 
eventually disintegrated against the allure of  scandal. A story that 
started as one of  pity for the impoverished, homeless boys and 
girls soon morphed into a tale about an orphanage that was used 
to hide nuns impregnated by the local priest. 

Some had even heard that a tunnel connected the facility to the 
priest’s residence at the Sacred Heart Ukrainian Catholic Church 
across the highway (though some later versions of  this rumour 
thought it was for the nuns to use in the winter). As for me, I 
was clueless about the history of  the big white building on the 
north end of  Ituna, never mind the rumours that surrounded it. It 
seemed I was alone in this ignorance. 

According to Ituna’s local history book, the community assured 
financial assistance to the Sisters Servants for the establishment of  
a school, orphanage and residence for themselves. In July 1920, 

“If  they sent me to prison it would be much easier right 
now. Yeah, that’s very unfortunate, but that’s the way it 
was. It was survival. That’s what I did: I survived.”
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Canada’s first SSIM Major Superior, Sister Ambrose Lenkewich, 
and two others arrived in Ituna, setting up in a building on the 
south side of  town that had previously been a store. Over the next 
few years, St. Ann’s Home was renovated to accommodate some 
30 kids. They also made a down payment on a farm in Ituna’s 
north end to generate an income for the orphanage. 

In 1937 the old store needed more repairs and the Sisters in-
stead decided to build new at the farm. Although the Great De-
pression complicated the new building’s construction, it was fin-
ished and blessed in the fall of  1938. 

Until 1961, the Sisters of  St. Ann’s provided residence and 
education up to Grade 8 for an average of  45 boarders and 30 
day students. Throughout the 1940s, the nuns worked to preserve 
family units by keeping siblings together, and were reported having 
reunited 14 families between 1961 and 1970. 

“However, circumstances in the congregation of  Sisters Ser-
vants and in the society forced St. Ann’s Home to terminate this 
phase of  their apostolate in 1974,” reads the Ituna history book.  

“So ended a work of  mercy which had provided love and care 
for over some 2,000 children.” 

Alone, these were simple enough sentences. Combined with 
my knowledge of  the suspicion toward St. Ann’s, they seemed 

cryptic. 
The year after I was born, 1996, the building was sold and con-

verted into St. Ann’s Personal Care Home and Assisted Living. 
Twenty years and $300,000 in renovations later, Ituna native Diane 
Olech and two partners still run the property in this capacity. On 
average, the 12,000-square-foot building is home to fewer than 20 
residents. 

One Sunday, Olech agrees to give me a tour of  the facility. That 
afternoon, I drive into Ituna like I have so many times before, ex-
cept this time I turn into the break of  evergreens, onto the gravel 
drive and up to St. Ann’s. To my embarrassment, the building isn’t 
white, like I thought it was, but a greyed yellow stained by mois-
ture. Two sets of  windows about three feet wide and eight feet tall 
adorn the front of  the building, but no one moves inside. 

I walk up the ramp and into the front entrance. When I meet 
Olech, she’s eager to discuss the upgrades she and her partners 
have made and knows plenty about the building as it stands today, 
but tells me several times that she knows nothing of  the Sisters 
who once resided here. 

“You’ll have to talk to the nuns,” she insists. 
At the end of  the tour, I’m left to wander St. Ann’s on my own. 

I stand at the front entrance, left with a choice to head into the 
north or south wing. My instinct is to dash right and take the stairs 
down as fast as I can. On the tour, I noticed a few dark corners in 
the basement that looked ripe for a secret tunnel.  

But movement to the left catches my attention: a hunched 
shadow shuffles with her walker from one room into the next. It’s 
the first time I’ve seen someone other than Olech in these halls, 
so I follow. 

When I, too, have reached her destination, I poke my head 
through the open door. It’s a lunchroom. In the corner, Katherine 
Heigl flirts with Ashton Kutcher on a flatscreen. When the lone 
snacker turns to look at me, I wave. How are you doing? She smiles 
at me for one second—two—three, then turns back to the screen. 

At the end of  the corridor, I climb wide, shallow stairs whose 

landings look out onto acres of  snow-covered yard. The second 
floor is similar to the main, although most rooms are empty up 
here, despite the nicer view. I peek into each as I pass, making my 
way south across the floor. 

This time at the end, I climb down one level and finish up the 
main floor. The independent residents live in this wing, and there’s 
a chapel sitting kitty-corner to the front office. Olech told me a 
Ukrainian Catholic service is held Monday morning while a Ro-
man Catholic priest visits on Thursdays. Just three pews and two 
chairs are enough to seat the congregations. 

After making a complete circuit of  the top two floors, passing 
two framed prints of  Christ’s Last Supper on the way, I backtrack 
to the staircase. 

St. Ann’s grows darker with each level I descend. I was told 
staff  rarely use the basement anymore, and the dark, stale atmo-
sphere—in contrast to the sunny rooms above—confirms this. 
The layout matches floors one and two: a single hallway divides a 
series of  rooms. “Exit” burns red at either end. 

The basement level was built half  into the ground; every room 
has curtained windows about five feet above ground level. Only 
the laundry room has been left uncurtained, and the results are 
unflattering. In the early afternoon light its brick walls, which have 
been painted white, take on a peach color from burnt-orange lino-
leum and pink drapes. A rust stain leaks like O negative into the 
centre floor drain. 

In the hallway, black signs are nailed above every doorway. 
Laundry. Storage 1. Mending. Canteen. Most rooms are filled with 
stuff: sheets and chairs and dressers. There’s what appears to be a 
workshop; it has a cupboard labelled “sink parts” and a ladder lies 
across its floor. In another room, I find a third rendition of  Christ’s 
Last Supper. 

I enter every room I can and shine my phone’s flashlight in 
every dark crevice. There’s a utility room that’s locked, and a pota-
to bin with a suspicious hole in the floor, but the basement looks 
otherwise innocent of  secret passages. 

It’s colder down here than the top two floors, but doesn’t re-
quire a jacket like my next stop—the old gymnasium. It was built 
in 1971 and looks like it hasn’t been used since. As I walk past the 
hospital beds and desks pushed along the wall, my boots catch 
on tiles that have begun to curl up at the edges. Dust dances in 
spotlights of  sun. On the balcony, a CD player lays on its side, 
discarded. A felt-markered “St. Ann’s” on its side is the first time 
I’ve seen any explicit tie to the past. 

The local history books and my tour of  St. Ann’s were the most 
I learned about the building for the next two months. During this 
time, I asked around for names of  people who lived there as or-
phans but I came up short, and the more I asked family about the 
rumours, the more nervous they got about my curiosity.

I visited the provincial archives in Regina. There I discovered that 
because St. Ann’s Home was a religious institution, the archives 

had no records, save two architectural drawings of  the elevator 
that was installed in 1987. 

I called the Sisters Servants of  Mary Immaculate office in To-
ronto but it took almost three weeks for me to be put in contact 
with the Sisters’ archivist—who missed my calls for a few more 
days. When we did speak, she informed me they needed a written 
request before they could arrange an interview. In hard copy. We 
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Opening spread: Light filters into an empty 
room at St. Ann’s Personal Care Home and 
Assisted Living in Ituna, Saskatchewan. The 
building was once an orphanage. This page: St. 
Ann’s old gymnasium is now used for storage.
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Clockwise from top: The front entrance of  St. Ann’s; 
James Patras, holding a photo from a farewell function 
at St. Ann’s, lived in the orphanage from 1948 to 1951; 
Ted Semchyshyn, whose mother died in childbirth, 
was five years old when his father, an immigrant from 
the Ukrainian-Polish border, could not provide for his 
children and sent Semchyshyn to St. Ann’s.
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don’t email, the nun told me. 
Back in Ituna, a priest at Sa-

cred Heart drew up a list of  oth-
ers who worked at the church 
between 1940 and 1970. We sat 
in the lower floor of  the monas-
tery as he handed me the notes, 
scrawled on the back of  scrap 
paper. Having only worked there 
for a year and a half, he didn’t 
have much to offer. 

Then, when the snow melted, 
I put an ad in the local newspa-
pers and hung posters in Ituna, 
Kelliher, and Fort Qu’Appelle: 
IN SEARCH OF PEOPLE 
WITH PERSONAL CON-
NECTION TO ST. ANN’S 
ORPHANAGE, ITUNA, SK. A 
dozen tabs with my number dan-
gled from the bottom. I should 
have done this first. 

The morning after I post the 
notice, I get a call from a 

James Patras. He tells me he lived 
at St. Ann’s Home for four years, 
from 1948 to 1951. He can’t hear 
me well over the phone, so I 
don’t know much more than that 

at the end of  our conversation, but we do plan to meet the follow-
ing Saturday at 10 a.m. 

His directions lead me to a yard along Highway 35 by the ham-
let of  Bankend that I’ve passed hundreds of  times on my way to 
Ukrainian dance classes or to a visit at my mom’s parents. He’s 
waiting in the drive when I get there. We’ve hardly shaken hands 
before he starts talking about the orphanage. 

“My parents had no interest in us. My mother said she had no 
kids. See, she disowned us—completely. And my dad was always in 
Ontario in the bush camps, and the most important thing for him 
was gambling, alcohol, dirty work,” he explains. 

Patras and his twin sister were the second youngest in a family 
of  five children that was raised in a town south of  Moose Jaw—
forgotten by most maps now—called Wheatstone. In 1948, when 
Patras was 10, his parents separated. Familial connections in the 
Bankend district informed them of  St. Ann’s Home, where four 
of  the five children would then be sent. 

Among the fragments of  memories from this time in his life, 
he can recall a very structured and strict schedule under the care of  
the Sisters Servants. Their day started with mass at Sacred Heart, 
then school lessons in one of  two classrooms on the orphanage’s 
main floor. The day was broken up by farm chores and meals, and 
Patras can remember trading away his dessert to avoid eating the 
cooked turnips. When children misbehaved, they got the strap.

“It was strict but, like I said, it had to be strict with all those 
kids there,” Patras recalls. “I’m not sorry I had that upbringing 
because it made me who I am. I never had two pennies to rub 
together. What I have, I did on my own.”

In comparison to the matter-of-factness he talks about his par-
ents with, Patras’ memories of  the orphanage seem almost fond. 
Of  course, the latter was an improvement over the former. So 
when I breach the topic of  pregnant nuns, I do it carefully. Still, his 
response is adamant. 

“No, no, no, no, no,” he goes. “They were too religious.” 
And that there was a tunnel to Sacred Heart? 
“That is false,” Patras says. “Because we would’ve used the tun-

nel, too. No, no. That’s false.”
The people of  Ituna had respect for the orphanage, he tells me, 

“because most of  the people (understood). We were all orphans—
everybody there, for some reason or another—and had nuns take 
the reins as parents to look after (us).” 

Before I leave, Patras gives me the name of  a man in Ituna who 
he believes was at the orphanage, too: Ted Semchyshyn. I leave a 
message at the number listed by his name in the phone book and 
wait. 

Semchyshyn returns my call the next day, but is reluctant to 
talk about St. Ann’s. His mother died giving birth to his youngest 
sibling, and the fact that he has no pictures or memories of  what 
she looked like still haunts him today. The Sisters Servants of  St. 
Ann’s raised him in her place. 

When I do convince him to tell me about his experience there, 
he responds, “If  they sent me to prison, it would be much easier 
right now. Yeah, that’s very unfortunate, but that’s the way it was. It 
was survival. That’s what I did: I survived.”

Many aspects of  his story align with Patras’, even though Sem-
chyshyn lived at St. Ann’s earlier, from the time he was five years 
old in 1945 to 1951. He recalls the same daily schedule and list of  
chores; he remembers sleeping in a room with 20 other boys; he 
recalls the same strap Patras does that was used for discipline. 

“Your mom is the best thing you have when you’re young. It’s 
more important than the dad. That’s the way I feel, and I missed 
all that. That’s the way it was, and I went to the orphanage at that 
time and there was no love or affection or nothing. They handled 
you just like a prisoner.”

Semchyshyn’s father was an immigrant from the Ukraine-Po-
land border who couldn’t afford to raise Semchyshyn until 1951. 
Despite his father’s poverty, when Semchyshyn returned home, “it 
was like heaven... I never looked back at the orphanage.” 

He knows nothing about a tunnel but at the mention of  secret 
trysts between the nuns and the priest he pauses. Admittedly, Sem-
chyshyn was too young and under supervision too strict to have 
seen anything while an orphan—but having stayed in the Ituna 
community for his entire life made him suspicious. 

“(An acquaintance) was courting some kind of  lady from the 
north, coming home at four o’clock in the morning. He’s crossing 
right by St. Ann’s, and the Father would be walking across the road 
from—was going back home. And this guy had quite a few drinks 
and he was feeling good, so he stops the vehicle, he says, ‘Father, 
you’re in the same boots as I am.’ The Father put his head down 
and walked away.”

After months of  searching, that is all I had: a chance encounter 
retold, then retold again. It seems I’m no better than I was as a 
child at identifying which stories are true and those that are false, 
though I continue to assume, just like a child, that there is differ-
ence to be found between life and the whispers that flit about it 
from one ear to the next.
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