The story of the Dominican Sisters of San Rafael and present-day Dominican
University began with a papal summons to Rome in 1850.

The summons came to Prior Joseph Alemany, a naturalized United States citizen born in Spain,
who had been sent as a missionary to the United States 10 years earlier. Reluctant to take the
position, he relented when Pope Pius IX told him, “You must go to California. … Where others
are drawn by gold, you must carry the Cross.”
Before embarking on his journey, Alemany sought to bring along a few Dominican Sisters to
help educate the children of his new diocese in California. The only “Sister” who volunteered to
accompany him was a 41-year-old Belgian novice, Mary Goemaere, from Paris’ Monastery of
the Cross. At first, she believed she was going to live and work in Somerset, Ohio, where
Alemany had formerly worked. However, in route, her destiny changed and she, along with
Alemany and fellow Dominican Friar, Francis Vilarrasa, began their long and arduous trip to
Monterey. The journey included four separate sea voyages, a canoe trip and a mule-back trek
over the Isthmus of Panama. They arrived in San Francisco on the steamer, Columbus, on Dec.
6, 1850.
Sr. Mary Goemaere followed Bishop Alemany to Monterey in March of 1851 and within three
years there were nine sisters teaching at the school they had named Santa Catalina. Three years
later, the convent and school, renamed St. Catherine’s, moved inland to Benicia which had
briefly been the Capitol of California. Sr. Mary continued on as prioress general until 1862 and
her last act was to open a convent and school, St. Rose Academy, in San Francisco.

In 1888, at the urging of Mother Louis O’Donnell, Archbishop Riordan of San Francisco
approved the move of the Dominican Sisters to San Rafael. The site purchased was in what was
then called Magnolia Valley and was selected for its park-like setting and fine weather. The
owner of the land, William T. Coleman, donated half of the land and sold the other half to the
Dominican Sisters for $10,000, to be paid off as a loan. The main building was built and
dedicated in 1889 and welcomed young girls the following year to what would be called the
College of San Rafael. The new, ornate, Victorian-Renaissance style building housed the
convent, novitiate, and the lower and upper schools for girls.
In 1915, with the encouragement of the University of California at Berkeley administration, a
junior college was opened for young women seeking an advanced degree. In 1917 it became an
accredited four-year college. The following year the Sisters purchased the nearby Meadowlands
from M.H. De Young and built what is now the Forest Meadow Amphitheater that has been the
site of countless plays and concerts for over 100 years. The four-year college and schools for
younger girls flourished together until, in 1965, the lower schools were moved to their new site
in Sleepy Hollow and renamed San Domenico School. In 1971 Dominican College became coeducational and in 2000 was accredited as Dominican University of California. Unfortunately,
the original convent, built entirely out of redwood, was destroyed in a 1990 fire started by
painting contractors who were refurbishing the building.
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